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Abstract
The term “topography” describes a landscape’s structural elements and how 
they interact with the surrounding area. It focuses on the connections between 
the natural and constructed ecosystems and how human activities affect the 
environment. The history and ecological health of a region can be inferred from 
its topography. For instance, a location’s topography may reveal whether it has 
seen erosion, deforestation, or other types of ecological disturbance. Ecologists 
can better understand how environmental changes affect the landscape and its 
inhabitants by studying the topography of a certain location. John Maxwell Coetzee 
was a famous South African writer who tells us about these landscapes, climates, 
and other ecological aspects flawlessly in his novel Disgrace. John Maxwell Coetzee 
was popularly known by his initials, J.M. Coetzee. Coetzee was born on February 9, 
1940, in Cape Town, South Africa. This paper studies the aspects of loco-description 
in J.M. Coetzee’s Disgrace.
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Introduction
 Loco-description refers to the detailed description of the physical 
features of the locality and its characteristics of the Earth’s surface. 
Loco-description includes the measurements and mapping of its 
elevation, terrain, flora and fauna, natural and human-made features, 
and the spatial relationship between them. These loco-descriptions 
are usually recorded with the experiences of humans and computer-
based analysis using aerial photography, satellite images, and the 
GIS (geographic information system), which collects these details 
to plan the uses of lands, manage the environment, and conduct 
geographical research. 
 Suresh Frederick in Ecocriticism Paradigms and Praxissays, 
“Ecocriticism is a critical study of literature from a biocentric 
view. It has given the critical tools to study literature from nature’s 
perspective. It assumes that all life forms are interrelated. It is not 
a mind-boggling theory with lots of jargons but a mind-expanding 
theory” (Frederick 1). Loco-description or topography is the study of 
landforms and the natural arrangement of the local descriptions such 
as the trees, soil, and other natural habitats. In Ecocriticism, while 
observing the loco-description, Peter Barry elucidates four different 
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types of “Outdoor Environments” (Frederick 5) such as wilderness, scenic sublime, countryside, 
and domestic picturesque. This paper attempts to highlight the importance of loco-description in 
J.M. Coetzee’s novel Disgrace. The first chapter introduces the topic. The second chapter deals 
with loco-description in J.M. Coetzee’s novel Disgrace. The final chapter gives a fitting conclusion 
to the project.
 The novel, Disgrace, by J.M. Coetzee is set in a post-apartheid South Africa that features a richly 
detailed landscape, with topographical elements playing an important role in shaping the characters 
and events of the story. The main protagonist, David Lurie, lives and works in the Eastern Cape 
region. This Eastern Cape region is described as hot, dry, and barren, with occasional hills and flat 
plains. Disgrace is notable for its exploration of the loco-description of South Africa, both physical 
and cultural, and how these loco-descriptive elements intersect the lives of its characters. The story 
explains the vivid description of the South African landscape from the very beginning of the novel. 
Coetzee also immerses the reader in the ideas of the physical features of the country. 
 The opening scene of the novel takes place in Cape Town, which comes under the fourth division 
of classification of Outdoor Environment by Peter Barry, which is the domestic picturesque in which 
the culture dominates the most. Coetzee describes the city in detail. He also notes the divisions 
between the different parts of the city, with wealthy white suburbs on one side and impoverished 
black townships on the other.
 As the novel progresses, Coetzee takes the readers further into the South African landscape. 
When David is forced to leave Cape Town and go into hiding on his daughter Lucy’s farm, we are 
given a detailed portrait of rural South Africa. Coetzee describes the hills and the skies that stretch 
out around the farm, as well as the rugged terrain that makes farming a difficult and uncertain 
business. One can also see the ways in which the landscape is marked by the legacy of apartheid, with 
Lucy’s black workers living in cramped and squalid conditions while she lives in relative luxury.
 Throughout the novel, Coetzee uses the landscape of South Africa as a way of exploring the 
themes of the novel. One of the most prominent themes is the legacy of apartheid and the ongoing 
struggle for racial equality in South Africa. Coetzee highlights the stark divisions between different 
parts of the country, with white suburbs and black townships existing side by side but never really 
intersecting. He also shows how the landscape itself is marked by this history of division, with white-
owned farms and black-owned settlements existing in close proximity but never really overlapping.
 Another important theme in the novel is the tension between urban and rural life. David Lurie is 
a city-dweller, and his experience of the South African landscape is shaped by his urban sensibility. 
When he is forced to leave Cape Town and go into hiding on Lucy’s farm, he is confronted with a 
very different kind of landscape, one that is wild and unforgiving. Coetzee uses David’s experience 
to explore the ways in which the South African landscape shapes the lives of its inhabitants and the 
tension between those who live in the cities and those who live in the countryside.
 Coetzee also uses the landscape of South Africa as a way of exploring the theme of identity. 
Throughout the novel, David Lurie struggles with his sense of self, trying to come to terms with 
his desires and motivations. As he becomes more deeply embedded in the landscape of South 
Africa, he begins to question his assumptions and values. Coetzee uses the landscape as a way of 
exploring how our surroundings shape our sense of self and the tension between the desires and the 
expectations of the society in which we live. In Disgrace, David tries to live a life according to his 
expectations, but he fails and is forced to live a life obeying the expectations of society.
 The novel Disgrace features a richly detailed landscape, with topographical elements playing an 
important role in shaping the characters and events. Coetzee speaks about landscapes such as farm land, 
Cape Town, universities, mountains, wilderness, beaches, farms, townships, and rivers. The novel is set 
primarily in Cape Town, which is an urban landscape, and the urban landscape plays a significant role in 
the story. David Lurie’s life and the events that unfold around him are all situated in the city’s bustling 
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streets, shops, and cafes. After David Lurie’s fall from grace, which was a result of his misbehaviour 
with a fellow student, Melanie Isaacs, he retreats to his daughter’s farm in the Eastern Cape, which is a 
rural landscape where the novel’s second half takes place. The novel describes the rural landscape and 
the harsh realities of life for David Lurie and Lucy, the daughter of David, on the farm. Coetzee also 
uses natural landscapes to highlight the stark beauty and harshness of the South African environment. 
The novel’s descriptions of the Karoo, a semi-desert region in South Africa, are particularly striking. As 
David Lurie comes to terms with his past mistakes and tries to move forward, the novel often portrays 
his memories of landscapes from his earlier life. These landscapes help him come to terms with his 
identity and his place in the world.
 The city of Cape Town serves as the primary setting for the novel, and the city’s physical and 
social landscape is a significant element of the story. The city is portrayed as a place of contrast, with 
affluent white neighbourhoods existing alongside impoverished black townships. The city’s physical 
environment is also described in detail, with Coetzee using vivid language to depict the streets, buildings, 
and natural surroundings. In the novel, Cape Town is the largest city in the Eastern Cape region, and it 
serves as a backdrop for many of the events in the novel. The city is described as being divided between 
the wealthy white population and the poorer black population. The divide between the two groups is a 
reflection of the wider racial tensions in the country. The town is situated on the coast of the Atlantic 
Ocean, and the novel makes several references to the beaches and coastline. These areas serve as a 
source of beauty and pleasure but also represent the country’s vulnerability to external threats.
 David Lurie works at Cape Technical University, which is also a representation of the changes that 
have occurred in South Africa since the end of apartheid. According to reports, the university is a diverse 
setting where employees and students of all races coexist. As various groups compete for control and 
influence, however, this diversity also causes frustration and conflict. The university is a representation 
of intellectualism and advancement, but it also shows how education can be used to maintain privilege 
and inequality. 
 As a city with a history of colonisation and racial oppression, Cape Town’s university’s location 
there is significant. The university is a predominantly white institution, which reflects the continuing 
racial disparities in South Africa despite the end of apartheid. The interactions between the white 
professor David Lurie and his black student Melanie Isaacs serve to highlight this racial divide in 
the book. The topography of the book is also influenced by the physical design of the university. 
The university’s remoteness from the rest of society is highlighted by its location on the outskirts of 
the city. The contrast between the university’s rural location and Cape Town’s urban environment 
highlights the distance between the university and the local community.
 The iconic and flat-topped Table Mountain dominates Cape Town’s skyline and is frequently 
mentioned in the book. The mountain represents both the grandeur and beauty of the city as well as 
the ominous shadow of the past. One significant topographical element in the book is the mountain 
range that surrounds Cape Town. “Mountains are the beginning and the end of all natural scenery” 
(Ruskin Web). They are characterised as majestic, fearsome, treacherous, and unpredictable. The 
mountains stand in for the difficulties that the characters must overcome in order to succeed in their 
daily lives. They are additionally described as an uninhabited wilderness that can be threatened by 
human activity. In general, the mountains in Disgrace serve as a reminder of the precarious state of 
humankind’s relationship with nature and the terrible results of exploitation of the natural world for 
gain and power. The urgency of protecting the environment is highlighted by Coetzee’s ecocritical 
viewpoint, even as human societies continue to develop and change.
 In the final section of the novel, Lurie travels to the Eastern Cape to visit his daughter and 
grandson. A lot of black South Africans are depicted as living in substandard conditions in the Eastern 
Cape, which is seen as a region that is struggling with social inequality, economic exploitation, and 
environmental degradation. Coetzee uses the landscape to highlight the themes of transformation 
and redemption in the novel while also describing the natural surroundings of the Eastern Cape 
in great detail. The novel paints a desolate picture of the surroundings with its descriptions of 
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overgrazed fields and dry, barren land. This is in contrast to Cape Town, which is depicted as a 
more privileged and wealthier region due to its lush natural beauty. The novel emphasises how 
human behaviour affects the environment by demonstrating how farming practices and neglect 
have caused the land to deteriorate. This is best illustrated by Lucy’s struggle to maintain her 
farm, which is continuously in danger due to the encroachment of neighbouring farmers and the 
theft of her livestock. The portrayal of the Eastern Cape in Disgrace also raises concerns about the 
sustainability of agricultural practices and their environmental impact.
 As marginalised communities are frequently the most vulnerable to environmental degradation 
and its effects, social inequalities and environmental problems are intertwined in the region. This 
is made clear in the book by the presence of Petrus, a local farmer and person of colour. Although 
Petrus is portrayed as resourceful and capable, he also struggles to make ends meet and shield 
his family from the region’s economic and environmental hardships. From an eco-critical angle, 
Disgrace emphasises the complex interrelationship between people and the environment as well 
as the effects of social injustice on the natural world. The book poses significant issues regarding 
environmental justice, sustainability, and the need for more just and responsible ways of living.

Conclusion
 The term “topography” describes a landscape’s structural elements and how they interact with 
the surrounding area. It focuses on the connections between the natural and constructed ecosystems 
and how human activities affect the environment. In Disgrace, when the protagonist of the story 
lives in the city of Cape Town, area four of the “Outdoor Environment” classification is domestic 
picturesque, where culture dominates and shapes his initial character. When he moves towards 
Eastern cape, which is rural, he finds “wilderness,” which is the first area of classification where 
nature dominates. The character finds it difficult to live in the Eastern Cape and continues to 
struggle until he adapts to the culture and surroundings there.

References
1.  Barry, Peter. Beginning Theory: An Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory. Vinod 

Vasishtha for Viva Books Private Limited, 2018. 
2.  Butler, Samuel. The Way of All Flesh. Duke Classics, 2020. 
3.  Coetzee, J. M. Disgrace. Vintage, 2000. 
4.  Frederick, Suresh. Ecocriticism Paradigms and Praxis. New Century Book House, 2019. 
5.  - - -. “Lost land: A Pocoecocritical Study of Select Poems of Oodgeroo Noonuccal (Kath 

Walker)”. Suresh Frederick. Ed. Contemporary Contemplations on Ecoliterature, Authors 
press, 2012.

6.  John Ruskin Quotes. Brainy Quote.com. Brainy MediaInc, 2023. 6 March 2023. https://www.
brainyquote.com/quotes/john_ruskin_397181

7.  J. M. Coetzee Quotes. Brainy Quote.com. Brainy MediaInc, 2023. 5 March 2023. https://www.
brainyquote.com/quotes/j_m_coetzee_675976

8.  Lombardi, Esther. What Literature Can Teach Us. Thought Co, Sep. 7, 2021, thoughtco.com/
what-is-literature-740531.


