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All is Fish
by Kirsten Miller 
(Jacana)

Jane Rosenthal

The title of this novel comes from the saying, “all is fish that comes to net”, a 
16th century proverb that conveys rather well the elusive and mysterious 
quality of the book itself.

Its strength lies in its sustained emotional intensity, in a narrative that is fiercely 
concentrated on the relationship of twins, Jonathan and Sarah, who have lived 
all their lives in or near Mtunzini. Most of the story is narrated by Simon, a 
childhood friend, deeply involved with both of them and drawn into the unusual 
difficulties of their family dynamic.

Simon leaves the small town for a life in the city, but returns when they are all 
adults, all having had their share of catastrophe and hardship.

Issues around abandonment, trauma and emotional damage are at the core of 
this story in which parents and their failings are strictly held to account. By the 
time Simon returns, Jonathan is blind and Sarah has been institutionalised 
after many years of being too different for society to cope with. But both 
Jonathan and Simon still care for her. Simon brings back with him a sort of 
frozen ineptitude that begins to thaw into comprehension of his actions.

A fourth character, Emile (Lamile), also a childhood friend, but from the black 
part of town, occupies a peripheral zone of sanity in the novel. Somehow a 
liveable compromise emerges from the torment and there is a fairly happy 
ending, strangely at odds with the darkness of the rest of the book. This is an 
interesting debut that contains some powerful writing and strength of purpose, 
though it is far from clear what that is. 

6 November 2007

Miller paints stark reality with layers of deep emo tion

A strangely intriguing and dramatic read, All is Fish leaves a curtain of sea 
breeze and salty breath behind it. 
It is a story that follows the bungled lives of three old friends searching for truth 
and meaning, while trapped in a net of raw pain.
Kirsten Miller plunges the reader into the womb in the prologue, where she 
reveals twins, Jonathan and Sarah. "Even in their earliest fish-like form they 
clung together, her mouth suckling on his half-formed fingers, his stump that 
was not yet a toe just touching her crown … they breathed together the water 
that would ultimately break to separate them." This should feel safe and warm 
but, rather, one feels dangerously baited.
A shocking and animal start immediately softens into a more familiar scene in 
which we meet the narrator, Simon, a lonely Johannesburg businessman who 
has made a mess of his life. 
As he turns his back on his job and family, he travels to his childhood 
hometown, Mtunzini, on the North Coast of KwaZulu-Natal, to recuperate with 
his old friend, Jonathan. 
Miller steeps the reader in an ominous feeling of regret and dread. 
She contrasts simple descriptions of rolling sugarcane fields and a slumbering 
lagoon, with churning waves and claustrophobic heat. Suspicion that this is not 
a collection of the idyllic memories of pals leaves a lingering sense of unease as 
one turns the pages. This eerie feeling releases energy in the book.
Truth is revealed slowly and deliberately as Miller provides flashbacks of the 
three characters' memories. 
There are "parts of Sarah (that) are not altogether right" and in adulthood, she is 
in a mental institution. We see her wild and terrifying dreams which hint at the 
desperate, loving and fatal bond between her and Jonathan. 
As an adult, Jonathan is a blind sculptor, still living in his family home. 
He appears healthy and vibrant but there is an emptiness about him as he, too, 
is trapped by his bond to his sister. 
Simon is torn between loving and envying the twins, being accepted and 
excluded simultaneously.
This is a stark book to read but it is layered with emotion: love, obsession, 
friendship, pain and fury. 
Miller captures purity and honesty through her ability to immerse us in the minds 
of her characters, while occasionally allowing us to watch from a safe distance.



Three childhood friends reunite
•Wed, 15 Aug 2007

By Janet van Eeden
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KIRSTEN MILLER: All is Fish
A challenging, provocative novel that stretches both literary form and our 
understanding of commonly held taboos…
Set in the coastal town of Mtunzini in Kwa-Zulu Natal, Kirsten Miller's All is 
Fish is a story redolent with a powerful sense of place, a sensuality and depth 
of setting. You can almost smell the rich earthy decay of the jungly lagoon and 
the salty air of the sea. The book is a deep psychological portrait of the 
knotted relationship between three characters haunted by the intensity of their 
childhood. Miller's powerful prose reaches way below the surface to explore 
why we love and how the people who imprint themselves into our lives when 
we are young impact on our destiny in ways that may escape our 
consciousness. A truly original book. 

Take the bait
�����������������	��
������
	�������������� �!"#$� ���
������������������
� �!��"�	 ##��$!� ����������� #��!�%&'�(���#&!�� "� ""&)�"��)* #+*&&+����&� �!�," +��*��
! ��# ) �%�&-�# -��,���*,��,(�.��'�����/��"��*��!'" "%��,#�!�# ��'"!, +���'�*!��*,��
!#&/#%�'"-&#+�,"+�)&��# ),����* "(!�
�#�*&'(*��*���� !�,�!��&"(��#���"��&-���,(�+%��'"" "(��*�&'(*&'� �*���&&0.�/* )*�
�,0�!�-&��1��%���&� &",#���,+ "(.�	 ##��$!��&/��-'# �+�!)� �� &"!�,"+�,� # �%��&�!���
��,'�%� "��*��! ��#�!��&-��2��� �")�!�0���!��*��*&� ��,# 1��
3*�"��*����&�,(&" !��� �&"$!�# -��)�'��#�!.�*���,0� !�,��� ���,)0��&�	�'"4 " .�,"+�
��'" ��!�/ �*��/&�&#+�-� �"+!��
�"�+ --���"��/,%!.�,##��*����&-��*���,���!��'((# "( ��&�� !��,�&1��# -�$!�
+ !,��& "���"�!�
��,+ "(��* !��&&0� !�,�� ��# 0��/,+ "(��*�&'(*�,"�& )�,"�&-�"&!�,#( ,�-&��#&!��%&'�*�
,"+���&0�"�+��,�!��
��� !�,"� "��"!����,+�-�&���*��1��%�- �!���,(�.��'� � �� !�/� ���"�/ �*�!')*�*&"�!�%��*,��
%&'�),""&��*�#���'���,0���*���, ��,"+�!/ ��&'���1�" �+�������� ������
�%�����



Rootz Magazine

Reviewer
Zandile Dlamini




