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Preface

In her inaugural lecture as Professor of English at University College, Ibadan,
Molly Mahood justified the formal study of English literature in an African
university on the grounds that the English language wasuniquely placed to play
a significant role in the emergence of new national literatures in the African
territories under British rule, as part of the process of their transformation
into national entities that the colonial situation had inevitably set in motion.
Invoking the precedent established in the early part of the twentieth century
by the signal contribution of Irish writers to the renewal of English, Mahood
envisioned a parallel development in which creative writers in Africa would
function as effective bearers of an original imagination, rooted in the local
culture, and forging out of the common experience a new and compelling
expressionin English. Herintimation ofaliterary renaissance in Africabased on
English was further premised on a sociological observation that took account
of the progressive rise of a national elite educated in a common language,
that of the colonizer, and from whose ranks would arise not only the creative
writers but also a new reading public, and in particular a cadre of informed
critics, responding to their work in terms familiar to both writer and public
and thus serving as the primary audience for the new literature. In her view,
the university in Africa could thus be regarded as the enabling environment
for the formation of a new literary culture, in what Stanley Fish was later to
call “an interpretive community,” for which the colonial language stood to
function as the determining cohesive element (Mahood 1955).

The main point of Mahood’s argument which has to do with the potential
for the rise of a new literature in English was soon to be fully verified in the
Nigerian context that was the immediate focus of her attention. Although
Cyprian Ekwensi and Amos Tutuola were already published writers by the
time she delivered her lecture, the significance of their work as harbingers of a
new literary culture was to be heightened by the appearance in 1958 of Chinua
Achebe’s novel, Things Fall Apart, a work that has since established itself as
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one of the master texts of modern African literature. The fact that Achebe
himself was an alumnus of Ibadan thus gave point and effect to Mahood’s
argument, for Achebe’s achievement was soon to be mirrored in that of other
alumni of Ibadan, notably Wole Soyinka, Christopher Okigbo, and John Pepper
Clark, whose work began to appear in the immediate aftermath of Nigerian
independence. With other writers who had no direct connection with the
university but who began their careers in the early sixties, such as Gabriel
Okara and Onuora Nzekwu, they represent the first generation in the full
emergence of literature in English as a major component of Nigeria’s cultural
history in modern times.

It is of particular interest, fifty and more years since Molly Mahood’s in-
augural lecture, to evoke the Nigerian case, which has been in many ways
emblematic of the cultural transitions that accompanied the political process
on the African continent in the second half of the twentieth century, for sim-
ilar developments were taking place in other parts of colonial Africa, with
varying degrees of achievement and interest. The developments in which the
European languages began to be employed effectively as means of the expres-
sion of African responses to the historical, social, and cultural implications of
the colonial dispensation, for the representation of indigenous modes of life
and the articulation of a new sense of identity, derived from the traditional, pre-
colonial folkways and heritage of cultural values. This new literature of African
assertion, in many ways the culmination of an earlier discourse going back to
the eighteenth century concerned with exploring the historic encounter with
Europe, helped to define a new historic profile of Africans and black people as
part of the human community, a status they had been denied by an accumu-
lated history of slavery, colonialism, racism. The writer assumed a prophetic
role as the vanguard of the African revolution — the “voice of vision in his own
time” as Wole Soyinka was later to proclaim — and literature an intense val-
uation as the mode of expression of a new consciousness. For reasons having
to do with this thematic focus related to African self-definition, as well as its
accessibility in the European languages, it is this tradition of African letters
that has come to be regarded as the central reference in the general conception
of African literature.

The emergence in the years after the Second World War of the African writer
as a cultural icon also helped to direct attention to other areas of African imag-
inative life, in particular that represented by the oral tradition, obscured by
the emphasis upon literacy as the mark of modernity. The oral texts that in-
fused with life the institutional framework of precolonial African societies and

Xii



Preface

cultures featured in western scholarship largely as ancillary documents in such
disciplines as anthropology and ethnohistory. The emphasis on structure and
orientation toward expressive values in literary scholarship occasioned by the
so-called “oral-formulaic theory” associated with Parry and Lord helped to fos-
terarenewed attention to African orality and a recognition ofits purely literary
articulations. Two major collections initiated in the sixties helped to provide
the wealth of primary material on various aspects and genres of African oral
literature that sustained this interest. These collections, the Oxford Library
of African Literature and the “Classiques Africains” series in France have fur-
nished the main reference texts on which scholarship on African oral literature
continues to rely. The concern with the indigenous heritage of literature cul-
minated in the rediscovery of the great oral epics, Sundiata, Ozidi, Mwindo,
and others, a result that has been due as much to the diligent research of schol-
ars as to the enterprise of both academic and trade publishers in Europe and
America, which has enabled the texts to become available in workable editions.
The collections, monographs, and detailed studies produced by African and
European scholars have thus contributed immensely to our understanding of
the modalities and procedures of African orality, so that the oral literature
came to assume a new significance as elements of Africa’s cultural capital.
At the same time they presented theoretical and methodological interest for
academic areas such as discourse analysis and performance theory (via the
pioneering work of Victor Turner, 1967, on ritual) as well as for comparative
poetics, for example, with respect to parallels between the modes of literary
creation in Africa and in medieval Europe: parallels which have been pursued
in the work of scholars like Jeff Opland (1983) and, in the later phase of his
career, Paul Zumthor (1983; 1990).

The scholarly interest in African orality also drew attention to the consider-
able body of literature in the African languages that had come into existence
as a consequence of the reduction of these languages to writing, one of the en-
during effects of Christian evangelization. The ancient tradition of Ethiopian
literature in Ge’ez, and modern works like Thomas Mofolo’s Shaka in the
Sotho language, and the series of Yoruba novels by D. O. Fagunwa, were thus
able finally to receive the consideration they deserved. African-language liter-
atures came to be regarded as a distinct province of the general landscape of
imaginative life and literary activity on the African continent (Jahn 1961 and
1966; Gérard 1971 and 1981).

These were the circumstances that gave impetus to the academic study of
African literature as a discipline, focused on the two modes of existence, oral

xiii



Preface

and written, in which this literature has been manifested. We have endeavored
inthe present work to provide an account of the entire body of productions that
can be considered to comprise this broad field as defined both by imaginative
expression in African itself, and aspects of the continuum as represented by
literature in the Caribbean and to some extent in North America. The work
hasbeen designed to take account of the specific historical and cultural context
in which this expression has been shown in the two areas of human experience
concerned by the project, the formal particularities of the literary corpus, both
oral and written, that can be ascribed to the two areas and, in particular, the
diversity of material covered by the representative texts.

This observation raises the question of delimitation of the field designated by
the term “African literature.” We are aware of the fact that the extensive scope
and the heterogeneous character of the material covered by this history raise
the problem of definition in an acute way. However, we have not attempted to
provide an unqualified answer to the question as to what qualifies as African
literature, either in terms of intrinsic features of theme and cultural reference,
or of stylistic modes and formal conventions, and ultimately, of extrinsic fac-
tors related to conditions of production, performance and transmission of the
texts, oral and written. The question of definition arises from the peculiar
historical pressures that have attended the development of modern African
expression, and their implications for the academic study of African literature.
As Dan Izevbaye has shown, in the various efforts to define African literature,
it has not been possible to apply the standard criteria such as language (as, for
example, with French literature) or that of a unified territorial/ national refer-
ence (as with the literature of England/Britain) (Izevbaye 1968). The political
and ideological background to the emergence of modern African literature —
pan-Africanism and African nationalism — has thus determined the recourse
to the term now in common usage, which the present work has not only
adopted but seeks to endorse in its reference to the entire field of imaginative
expression in Africa.

In conformity with accepted practice, therefore, the term “African litera-
ture” has been taken here to mean the literature that has been produced on
the African continent, whatever the specific provenance of the oral or writ-
ten text and of the corpus being considered, and whatever the language of
expression of the text in question, the particular modes it employs, or the
conventions to which it conforms. Africa is viewed here in geopolitical terms,
covering both the sub-Saharan regions habitually associated with black pop-
ulations, as well as North Africa, including Egypt, inhabited today predom-
inantly by Arab people. This explains the inclusion of literature in Arabic,
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despite the inevitable overlap with the Middle East. The project’s working
definition is especially important for literature by Africans of European de-
scent, notably South Africans writing in English and Afrikaans, who are being
located within the social and cultural history and the literary traditions of a
continent with which they have often maintained an ambiguous relation in
the past, but to which they have become aware of being irrevocably bound.
In this perspective, Afrikaans is considered an African language, comparable
to Ki-Swahili in its emergence on African soil as recognizably a new lan-
guage, and in its development as a significant communicative and expressive
medium.

The literary area defined by the geopolitical conception of Africa that un-
derlies this work embraces a wide variety of languages, each serving to ground
a cluster of literary forms. As already noted, imaginative expression in Africa
can be identified in two broadly distinct modes: on one hand, that associ-
ated with an indigenous oral tradition, and on the other, that deriving from
the conventions of the literate cultures with which the continent has been in
contact for the best part of the preceding millennium. However, this primary
division soon begins to yield a multiplicity of categories determined by the
considerable range of languages and literary conventions to be found on the
African continent. Given this diversity, a literary history of Africa, consisting of
a coherent and linear narrative of its development over time, and valid for the
entire continent, is neither feasible nor even meaningful. These considerations
have compelled an approach that departs in important respects from the con-
ventional literary histories, which typically consist in a progressive narration
of distinctive periods and movements in the evolution of a national literature,
with appropriate emphasis on the great figures and works that have deter-
mined this evolution. This work has therefore been conceived as essentially
a comprehensive survey of the field, structured along generic lines as regards
the oral tradition, and along linguistic/regional lines as regards the modern
literature in both the African and European languages.

The term “African literature” has also been taken to refer, albeit in what
may be considered a secondary sense, to the “colonial literature” produced
by metropolitan European writers for whom Africa has served as the setting
either for a complete cycle of works (Pierre Loti, Rider Haggard, Joyce Cary)
or for single/specific works (as in the case of Joseph Conrad, Graham Greene,
and Castro Soromenho). It needs to be stressed that the discourse of power
either elaborated by this literature or implicit within it represents the principal
symbolic channel of the colonial ideology, with which Africans and black
people in the African diaspora have had to contend.
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This prompts a consideration of the thematic and formal links between
African literature and Caribbean literature, links that make it convenient to
consider them together in a single project. The early forms of expression by
blacks in the New World, either in the oral mode (the folktales, songs, and
chants, as well as the textual content of ritual practices) or in the literate mode
(as exemplified notably by the slave narratives) not only reflect an African re-
sponse to the novel historical circumstances of Atlantic slavery; they also bear
the stamp of a distinctive African sensibility. The slave narratives in particular
mark the common origins of modern literary expression by blacks in Africa
and the New World; they began as African texts, evolving later into a distinctly
American genre (Woodard 1999; Andrews and Gates 2000). They represent
the earliest texts in which the implications of the historic encounter between
Africa and Europe are documented in factual terms and explored in imagina-
tive terms, and inaugurate a modern awareness arising out of this encounter, an
awareness that is bound to a new sense of the black racial community, defined
as much by its objective situation of historical adversity as by the cultural conti-
nuities which bind the black populations of the African diaspora to the mother
continent. The postulate of a fundamental African sensibility conditioned by
common forms of social experience and cultural practice is strengthened by
the evident vitality in the New World of African-derived forms of folklore and
religious expression. This awareness informs such concepts as pan-Africanism
and Negritude, and provides the keynote to the most significant literature by
black writers in the twentieth century.

Despite its connection to Africa, literature in the Caribbean has developed
along specific thematic and expressive channels related to the charged his-
torical drama of the region and its complex racial and cultural composition.
This makes it imperative to take account of the double reference of Caribbean
literature: as both the reflection of a global African experience and as testi-
mony to a process of collective self-fashioning in anew environment. Although
unified by reference to a common experience (slavery and its colonial sequel),
literature in the Caribbean exhibits some of the diversity remarked upon in
the case of Africa, not least as regards the literary traditions associated with
the three languages of expression in the region: English, French, and Spanish.
It is thus important to stress the contribution of the Caribbean region to con-
temporary literary culture. Contemporary West Indian literature in English
can be considered as one of the focal areas of literary modernism (Gikandi
1992). The award of the Nobel Prize to Derek Walcott in 1993 has been re-
garded not only as a consecration of the work of Walcott himself but of West
Indian literature in general: of a literary renaissance represented by the work
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of such eminent figures as George Lamming, Wilson Harris, Edward Kamau
Brathwaite, up to and including Lorna Goodison (perhaps the most eloquent
poetic voice today in the region). It is also of interest to note the current re-
vival of interest in the work of Jean Rhys, whose work and career appear to
confirm the connection between European modernism and the perception of
the Caribbean as an area of literary reference. This connection is even clearer
in the French West Indies, where the work of Aimé Césaire, to whom we are
indebted for the term “négritude,” was hailed from the beginning by André
Breton as an outstanding demonstration of the moral and aesthetic principles
of the Surrealist movement. Edouard Glissant, Simone Schwarz-Bart, Maryse
Condé, and, more recently, Patrick Chamoiseau (Prix Goncourt, 1992) have
been able to sustain in their own work this innovative thrust of francophone
Caribbean literature, within which we locate the Haitians: René Depestre,
Jean Métellus, and Frankétienne. Finally, as regards the Caribbean, it needs
to be recalled that Alejo Carpentier (the originator of the concept of “magic
realism”), Nicolas Guillén and Pales Matos spearheaded a literary renaissance
in Cuba that gave a powerful impulse to modern literature in other parts of
the Spanish-speaking world.

As can be seen, apart from the cultural continuities they represent, a major
point of interest is that both modern African literature in the European lan-
guages and Caribbean literature provide powerful testimonies to the colonial
experience, which, thanks to the work of Immanuel Wallerstein, has come to
be regarded as a crucial factor in the constitution of the present global sys-
tem (1974). We might remark in passing that the discourse of modernity these
literatures propose is central to Paul Gilroy’s formulation of the concept of
“The Black Atlantic” (Gilroy 1993). It is of interest at the same time to draw at-
tention to the comparative perspective that African and Caribbean literatures
provide on western canonical texts and the literary conventions associated
with them, a perspective that illuminates the relation of these literatures to
the various metropolitan traditions from which they derive not merely their
language of expression and standard forms, but also, as J. P. Clark has averred,
much of their fundamental creative impulse (Clark 1970). Conversely, there
is a growing recognition of the impact of African and African-derived forms
of expression on European modernism. Thus, along with writers from Latin
America and other parts of the Third World (notably India, in the case of
English), African and Caribbean writers have contributed in very important
ways to the expansion of the expressive field of European languages. The dy-
namics of this “Euro-African intertextuality” (Irele 2001) may be said to lend
further theoretical density to the concept of the “postcolonial,” a concept that,
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since its inauguration by the work of Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen
Tiffin (1989) has stood in need of rigorous theoretical formulation and textual
exemplification.

*

The remarks above serve to indicate the direction of the present work. We need
to say a word of explanation concerning the structure of the book. We have
designed the work as a succession of self-contained chapters focused on specific
areas, with a bibliography of primary and secondary works provided at the
end of each chapter. This arrangement involves the inevitable overlap between
chapters; however, we do not consider this a serious problem, conscious of
the fact that, confronted with such a large work, readers can be expected to
go to topics in which they are interested.

The early chapters are devoted to an extensive overview of the oral tradition
in Africa and the New World. This is followed by accounts of representative
instances of the written literature in the African languages. The transition to
modern experience signaled by literary and intellectual response to the en-
counter with Europe, in all its tragic dimensions, provides the keynote of the
latter chapters, devoted largely to the literature in the European languages,
marked by its engagement with the problems of racial emancipation and of
decolonization both in Africa and the New World as well as with the aftermath
in the post-independence period. Against this general background, the chap-
ters have been organized as a series of surveys along linguistic and regional
lines, in order to reflect the coherence they lend to the material and to allow in
each case for a certain measure of chronological ordering in the presentations.
These survey chapters are complemented by “thematic” chapters that take
account of convergences across linguistic and regional categories. The very
nature of the project dictates that the presentation in each area should incor-
porate a historical perspective wherever possible. This is especially the case
with the modern literature, where the major thematic preoccupations that
have attended the genesis and evolution of literature by black people require
to be presented in close relation to the ideological and intellectual concerns by
which African and Caribbean expression has been driven since the eighteenth
century.

It is believed that the structure outlined above has the methodological ad-
vantage of focusing attention not only on the intrinsic aspects of the various
bodies of texts and literary productions examined here, but also on the correla-
tions between them. For example, the continuity thatbinds the oral tradition to
modern expression in African literature has been convincingly demonstrated
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by Leroy Vail and Landeg White in their study Power and the Praise Poem (1991),
a study that has the special merit of indicating the possibility of arriving at
a unified vision of the entire field of African literature by proceeding from
structural analysis of formal features to the conventions they enjoin and the
apprehension of the world they entail.

As regards the extrinsic aspects, the particular problems that arise from
the guiding conception of the project happen in fact to form an integral part
of the history of the literature. We have highlighted a number of factors
such as the colonial situation and the role of formative journals, in the rise
of modern African literature. One other issue that pervades the volume is
that of the question of language, which has constantly featured in discussions
of African literature, and whose cultural dimension and implications for the
creative process have been highlighted by the pronouncements of Ngugi wa
Thiong’o and his shift from English to Gikuyu for his own creative work
(Ngugi 1986). Another issue that arises from a consideration of the corpus
is the question of “national” literatures in Africa being increasingly raised by
African scholars, notably the Beninois critic Adrien Wanou, who has argued
for the “territorial imperative” as a determining factor in the development
of new literary traditions in contemporary Africa, a question that assumed
prominence with the publication of Richard Bjornson’s pioneering study of
Cameroonian literature (1991).

This brings us to a final point regarding the character of this work as a
reference. Although questions of value have not been be excluded (they are
already implicit in the choice of authors and texts), contributors have had to
bearin mind that the emphasis of the publication hashad tobe afactual account
of the development of each aspect of the corpus, rather than on evaluative
discussion of texts and works or critical appraisal of writers, a function we
leave to the judgment of scholar critics and ultimately to history.
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Cambridge History of African and Caribbean Literature

HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL
EVENTS

LITERARY AND CULTURAL EVENTS

Trans-Saharan Trade (Antiquity)
Egypt: Old Kingdom (2500 BCE)

Egypt: Middle Kingdom (1900-1500 BCE)
Egypt: New Kingdom (1500-1200 BCE)

Kush, Meroe, Nubia
Greek Conquest of Egypt (100 BCE)

Introduction and Spread of Christianity
in North Africa (200-350)

Axum (100-700)

Rise of Ghana (300-1200)
Arab Conquest of North Africa (640-700)

Spread of Islam in West Africa (800-1000)
Zanji Empire and Swahili City States

(roth century)
Ozi Kingdom (1oth — 13th century)

Book of the Dead (c. 1500 BCE)

Hymn of Akhenaten (c. 1375 BCE)

Herodotus: History (c. 450 BCE)

Aesop: Fables

Apuleius: The Golden Ass (c. 155 BCE)

Terence (195-159 BCE): The Self-Tormentor;
Woman of Andros

Periplus of the Erythrean Sea (100)

St. Augustine: Confessions (400)
Development of Ge’ez script
Epic of Antara

Arab Chronicles: Ibn Khaldun, Ibn
Battuta, etc.
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HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL
EVENTS

LITERARY AND CULTURAL EVENTS

Islam in East Africa (1000)

Rise of Mali (c. 1200)
Chewa settle in Malawi (c. 1200-1400)
Great Zimbabwe flourished (1200-1400)
Rise of Kongo Kingdom (c. 1300)
Consolidation of Islamic Learning in
West Africa (1400)
Munhumutapa State flourishes
(c. 1420-1720)
Rise of Songhay (1495)
Portuguese rule in East Africa
(1498-1699)

Rise of Benin (c. 1400)
Zimbabwe (Monomotapa) (c. 1500)

Portuguese explorers on the West and
Central African coasts (1450-1600);
Portuguese attempt to consolidate
power in Munhumutapa State
(c. 1590-1690)

Atlantic Slave Trade (late
15008 — mid-19th century)

Dutch in South Africa (late 16th
century); Dutch control of Cape
of Good Hope (1652)

Lunda empire expands south from
Southern Congo into Zambia
(c. 1600-1700); Lovale settle in
Northwest Zambia and Southern
Congo (c. 1690); Changamire destroy
Portuguese settlements in Northeast
Zimbabwe (1690)

British begin trafficking slaves (1620s);
Royal Adventurers receive charter,
authorizing slaves as supply source
(16608)

Bemba consolidate their power in
Northeastern Zambia under
leadership of kings entitled
Chitimukulu (c. 1700-1800)

Ukawsaw Gronniosaw is born in Borno
(1710-14?)

Epic of Banu Hilal
Swabhili — utenzi tradition; writing in
Swahili-Arabic script

The Mwindo Epic
Epic of Son-Jara

Epic of Askia the Great
Fumo Liyongo wa Bauri

Leo Africanus (c. 1513)

The Ozidi Saga

African oral tradition enters West
Atlantic (1560-1870)

Hausa Literature in Arabic language;
Joao de Barros: Da Asia (1552)

Camoes: Os Lusiades (1572)

Joao dos Santos: Ethiopia Oriental (1609)
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HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL
EVENTS

LITERARY AND CULTURAL EVENTS

Arab and Portuguese slave raids
destabilize Malawian and Eastern
Zambian societies (c. 1700-1890);
Portuguese depose Munhumutapa
Choika (1719)

Increasing Omani influence in East
Africa (1700s-1800s)
Mazrui rule in Mombasa (1729-1837)

British peace with the Maroons in
Jamaica (1738)

Seven Years’ War (1756—63)

Bemba hegemony established in
Northeastern Zambia (late 18th
century)

Haitian Revolution (1790-1804)

Rise of Chaka and Zulu (c. 1795); London
Missionary Society (LMS) (1795)

Napoleon invades Egypt (1798)

Aborigines Protection Society to abolish
slavery, with William Wilberforce and
Thomas Fowell Buxton at helm (1799)

Islamic Qadiriyya Revivalism in
Hausaland (1800)

First Ngoni invasions into Zimbabwe
(early 1800s)

Usman Dan Fodiyo, Jihad Wars in
Hausaland — Rise of Sokoto Caliphate
(1804-10)

British wrench control of Cape of Good
Hope from Dutch (1806); Dutch are
traditionally farmers (“boers™) while
the British represent capitalism

Abolition of Slave Trade: Britain and the
US (1807). Congress of Vienna extends
laws against slave trade to rest of
Europe (1815). Abolition of slavery:

Golden age of utenzi tradition; Utendi wa
Tambuka (1728)

Ukawsaw Gronniosaw: A Narrative of the
Most Remarkable Particulars . . . (1770)

Phillis Wheatley: Poems on Various
Subjects, Religious and Moral (1773)

Edward Long: History of Jamaica (1774)

Posthumous publication of Ignatius
Sancho’s Letters (1782)

Quobna Ottobah Cugoano: Thoughts
and Sentiments on the Evils and Wicked
Traffic of the Slavery and Commerce of the
Human Species (1787)

Olaudah Equiano: The Interesting
Narrative of Olaudah Equiano (1789)

Oral narratives of histories, myths,
stories, poetries, epic tales and other
traditions (Southern Africa)

Mungo Park: Travels in the Interior
Districts of Africa (1799)

Zulu izibongo

Birth of Ajami literature in West African

languages
Al-Inkishafi (1810s)

Jihad Ajami literature in Hausa language

Nisikana, Xhosa chief and oral poet,
under the influence of Christianity,
begins to compose hymns orally in
the Xhosa musical rhythms and
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HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL
EVENTS

LITERARY AND CULTURAL EVENTS

England (1833), France (1848);
Emancipation Proclamation, freeing
slaves in US (1863)

Egypt under British occupation
(1822-1914)

Founding of Fourah Bay College (1827)

French conquest of Algeria (1830);
Algerian resistance to French invasion
(1835-47); Ngoni under Zwangendaba
cross the Zambezi (1835); other Ngoni
groups move north of the Zambezi
(late 1830s)

Emancipation of slaves in Caribbean
(1834-68)

Emancipation of slaves of Southern
Africa (1833), which becomes a major
grievance of the Dutch, and one of

idioms. His most famous hymn, “Ulo
Thix” omkhulu” (You are the great
God), in the form of a praise poem for
God as a warrior to protect and
preserve truth and goodness, is
written down and translated into
English, bringing together the oral
and the written. The hymn is printed
and published in 1828.

John Bennie, sent by Glasgow

Missionary Society (GMS) (1821),
learns Xhosa, creates an

orthography, and writes the first book
in Xhosa in the form of a primary
reader. A small booklet is printed
(1824) containing an alphabet, prayers
for going to bed, waking, beginning

a meal, concluding a meal, the Ten
Commandments, and the Lord’s
Prayer. GMS publishes “a systematic
Vocabulary of the Kaffrarian language
in two parts; to which is prefixed an
Introduction to the Kaffrarian
Grammar” (1926), published at
Lovedale.

Sigismund Wilhelm Koelle: Polyglotta

Africana (1854)

Setswana translation of the Gospel of St.

Luke translated by Robert Moffat
(1830) — “the first published Scripture
translation in a South African Bantu

language”

London’s Anti-Slavery Society publishes

Mary Prince’s The History of Mary
Prince, A West Indian Slave, Related by
Herself (1831)
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HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL
EVENTS LITERARY AND CULTURAL
EVENTS

the causes of “the Great Trek” (1836), which
is the migration north by the Dutch who
were till now confined to the Western Cape.
This was to result in many wars and the loss
of land and livestock to the Dutch trekkers,
as well as personal freedom, whose
consequences are still felt.
Newspapers in African languages
established by the missionaries begin to play
an important role in stimulating interest in
learning to read and write, but especially to
read the Bible. These can be considered a
mid-nineteenth-century phenomenon,
spanning approximately the last two-thirds
of this century. Some of the titles are:
Umshumayele Indaba (Broadcaster of News)
by the Wesleyan missionaries (1837); Ikwezi
(Morning Star) in English and Xhosa, by the
GMS (1844); Indaba (The News), by the GMS
at the Lovedale Mission Press — bilingual,
two-thirds in Xhosa and one-third in English;
The Kafir Express, established by Dr. James
Stewart (1870)
Thomas Fowell Buxton: The African
Slave Trade and Its Remedy (1840)
Frederick Douglass escapes from slavery (1838),
gives first anti-slavery lecture for William
Lloyd Garrison’s Anti-Slavery Society (1841)
Indentured Indian labor arrives in Trinidad and Yoruba-language publications begin
Guyana (1845-1917) (1840s)
Robert Moffat: Missionary Labours
and Scenes in Southern Africa (1842)
Ngoni factions settle in Zambia and Malawi French missionaries of the Paris
(1845-55) Evangelical Mission Society
(PEMS) arrive in Lesotho, pay
respects to King Moshoeshoe,
and are given site to establish
their mission, which they name
Morija. The mission becomes a
thriving cultural center and the
home of the newspaper
Leselinyana la Lesotho and of the
publishing house called Morija
Sesuto Book Depot.
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HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL
EVENTS

LITERARY AND CULTURAL EVENTS

London Missionary Society establishes
Matabele Mission (1859)

Bemba increase their wealth by
exchanging slaves and ivory for guns
(c. 1860—90)

Sufism in West Africa; founding of
Touba, Senegal (1866)

Diamonds discovered in Griqualand and
later where Kimberley now stands
(1870); Lobengula confirmed as
Ndebele king (1870)

Death of Livingstone (1873)

Tunisia becomes a French Protectorate
(1881)

French colonization in West Africa (late
1800s)

Frederick Douglass: Narrative of the Life of
Frederick Douglass (1845)

Robert Knox: The Races of Man (1846)

Gobineau: Essai sur l'inégalité des races
humaines (1853-55); Frederick Douglass:
My Bondage and My Freedom (1855)

David Livingstone: Missionary Travels and
Researches (1857)

Utenzi wa Mwana Kupona (1858)

Regular reports and letters from agents of
the LMS, and subsequently the Church
of Scotland and Free Church of
Scotland published in missionary
magazines 1860—90. Some subsequently
republished in the Oppenheimer Series
1945-50. Jesuit Zambezi Mission
Letters 1879—89 republished in 1960s
and 1970s. Harriet Wilson: Our Nig
(1859)

Richard Francis Burton: Lake Regions of
Central Africa (1860)

John Speke: Discovery of the Source of the
Nile (1864)

David and Charles Livingstone: Narrative
of an Expedition to the Zambesi and Its
Tributaries (1865)

Shaykh Bamba: Masalik al-Jinan (The
Roads to Paradise)

H. M. Stanley: How I Found Livingstone in
Central Africa (1872)

H. M. Stanley: Through the Dark Continent
(1878)

Suppression of Ajami literature in
French-controlled Hausaland

Swahili chronicles: Habari za Mrima (1880);
Swabhili as official language

Xxvii



Chronology

HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL
EVENTS

LITERARY AND CULTURAL EVENTS

British colonization in West Africa (late
180085)
Mahdi Rebellion in Sudan (1881)

Berlin Conference (Partition of Africa
(1884-85))

German rule in Tanganyika (1885);
British colonial rule in East Africa
(1885)

Gold discovered (1886): Transvaal
declared a gold mining area

Introduction of the Pass System to
control movement in order to control
availability of cheap labor, defining
the relationship of the people and the
police as a constantly and inevitably
violent one, resulting in such events as
the Sharpeville Massacre.

Lobengula grants concession to Charles
Rudd, who works for Cecil Rhodes to
mine metals and minerals in his
territories (1888)

Royal Charter granted to Cecil Rhodes’s
British South Africa Company on the
strength of the Rudd Concession
(1889)

Boer War (1889-1902)

Islamic Revivalist Movement in Nigeria
(1890s)

Frederick Lugard establishes depot of
Imperial British East Africa Company
at Dagoretti (1890); British
protectorate in Malawi declared and
northern and southern boundaries
agreed with Germany and Portugal
(1890); British South Africa Company
forces occupy Mashonaland (1890)

E. C. Selous: A Hunter’s Wanderings in
Africa (1881)

Latinization of Hausa alphabet

Translation of English literature into
Hausa language

Olive Schreiner: The Story of an African
Farm (1883)

H. M. Stanley: The Congo and the
Founding of Its Free State: A Story of
Work and Exploration (1885); H. Rider
Haggard: King Solomon’s Mines (1885)

Writing in Swahili-Roman script; Swahili
translations of English classics;
Swahili historical chronicles

Edward Wilmot Blyden: Christianity,
Islam and the Negro Race (1887)

H. M. Stanley: In Darkest Africa (1890)
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HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL
EVENTS

LITERARY AND CULTURAL EVENTS

British South Africa Company invades
Ndebele kingdom. Lobengula escapes
northwards and possibly dies (1893)

Rhodesia becomes name for British
South Africa Company territories
(1895)

Kenya Protectorate established (1895);
remaining independent areas of East
and Northeast Zambia brought under
British Control (1895-99)

Anglo-Boer War (1899-1902)

Mauritania French Protectorate (1903)

British Central Africa Protectorate
renamed Nyasaland Protectorate
(1907)

Maji-Maji Rising in German East Africa
(1908-12)

Union of South Africa formed (1910),
unifying whites against blacks

Morocco becomes a French Protectorate
(1912)

Libya under Italian occupation (1912—47)

Formation of the African National
Congress (1912), in recognition of the
common oppression of all blacks
and of the need for united action;

The Natives Land Act passed in South
Africa (1913), the first major land law
legally disenfranchising the black
from owning land

Marcus Garvey founds Universal
Negro Improvement Association in
Jamaica (1914)

First World War (1914-18); Egypt British
Protectorate (1914—22); Native
Associations formed in Nyasaland to
press for more African control over
economiic, social, and political issues
in the protectorate (1914-15)

Enoch Sontonga composes “Nkosi
sikelel” i Afrika” (God Bless Africa)
(c. 1897), a choral piece that was sung
at the first meeting of the African
National Congress (ANC) in 1912 and
at many of their political meetings
and rallies and was to become the
national anthem of South Africa and
other southern African countries

Swabhili acquires nationalist role

Thomas Mofolo: Pitseng (1910)

Republican Cuba’s journal Bohemia
(1910-508)

Sol T. Plaatje: Native Life in South Africa
(1915)
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HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL
EVENTS

LITERARY AND CULTURAL EVENTS

Members of the Ndebele royal family
form the National Home Movement
to recover land for the nation and
petition George V (1915)

Du Bois and Pan-African Conference,
Paris (1919); Egyptian Nationalist
uprising (1919)

Kikuyu Association formed (1920)

East African Association formed (1921)

Southern Rhodesia settlers vote to
become a self-governing colony
rather than a fifth province of South
Africa when the British South Africa
Company charter ends (1922)

Rhodesia Bantu Voters” Association
formed (1923)

Kikuyu Central Association formed
(1924)

Jomo Kenyatta travels to London as
representative of the Kikuyu Central
Association (1929)

Creation of Zaria Translation Bureau in
Nigeria (1930)

Libyan Independence (1931)

African National Congress founded in
Southern Rhodesia (1934)

Labor riots in anglophone Caribbean
territories (1935-37)

Italian invasion of Abyssinia (1936)

Harlem Renaissance (c. 1921—29)
René Maran: Batouala (1921)

New Testament of the Bible first
published in Gikuyu (1926)

Lamine Senghor’s journal La Voix des
Neégres, from Paris (1927); Jean Rhys:
The Left Bank and Other Stories (1927)

Muigwithania first published (1928)

Thomas Mofolo: Shaka (1930)

C. L. R. James and associates’ Trinidad
journal The Beacon (193133, 1939)

Stanley Kiama Gathigira: Miikarire ya
Agikuyu (1934)

L. S. Senghor and associates’ emergence
and the journal L’Etudiant Noir (1935)

Birth of Hausa fiction writing in Hausa
language

Leo Frobenius: History of African
Civilizations (1936)

Jomo Kenyatta: Facing Mount Kenya
(1938)

D. O. Fagunwa: Ogboju Ode ninu Igbo
Trunmale (1938); C. L. R. James: The
Black Jacobins (1938)

Aimé Césaire: Notebook of a Return to the
Native Land (1939)
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HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL
EVENTS

LITERARY AND CULTURAL EVENTS

Second World War (1939—45)

Kikuyu Central Association banned
(1940)

Brazzaville Conference (1944); Kenya
African Union founded (1944);
Nyasaland African Congress holds
first conference in which Hastings
Banda is involved (1944)

Manchester Pan-African Conference
(1945)

Pan-African Conference, Manchester
(1946)

Jomo Kenyatta becomes Kenya African
Union president (1947)

Arrival of the SS Empire Windrush in
England (1948)

National Party comes to power in South
Africa and institutes policy of
Apartheid (1948)

Declaration of public emergency in
Kenya (1952)

Mau-Mau War (1952—56)

Algerian War of Independence (1954—62)

Aimé Césaire’s Martinique journal
Tropiques (1941—45)

Albert Camus: L’étranger (The Stranger)
(1942)

Frank Collymore’s Barbados journal
Bim, with Derek Walcott’s first poems
in print (1942—90s)

Eric Williams: Capitalism and Slavery
(1944)

A. J. Seymour’s British Guiana journal
Kyk-Over-Al (1945-90s)

Edna Manley’s Jamaica journal Focus
(1946-60)

Alioune Diop and associates’ founding
of Présence Africaine (1947)

L. S. Senghor: Chants d’ombre; Anthologie
(1948)

Hausa nationalist literature

Placide Tempels: Bantu Philosophy (1949)

Mouloud Feraoun: Le fils du pauvre (1950)

South Africa’s journal Drum, a pioneer
voice of culture and politics,
continent-wide

Doris Lessing: The Grass Is Singing (1950)

Emergence of Agostinho Neto and the
Angolan journal Mensagem (1951-52)

Amos Tutuola: The Palm Wine Drinkard
(1952); Samuel Selvon: A Brighter Sun
(1952); Mohammed Dib: La grande
maison (1952)

Camara Laye: The African Child (1953);
Phyllis Allfrey: The Orchid House (1953);
George Lamming: In the Castle of My
Skin (1953)

Cheik Anta Diop: Nations négres et culture
(1954)

Nigerian journal Odu (1955- )
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LITERARY AND CULTURAL EVENTS

Bandung Conference (1956)
Suez Crisis (1956)

Morocco and Tunisia become
independent (1956)
Ghana Independence (1957)

Hastings Banda assumes presidency of
the Congress (1957)

Hastings Banda and other Congress
leaders detained (1958)

Loi Cadre, French African Colonies
(1958)

General de Gaulle and Referendum on
“French Community” Independence
of Guinea (1958)

Malawi Congress Party founded to
replace banned Nyasaland African
Congress with Orton Chirwa acting
as leader until Banda’s release (1959);
ANC (SR) proscribed (1959)

Castro seizes power in Cuba (1959)

1960: Year of African Independence:
Nigeria, Somalia, Mauritania, and
several other African countries

National Democratic Party formed to
replace ANC (SR) (1960); Banda
released from Gwelo prison (1960)

South Africa: Sharpeville Massacre (1960)

Reign of Hassan II of Morocco (1961-99)

War of Independence, Portuguese
colonies (1961-74)

Algerian Independence (1962);

Independence in Trinidad/ Tobago
and Jamaica (1962)

Shaping of Swahili novel and play;
Shaaban Robert (1909-62)

Albert Memmii: Le portrait du colonisé
(1957)

Ulli Beier and Nigerian associates’
journal Black Orpheus (1957-82)

First Congress of Black Writers, Paris
(1956)
Chinua Achebe: Things Fall Apart (1958)

Student journal from University College,
Ibadan, The Horn (1958—64)

Student journal from University College,
Makerere, Penpoint (1958-late 1960s)

Ballets Africains of Guinea (Fodeba
Keita)

Second Congress of Black Writers,
Rome, 1959

Wole Soyinka: A Dance of the Forests
(1960)

Revolutionary Cuba’s journal Casa de las
Américas (1960— )

Frantz Fanon: The Wretched of the Earth
(1961); V. S. Naipaul: A House for Mr.
Biswas (1961)

The journal Transition/Ch’indaba,
started by Rajat Neogy, continued by
Wole Soyinka (1961-)

Africa’s Anglophone writers meet, with
Ngugi attending, in Kampala (1962)
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HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL
EVENTS

LITERARY AND CULTURAL EVENTS

Founding of Organization of African
Unity (1963); Kenya independence
(1963)

Zanzibar revolution (1964); Zambian
independence with Kenneth Kaunda
as Prime Minister and Malawian
independence with Hastings Banda as
Prime Minister (1964); Ian Smith
becomes Rhodesian Prime Minister
(1964); Nkomo and Mugabe in
detention (1964-74)

Fall of Kwame Nkrumah (1966); Malawi
becomes a republic and one-party
state with Banda as president (1966);
Independence in Barbados (1966)

Nigerian Civil War (1967—70); Ujamaa
(1967)

Coup by Siyad Barre in Somalia (1969)

Nigeria Oil Boom (1970); Hastings Banda
declared president for life (1970); Black
Power uprising in Trinidad (1970)

Julius Nyerere translates Shakespeare

(1963); Swahili nationalist literature;

emergence of Swahili free verse
Bernard Fonlon and associates’

Cameroon journal Abbia (1963-82)

Dakar Arts Festival (1966); Chinua
Achebe: A Man of the People (1966)

Ahamdou Kourouma: Les soleils des
indépendances (The Suns of
Independence) (first published in
Canada, 1968); Stanlake Samkange:
On Trial for My Country (1966)

Olive Senior, Commonwealth Writers
Prize (1967); David Rubadiri: No Bride
Price (1967)

Ayi Kwei Armah: The Beautyful Ones Are
Not Yet Born (1968); Miguel Barnet:
Biographia de un Cimarron translated
into English as Autobiography of a
Runaway Slave (1968)

Yambo Ouologuem: Bound to Violence
(1968)

Samuel Selvon awarded Hummingbird
Medal of the Order of the Trinity (for
literature) by the government of
Trinidad and Tobago (1969)

Algiers Arts Festival (1969)

Ahmadou Kourouma: Les soleils des
indépendances (published in France,
1974)
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HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL
EVENTS

LITERARY AND CULTURAL EVENTS

Kaunda established a one-party state in
Zambia (1973); Bahamas
independence (1973)

Soweto (1976)

Ogaden War between Ethiopia and
Somalia (1976-77)

Independence in Dominica (1978)

Zimbabwean independence with Robert
Mugabe as Prime Minister (1980)

US invasion of Grenada (1983)

V. S. Naipual: Booker Prize for In a Free
State (1971)

Chinua Achebe’s journal Okike (1972);
Walter Rodney: How Europe
Underdeveloped Africa (1972)

Ayi Kwei Armah: Two Thousand Seasons
(1973); Kamau Brathwaite: The Arrivants
(1973)

Agostinho Neto: Sacred Hope (1974)

Ngugi wa Thiong’o and Ngugi wa Mirii,
with the Kamiriithu Cultural Center,
develop and produce Ngaahika Ndeenda
(I Will Marry When I Want) (1976)

Hausa Boomtown literature; Hausa
women’s romance literature; Lagos
Arts Festival (1977)

Journal and publishing house Staffrider,
superseding Drum for South Africa
(1978-); Dambudzo Marechera: House
of Hunger (1978)

Mariam Ba: So Long a Letter (1979); (Wins
Noma Award for Publishing in Africa,
1980)

Nuruddin Farah: Variations on the Theme of
an African Dictatorship (197983 ); Sweet
and Sour Milk (1979)

Austin Clarke, Casa de las Américas Prize
(1980)

Nuruddin Farah: Sardines (1981)

Jack Mapanje: Of Chameleons and Gods
(1982); Frank Chipasula: This Is the Time
(1982); Felix Mnthali: When Sunset
Comes to Sapitwa (1982); Chenjerai
Hove: Up in Arms (1982)

J. M. Coetzee: Booker Prize for The Life
and Times of Michael K (1983)

Nuruddin Farah: Close Sesame (1983);
Jamaica Kincaid: At the Bottom of the
River (1983)

Senghor elected to the French Academy
(1983)

David Dabydeen: Commonwealth Poetry
Prize (1984); Malawi Writer’s Group
anthology, Namaluzi (1984)

XXXV



Chronology

HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL
EVENTS

LITERARY AND CULTURAL EVENTS

Nelson Mandela released from jail as a
political prisoner after 27 years (1990)

Fall of Siyad Barre, Somali dictator (1991)

Somali Civil War (1991-93)

Start of Algerian Civil War (1992)

Nelson Mandela elected President of
South Africa (1994)

Execution of Ken Saro-Wiwa by Military
Government in Nigeria (1995)

Maryse Condé: Grand Prix Littéraire de
la Femme for Moi, Tituba (1986)

Wole Soyinka: Nobel Prize (1986)

Tahar Ben Jelloun: Prix Goncourt for La
nuit sacrée (1987)

Naguib Mafouz: Nobel Prize (1988); the
Qur’an first published in Gikuyu
(1988); Tsitsi Dangarembga: Nervous
Conditions (1988); Chenjerai Hove:
Bones (1988)

Chenjerai Hove: Noma Award (1989);
Shimmer Chinodya: Harvest of Thorns
(1989); Marlene Nourbese Philip: She
Tries Her Tongue (1989)

Nadine Gordimer: Nobel Prize (1991)

Patrick Chamoiseau: Prix Goncourt for
Texaco (1992)

Ben Okri: Booker Prize for The Famished
Road (1992)

Henri Lopes: Grand Prix de la
Francophonie de I’Académie
Francaise (1993)

Derek Walcott: Nobel Prize (1992); Caryl
Phillips: Crossing the River (1993)

Kamau Brathwaite: Neustadt Prize
(1994)

Caya Makhele: Grand Prix de la
Nouvelle Francophone for “Les
Travaux d’Ariane”

Caryl Phillips: Lannan Literary Award
(1994)

Noma Award to work in Afrikaans (1995)

Dapo Adeniyi’s Nigeria journal Glendora
Review (1995—)

Abdourahman Waberi: Grand Prix de
I’Afrique noire for Cahier Nomade
(1996)

Calixthe Beyala: Grand Prix de
I’Académie Francaise for Les honneurs
perdus (1996)
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Chronology

HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL
EVENTS

LITERARY AND CULTURAL EVENTS

Calixthe Beyala judged guilty of plagiarism for
sections of Le petit prince de Belleville (1996)

Earl Lovelace: Commonwealth Writer’s Prize
for Salt (1997)

Nuruddin Farah: Neustadt Prize (1998)

J. M. Coetzee: Booker Prize for Disgrace (1999)

Jackie Kay: Guardian Fiction Prize for Trumpet
(1999)

Tierno Monénembo: Prix Tropiques for L’ainé
des orphelins (2000)

Noma Award for Swahili work by Kimani
Njogu and Rocha Chimerah (2000)

Marie Ndiaye: Prix Fémina for Rosie Carpe
(2001); Lorna Goodison: Travelling Mercies
(2001); V. S. Naipaul: Nobel Prize (2001)
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I
Africa and orality

LIZ GUNNER

The continent of Africa can be viewed as a site of enormous, long, and ongo-
ing creativity in relation to orality as a vector for the production of social life,
religious beliefs, and the constant constituting and reconstituting of society,
ideology, and aesthetics. If it is language which has a crucial role in the produc-
tion and reproduction of society, then in the case of orality it is often language
combined with the performativity of the body, and enacted in both the public
and the private space. If it is justifiable to call the African continent “the oral
continent par excellence” we need to ask why this is so. What precisely might
it mean and what conclusions could flow therefrom? Orality needs to be seen
in the African context as the means by which societies of varying complexity
regulated themselves, organized their present and their pasts, made formal
spaces for philosophical reflections, pronounced on power, questioned and
in some cases contested power, and generally paid homage to “the word,”
language, as the means by which humanity was made and constantly refash-
ioned. Orality was the means by which Africa made its existence, its history
long before the colonial and imperial presence of the west manifested itself. In
this sense, orality needs to be seen not simply as “the absence of literacy” but
as something self-constitutive, sui generis. The accepting of this proposition
has consequences for an understanding of world culture: namely, it is neither
possible nor accurate to take one model that valorizes the written word as the
blueprint for how the human race has developed.

What we can learn from the African model is that orality, manifested as
types of formal speech communication, in some circumstances coexisting
with music in the form of song, or with instruments, and dance, generated
an almost unimaginable range of genres that enabled and empowered social,
political, and spiritual existence. In some instances a specific mode of orality
encoded a state’s history; this was the case with the form of ubwwiiru, the
nineteenth-century Rwandan dynastic ritual code that the historians Joseph
Rwabukumba and Alexis Kagame have turned into a written record and made
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part of a broader historical narrative (Feierman 1994; Rwabukumba and
Mudandagizi 1974; Kagame 1975). In the west, the oriki (praise poetry) of the
Yoruba interwove personal and public history and provided a poetic vehicle
for the powerful as well as the ordinary citizen (Barber 1991; Babalola 1966; Yai
1994). Forms such as oriki recreated the past in the present; they made and,
in the present, still “make possible the crossing from the world of the dead
to the world of the living, making the past present again™ (Barber 1991: 76).
Thus they demonstrate the different kinds of historicity that an oral form can
generate with very different conventions of interactivity from those governing
a conventional historical printed text (Farias 1992; Vansina 1985; Opland 1974,
1987). History was often encapsulated in the elaborate dynastic poetry of a
kingdom, composed and reproduced by specially trained bards and present-
ing a legitimizing, heroic view of past and present to the people at large. This
was the case with the court poets of Rwanda. Alexis Kagame has meticulously
documented this “specialized and learned artistic tradition” (Finnegan 1970:
87, Kagame 1951; Coupez and Kamanzi 1970), outlining the privileged position
of the association of royal poets who were split between those who performed
the works of others and those who composed new work. A “long and rigorous
period of apprenticeship” by young members of the families of poets ensured
mastery of existing poems and of the “vocabulary, imagery and subject-matter
which formed the traditional basis of any future composition” (Finnegan 1970:
89). This genre of court poetry, plus the secret ritual texts, the ubwwiiry, and
other genres from Rwanda are among the best documented on the conti-
nent and provide an indication of how orality could operate at the heart of
the state. Poetry was, in a way, the heartbeat of royalty. As the increasingly
beleaguered kings of the nineteenth-century kingdom of Rwanda fended off
their hostile neighbors, and then had to contend with the incoming colonial
powers of Germany and Belgium, the royal poetic tradition was also affected,
and shifted, taking on first the patina of the colonial overlords’ voice and then
reflecting also the counterviews of a dissident group of poets who sought out
“antidynastic histories in their own past” (Hertefelt 1964; Feierman 1994: 60).

I have mentioned the Rwandan case in some detail to demonstrate firstly
a formidable example of poetry, politics, and power operating in a particular
historical context in Africa, without the mediation of the written or printed
word. What the Rwandan example also shows is that the set of cultural prac-
tices that the poetry embodied was not static. Rather it was dynamic, changing
in response to the historical pressures of the time. There is no evidence that the
genres of the Rwandan court have survived into the modern era (the monar-
chy was abolished in 1959) and only the meticulous scholarship of Rwandan
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and non-Rwandan scholars provides an archive from which we can attempt to
reconfigure, in the interests of the history of both world and African culture,
the vibrant voices of a past poetic tradition.

Some forms of orality now exist only in written, audio or visual archives,
although brief, remembered snatches may remain, tantalizingly, in living dis-
course, encapsulating metonymically a vast unreachable hinterland of cultural
knowledge. Like the Central African drums, two of them Kuba, and one Lele,
described by the historian Jan Vansina, such fragments “impress onto their own
society a silent discourse, and simultaneously, as loci of memory, recite silently
their own past and that of the society that made them possible” (Mudimbe
1994: 68; Vansina 1984: 47). There are, however, oral genres that exist vigorously
in the contemporary era, either as part of a new global culture, as part of the
local, or as what the musicologist Thomas Turino in his study of Zimbabwean
music has called the indigenous, namely, a line of culture that may be closer
to performance genres not significantly altered by modernity (Turino 2000:
17-18). Part of this chapter will demonstrate the ways in which orality has been
extended into various configurations of modernity, thus belying the argument
for a purist orality that is beyond the grasp of the modern. Nor should we see
orality in Africa in the new millennium as a residual state, battered by forms
of modernity: songs, chants, a dance, a gesture with a fly whisk or a spear,
used simply as a nostalgic resource by politicians seeking to evoke a distant
idyllic past and so link themselves to it; rather we can see it as a mode of
communicative action that has in the past been finely honed to fit a myriad of
different social, ideological, and aesthetic needs in many different societies on
the continent. In the present, forms of orality have in some cases powered the
new technologies of mass communication by influencing their direction. The
extensive presence of live performances and recordings of tied and freelance
singers, and poets on Hausa television and radio stations in northern Nigeria
is one example of this (Furniss 1996: 126—27). Literacy has impacted in various
ways on oral modes of communication and has often produced brilliant hybrid
forms (touched on below), but the book itself, in terms of written literature
from the continent, has been profoundly influenced by orality. It could be
argued that the directions taken by contemporary written African literature,
have largely been shaped by the presence of a substantial and established body
of rhetoric holding deep knowledge with which writers have often felt com-
pelled to engage, even when moving from the African language/s in which the
poetry or narrative is expressed, to writing in English, French, or Portuguese.

As the example of the Rwandan school of specialist poets demonstrates,
one of the roles of oral forms in many parts of the continent has been to
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give verbal expression to the ordering of societies through the public recita-
tion of genealogies and praises of rulers, often by highly skilled and specialist
poets. In the Rwandan case the often esoteric poetry, full of archaisms and
elaborate prosody, was not accessible to the majority of the kingdom’s sub-
jects even though they all (Tutsi, Hutu, and Twa) shared the same language,
Kinyarwanda." In other comparable forms of poetry, there was often a shared
knowledge of the poetic skills, so that it was, in important ways, a more widely
accessible form. Praise poetry in Shona and Zulu exemplify this more horizon-
tal proliferation of both linked genres and poetic skills. Certainly the vast areas
across which the form of praise poetry has been used, testify to the importance
placed on the making of meaning and the place of dense, rich poetic language
as carriers of public social values and ideologies.

The need for societies to have memory banks that act as mirrors and as
a form of working archive led in many instances to the extensive use of oral
poetry to formalize memory of the past, and to make the past comprehensi-
ble and accessible. Praise poetry, differently named, often with elaborate yet
flexible prosodies, and existing in each instance in a particular hierarchy of
genres, has its place in a number of very differently constituted societies cov-
ering a range of language groups across the continent. It is one of the most
widespread forms of oral poetry that engaged with the attempt to provide
public, active memorials through performance. It can be found in many sub-
Saharan African societies and in some instances it has found a niche as an
ongoing cultural practice in contemporary communities or in the modern
state. A number of south and southern African societies still have considerable
cultural capital held in praise poetry. In South Africa, Xhosa praise poets who
supported figures opposed to the apartheid Nationalist government were on
more than one occasion persecuted by the apartheid police (Opland 1998:
278-81) and in the postapartheid state former President Mandela is frequently
accompanied on official business by his praise poet, Zolani Mkiva, who has
also released a number of compact discs of his work, with musical backing.
The praise poet has license to critique the object of his praise, but this is usually
done sparingly. Praise poetry has often been constituted as history from above,
for instance the lithoko of the Basotho (Damane and Saunders 1974; Kunene
1971), the court poetry of the old kingdom of Rwanda (Kagame 1951), Hausa
praise poetry and song (Smith 1957, 1978; Gidley 1975, Muhammad 1979;
Furniss 1996), and the royal and chiefly izibongo of the Zulu (Nyembezi 1958;
Cope 1968; Gunner and Gwala1991). Even here, the history of rulersis often rich
with ambiguities and frequently contains the resistant voices of those groups
that have been defeated, and the dissident voices of critics (Brown 1998: 94-95;
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Hamilton 1998). It is the ability of praise poetry to absorb and reflect changes
within the society it enunciates (Vail and White 1991) and also to provide a
sense of the past in the present (Barber 1989: 20) that are among its most com-
pelling qualities and ensure its place as one of the great genres of the continent.
Nevertheless its continued existence is uncertain. Among the Basotho in the
nineteenth century, the elaborate lithoko with their heroic ethos and elaborate
imagery captured the exploits of King Mshweshwe and his sons as they battled
to maintain their mountain kingdom against Boer attacks but the poetry also
allowed for moments of reflexivity and for the inclusion of close observation
of the natural world and of place which frequently became absorbed into the
praise names themselves (Kunene 1971). This official poetry still flourishes on
state occasions but now lacks the pervasive influence it once had, and it has
been argued that a new genre “of the people,” lifela, is more representative
of modern Basotho national and transnational identity than the older lithoko
(Coplan 1994). Shona praise poetry, once part of an assembly of spoken and
sung genres (Hodza and Fortune 1979) in which clan praises had a particularly
important role has largely fallen into disuse. Hodza and Fortune note that

One of the most pleasing forms of love poetry, and, indeed, of praise poetry as
a whole, arises out of the rhythmic use of praise names and their expansions,
accompanied by variations in the imagery. (Hodza and Fortune 1979: 39)

Their beauty and intricacy, their deep engagement with the imagery of the
natural world are very striking, as the following two examples illustrate, one
from the poetry of love and courtship, and the other from the praises of a wife
to her husband:

You are my mother,
One with loving embraces
One with a neck as long as a giraffe’s . . .
My calabash, so light yet so capacious.
Tasty paste that sticks to my gums,
Ground nuts doubly ground.

(Hodza and Fortune 1979: 39)

And

(Tembo clan praises of endearment):
Thank you Zebra;

Zebra with a striped coat;

One adorned with its own skin;

One who gives delight . . .

Thank you, Hornless wild beast;
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Your sweetness lies at your base;

A stalk of sweet sorghum;

Male yet female in your love.
(Hodza and Fortune 1979: 163)

Even though such intimate eloquence has fallen out of fashion, new genres,
as in the Basotho case, have emerged. During the war of liberation of the
1970s, in what was then Rhodesia, the rich and symbolic imagery of many
of the popular songs, sold commercially on audiocassettes and even played
on the radio station of the Smith government, often held hidden messages
linked to the struggle. The ease with which urban audiences “read” such
chimurenga (liberation) songs was in large part due to the way they “hugged the
common cultural ground which they shared with their audiences” although
the message was new (Pongweni 1997: 65). In his account of the new music that
played so crucial a role as a conduit of comment and resistance, Alec Pongweni
identifies three types of songs, already part of Shona cultural practice, that were
utilized in chimurenga music: the narrative genre known as ndgaringo; another
genre, kudeketera, which built on the repetition of small units; and the genre
of work songs known as jukwara, which frequently made use of poetic license
(Pongweni 1997: 66; 1982; Vambe 2000). The example of such Zimbabwean
music, which was so knotted into accepted linguistic and musical forms but
at the same time departed from them, shows orality as a dynamic force,
operating as part of what Raymond Williams has termed “emergent culture”
(Williams 1977). Important as its presence is, it cannot call back into active
use the elaborate speech genres that were once part of the Shona language
repertoire.

The multiplicity of expressive forms that African societies have produced is
shown by its exploitation by those well outside the domains of public power.
AsJean Derive has pointed out, the capacity for oral performance is not merely
the “distinctive sign” of a given social condition, butis also a potential means of
exerting pressure upon or transforming social conditions and power relations
(James 1997: 468; Derive 1995). Thus those without power may nevertheless use
a recognized art form to complain, and hope for change. Derive has recorded
how Douala married women would make use of a sung and danced genre per-
formed in public on the arrival of an important visitor, to record, obliquely but
publicly, their anxieties and the problems they were experiencing as women,
and often as women in a polygynous situation (Derive 1978). Although such a
genre might not be seen by outsiders as prestigious, by those within Douala
society the genre, known as kurubi donkili, was highly enough regarded to
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have produced its own famous composers (such as Nasara Kamagati) and to
be valued as a means by which those without power, in this case women and
particularly married women, could claim a space of free and public expression
(Derive 1978). The potential of exerting pressure, even if not of transforming
power relations, is held in such a genre. In carefully documented cases from
other parts of the continent, such as Mozambique, we see how song, often
with dance, can become a vehicle not only for critical comment by generations
of the oppressed but how it can hold with a kind of shifting tenacity “a whole
tradition of rejection” (Vail and White 1997: 63).

The ChiSena worksong, with the name of Paiva (a brutal overseer whose
name then signifies successive exploitative figures and ultimately the system
itself) recurring through the decades, became a means of inscribing in social
memory the successive malpractices relating to land appropriation and labor
misuse by the Portuguese, and more broadly the colonial system under which
the people suffered (Vail and White 1997: 60). Once again, the dynamic nature
of song is noted, as the “same” song appears in Luabo (rather than ChiSena)
and is described as “a map of suffering which our children will have to know”
(Vailand White 1997: 56). It then moves again to become a women’s dance song
that comments cogently, and with inserted improvised drama elaborating the
main themes, on the harsh conditions and the frequent sexual assaults women
had to suffer as they worked in the cotton plantations in the mid-1950s. What
the body of “Paiva songs” showsis how an older song can, through a measure of
“recontextualizing,” as performance theorists term it (Bauman and Brigs 1990),
move languages and genres and yet remain recognizably “the same.” Only in
the 1970s, after the withdrawal of the Portuguese from Mozambique, did new
words become attached to the song that then contained not only the criticism
so central to the earlier songs, but also triumph over the oppressive Paiva figure:

Paiva is diabolical

Ay Ay

Now we have escaped.
(Vail and White:
1997: 60)

Asthe two instances above show, the license for those without formal power
to comment and criticize through song or poetry (and sometimes dance and
song) is a crucial part of the way orality has operated in African societies.
The powerful could listen and take note, but they could not strike back as the
license given to the genres themselves provided protection. A popular song
deeply critical of the early nineteenth-century Zulu king, Dingane, recorded
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by the musician and composer, Princess Magogo (d. 1989), a member of the
Zulu royal house, had as its theme line: “Each day we are killed by Dingane”
(Tracey 1974; Gunner 2002a).

In some instances the marginal voices produce not critical comment but
long, semi-autobiographical finely crafted poetry that encapsulates some of
the primary values of the larger community. Marginal people include the
youth. Thus among the nomadic Fulani of West Africa, it is the young men
who compose elaborate and intense poems, known as jamooje nai, for their
cattle on the long and lonely journeys across the bare and forbidding savannah.
Christiane Seydou points out that the poetry contains “their life, their soul”;
in this genre that is individual and confessional yet exists within the clear
parameters of a recognized form, their making of the poetry becomes the
means by which they map and control, mentally, the harsh terrain through
which they travel; and their mastery of the artistic resource offered by the
poetry is displayed to the full community on their return to the river Niger in
Mali (Seydou, 1991; Seydou, Biebuyck and Bekombo 1997).

What the African records and the ongoing production of culture in Africa
make clear is that orality is not an amorphous, vaguely communal preliterate
state awaiting redemption by various manifestations of modernity. It is rather
a protean presence, changing, interacting, and producing a different kind of
cultural equilibrium on the African continent, defining its own modernities
through language (Benveniste 1966; Voloshinov 1986). The records of African
performance genres show time and again that particular societies may produce
precisely honed kinds of expressive art to fit the particularambience of a specific
culture. In a society that has for centuries been decimated by internecine wars,
by slavery, and by disease, the specialist (male) Nzakara poets from the Central
African Republic sing with stoic, sometimes satiric eloquence about death, the
betrayal of women, and the impossible hardships oflife (de Dampierre, 1963:33).
The production of the finest poetry by those who choose the art remains an
austere obligation and a mark of high social value. Eric de Dampierre describes
how a poet, accompanying himself on the harp, may use the accepted devices
of his form — the known phrases, elliptical language, archaic words — and yet
insert his own “voice” as a composer. In the instance of the Nzakara we see,
again, performance as a cultural practice not linked to the reification of power
butrather an expressive art form that is part of the ongoing making of meaning
for both producers and listeners.

How oral material is transmitted between the generations, and what factors
ensure that songs, chanted or spoken poetry, prayers, proverbs, narratives, and
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so on are passed on is clearly a central question, crucial to social reproduction.
Whereas the genres such as praise poetry, which are largely situated in the
public domain, enunciate history and power “from above” other genres situ-
ated in the expressive forms of subaltern groups such as women and youth are
in many cases less accessible to outsiders and are given less rhetorical space.
They are often, though, crucially important to social structure. Initiation songs
provide an insight into the ways in which African societies have engaged with
song and forms of dance as the key modes through which they approach the
difficult process of the move to adulthood and the responsibilities that go with
it. John Blacking’s work on the initiation schools of the Venda in southern
Africa, and in particular those for Venda girls, opens up a number of fascinat-
ing points in this regard (Blacking 1969). He points out that like the modern
system of school education, initiation is designed to “indoctrinate,” not edu-
cate in the true sense of the word, namely, to reveal and develop individual
qualities and abilities. Within that caveat, he explores what values and knowl-
edge were being taught. In Venda society, Blacking observes, what is stressed
is “the overriding importance of being human,” and he continues, “technical
incompetence in human relations is never accepted” (Blacking 1969: 71). He
emphasizes that for women in Venda society, nonattendance at domba would
prevent them from having any real say in women'’s affairs and would isolate
an individual from her peers in times of trouble. In traditional Venda society,
women hold considerable power and almost undisputed authority in certain
fields of religious duty, home management, marriage and divorce negotia-
tions, the preparation of girls for marriage, and the control of young mothers.
It is attendance at domba that regulates a woman’s status and precise seniority
among her peers for her whole life (Blacking 1969: 4).

Songs as well as dances have a central role in the educational process of
initiation, and the exacting dances are practiced by novices both individually,
with a teacher, and then communally in the evenings. The songs that make
up the stage known as vhusha come from a variety of sources: some are
composed by the graduates themselves, some are adaptations of beer songs,
of children’s songs, and so on. The teaching that is carried through both the
songs and the dances seeks to redefine the novices” somatic knowledge as
regards sexuality, pregnancy, childbirth, and the responsibilities of marriage.
The compact and allusive songs thus hold and transmit cultural knowledge and
social values through the intensive learning situation, which is both focused
on the individual, when the novice learns with a single tutor, and the group,
communal rehearsals where the skills are welded into a single whole.
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In addition to the focus on the way in which novices may in some cases
compose fresh songs or adapt existing songs, sometimes from other genres,
Blacking also draws attention to the contrasting role of the specialist, or master
of words, in another stage of the initiation process, namely, the learning of the
regulations or imilayo. Here an interesting differentiation between popular
and specialist knowledge and usage in relation to verse is evident: for the
experts, the passing on of the “laws” is “primarily an exercise in memory and
imagination” whereas for the average person the songs or fragments of songs
become “passwords of a mutual aid society.” Interestingly, Blacking takes his
reader briefly into the densely poetic and value-laden map used by the masters
of initiation with whom he worked most closely, and points to the pattern of a
journey followed by many; for one master, this took the form of “the beginning,
the river, the public meeting place, the drum, the fire, the council hut.” The
gap between the verbal skills of the specialists and the far more generalized
knowledge of the initiates can be seen as illustrating a general characteristic
of orality as it is (or has been) practiced in many African societies, namely,
that of a deeply productive symbiosis between the specialist and the ordinary
performer. The relevance of the performance and of attendance at domba for
young Venda girls can be judged by the fact that it is seen as having a place in
the construction of modern identities in the new millennium and in the new
postapartheid nation.

Resistant memory, which holds the history of a minority and ensures the
maintenance of a community, has also found imaginative expression through
song. The capacity of song to wrap itself round a point of great importance
in the past and thus allow that moment or cluster of moments to live on in
the collective memory is well illustrated by the songs of the Herero people
now living in northern Botswana and forced to flee from South West Africa
after conflict with the Germans in the early years of the twentieth century
(Alnaes 1989). Kirsten Alnaes argues that the pain of the past is encountered
through the images of “death, destruction, loss of land and loss of meaning
and normality.” She continues by showing how images of regeneration can
exist alongside such confrontations with “the death-world” of past generations
(1989: 293—-94). Thus the songs and laments performed have the dual role of
catharsis and revitalization and bind together a very different past and present.
Alnaes also points out that such songs, often performed within the home, and
in order to educate the postmigration generations into their past, function as
reminders of the contrast between a secure present and a time of trauma in
earlier, but relatively recent, history (1989: 293-94).
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Current work on orality emphasizes its place in contemporary cultural
practice in Africa and its often dialogic role with writing or print and with the
electronic media. The hybrid forms to which I referred earlier have often been
born of such synergies. The hymns from the AmaNazaretha church in South
Africa founded by Isaiah Shembe in 1910 and composed by him were written
down by scribes, copied in longhand into the personal notebooks of church
members, or simply learnt by those without access to the tools of literacy —
a pen, paper, and the knowledge of writing. Today they are both sung and in
some instances used as dancing items in church worship. Their imagery and
range of reference that are part of the power of their performance mean that the
hymns carry the power not only to confirm a particular view or position, but
also to transform it. Moreover, the words contain their force within the broader
musical performance and this has its own role in evoking a broadly political
consciousness (Blacking 1995: 201). Performers and listeners/audience are part
of a fluid set of subjectivities that relate to the history of Christianity, Zulu
and South African history, and an intersecting regional and national imaginary
(Gunner 2002b; Muller 1999). It is this capacity to reshape while drawing on
older energies that marks some of the genres of modern African orality and it
is the composite power of the word, music, and the dance that is significant.
Deborah James’s comments on the modern South African migrant genre of
kiba and its power to draw people together are also true of the AmaNazaretha
hymns:

The lyrics alone . . . cannot explain the strength of this new source of identi-
fication. But, in the broader performance context, lyrics combine with dance
and music to embody a life and a specific view of morality which men and
women labour migrants have created for themselves. (James 1997: 470)

The huge investment of cultural capital in a range of often intersecting oral
genres and the active role of practitioners in constantly moving a genre forward
and remaking it is an area of oral studies that is currently being emphasized in
the work of scholars. The older model of freestanding oral genres, manifested
in the often very fine collections of single or relatively few genres of “oral
literature” from a particular African society such as those published by the
pathbreaking Oxford Library of African Literature series in the late 1960s and
the 1970s (for example Goody 1972; Cope 1968; Coupez and Kamanzi 1970;
Morris 1964; Bin Ismail and Lienhardt 1968), has been superseded by theories
of orality that embrace a far more interactive and interdependent sense of
cultural practices and “text” (Hanks 1989). Thus Graham Furniss writes of
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contemporary Hausa literature that genres: oral, written, and those written
first and then performed, are both genres in the conventional sense and are
defined by their practitioners in relation to one another. He observes that

the practitioners operate complex networks of borrowing, countering and
redefinition which means that the genre is never an entirely fixed set of features
evenifthelabel appearsto stay the same. .. some genres constitute the building
blocks of others and may appear as performed events in their own right in
one context and then, in another context, appear as constitutive elements
in another genre . . . Similarly, the relation between genres may invoke the
satirical subversion of a dominant form by another. (Furniss 1996: 16)

In the same way Karin Barber argues for the fluid, floating nature of genre
boundaries and the way in which, in any number of cultures, recognized
clusters of words migrate across genres and are redefined by their new context
(Barber 1999: 21).

In an era of globalization, orality has not disappeared but has often adapted
itself in its many different forms to become a vehicle for the expression of the
fears and hopes of new generations of Africans. Thus, while it is true that, in
some instances, genres of poetry or song and of narrative have not endured
the erosion of the social base that sustained their performances and their
producers, other genres have survived or grown. In two interesting instances
from South Africa the social and economic pressures of the migrant labor
system in the apartheid era have led to the emergence of new genres that retain
aloose connection to their parent genre but maintain a certain independence
as well. These can be seen in a double sense as “migrant” genres; thus the
Sotho genre of lifela, fashioned by men moving between Lesotho and the
mines of Johannesburg, grew both from young men’s initiation songs and
from the praise poetry of Basotho royalty and chiefs known as lithoko (Coplan
1994; Damane and Sanders 1974; Kunene 1971). Migrant or rebellious Basotho
women, existing largely on the fringes of their male compatriots’ social spaces,
the border bars of Lesotho, and the shebeens of Johannesburg, made their own
distinctive version of the genre and by so doing were able to create an identity
for themselves as bold yet suffering women, enunciating a new version of what
it meant to be a migrant (Coplan 1994). In another South African instance
(already mentioned above), women moving between the rural areas of the
north and Johannesburg worked first within a men’s song and dance genre
used in the hostels (kiba) and then moved the form into a more exclusively
female domain. The name of the genre remained the same but it took on an
additional and specifically female form and became a crucial vector for the
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making of modern identities for migrant women, one that embraced both
modernity and a sense of rural belonging (James 1994; 1997; 1999).

In many cases the electronic media, namely, television and radio, have
played an important role in enabling new genres to emerge, or adaptations
of old genres to continue; the audiocassette has also been a key instrument
of transmission (Fardon and Furniss 2000). The use of the audiocassette as
well as the radio in the spread of Somali oral poetry has been particularly
remarkable and in one memorable instance a certain popular poem, Leexo,
sung over the airwaves while a key parliamentary debate was in progress
in the capital, Mogadishu, toppled a government (Johnson 199s: 115-17). In
general, the evidence from contemporary studies shows that many oral genres
are resilient and adaptable to the intense changes that have accompanied
modern technology, urban living, and often difficult and oppressive industrial
conditions. Oral genres have provided a means of formalizing new experiences
and in a number of societies, for instance in the case of the Somali genres of
the balwo and heello mentioned above, and in the urban genre of isicathamiya in
South Africa, they have provided powerful new cultural texts for people’s lives
(Johnson 1974; Andrzejewski and Lewis 1964; Erlmann 1991; 1996; Johnson
2001).

Part of the defining of an African or African modernities and the connection
of this to orality hasbeen the way in which new publics have been made through
the use of the electronic media. Radio, still the mostinfluential medium on the
continent, is often a conduit for new hybrid forms of orality that sometimes
have their own complicated genealogies of origin and command large audi-
ences in the urban and rural areas of the continent, and sometimes globally.
The form of isicathamiya that was heard on the Paul Simon album Gracelands
with the Ladysmith Black Mambazo group is one such genre (Erlmann 1991;
1996). Its cultural appeal lies in a complex of words, music, and dance, but
within South Africa its continuing vitality is partly generated by the way in
which radio, in this case the Zulu-language radio station uKhozi, announces
fixtures all over the country, plays the latest music, and conducts interviews
with eminent choir leaders. The genre of maskanda, also from South Africa,
has been traced back to the solo love songs of lonely young women (James
1999: 73) butis now a style in which men and women perform. Maskanda works
with standard themes but keeps as one of its vital functions the power to criti-
cize and comment on social conditions, inequalities and, when necessary, the
foolish ways of the powerful. Even a majestic form such as the West African
epic, and in particular the Mandinka epic of Sunjata, has found its place in the
electronic media, in this case largely though the work of the singer Salif Keita.
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Here too, however, some critics argue that the move to the electronic media
has meant a diminution in terms of the subtleties, verbal richness, and the
carefulness of the text when compared to those produced by master griots/jali
such as the Gambian “master of the word” Bamba Suso (Diawara 1997; Suso
and Kanute 1999).

The active presence in Africa of the epic genre is being increasingly
recognized and documented by scholars, and the epics themselves are in
some instances being re-formed by singers such as Salif Keita (Belcher 1999;
Okpewho 1979; 1992; Johnson, Hale and Belcher 1997); the role of epic as a car-
rier of messages about history, and its place in the present, as well as its function
indefining regional and transnational identities is constantly being debated. Yet
aslighter, emergent genre like the South African freedom song, may have played
its part, briefly, as a vehicle for national consciousness and run its course. Now
rarely heard, except at trades union rallies, they were, from the 1950s onwards
a staple part of African oppositional public discourse, carrying their melodies
and words along broad streets, into the camps and the bush of Angola, into
dingy halls and into the jails of the apartheid era. They often played a role, as
Blacking has suggested (1995), in the creation of a new trans-ethnic imagined
community, and in the construction of new personal and group identities.

The work of documenting and debating the role of African oral genres in
mediating social relationships, cementing personal and social ties, and gen-
erally making sense of the world, is an ongoing one. New work sometimes
focuses on a genre or cluster of genres that has had its own vibrant, hidden life
in the market place of people’s lives although not in the libraries of academia.
Thus the genre of jocular poetry, the Borana genre known as qoosaa-taapaa,
and sung in the villages of northern Kenya and the slums of Nairobi, has re-
cently been studied and shown to play a key role in the articulation of male
and age-set, as well as clan relations. It also allows women to speak out from
their marginalized positions and, through this witty and entertaining form,
make their views about the “vices” of men heard in public, and also, on oc-
casion, their views on a particular political dispute (Wako 2002). Such forms,
currently being brought to a wider audience, together with the often highly
coded genres of Somali poetry (Andrzejewski and Lewis 1064; Andrzejewski
and Andrzejewski 1993) commenting on love, honor, matters of philosophy
and religion and, as in the case of the Dervish soldier/poet Maxamed Cabdille
Xasan (c.1860-1921), on war against the colonialist, cannot be seen as part of
what Abiola Irele has termed “the prison of the mythopoetic imagination”
(Irele 1987:217) but rather as expressions of the diverse, modern world. It is in
this world that African orality has its place.
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Notes

1. See Hintjens 2001 for a chilling and finely argued account of early colonial com-
plicity in the construction of ethnic rivalries in Rwanda and the state planning
of the ethnic genocide in 1994.

2. Brief clips of the final, snake-like dance of all the initiates were shown on the
South African Broadcasting Corporation national television in 2001 during one
of the evening news relays.
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2
The folktale and its extensions

KWESI YANKAH

The folktale is the most important strand within the prose narrative complex
in Africa. It is also the most widely studied. The distinctiveness of the folktale
as a genre, however, is questionable due to its close textual affinities with other
expressive genres such as myth, epic, dilemma tale, legend and proverb.

Even though local terminology often provides the best basis for resolving
ambiguities in genre taxonomies (see Herskovits and Herskovits 1958), the
folktale has sometimes posed a problem in Africa. In certain cultures, such
as the Limba of Sierra Leone, the folktale and proverb do not have separate
labels (Finnegan 1967: 28). Besides this, whenever the folktale has been cited
in ongoing discourse for the purposes of persuasion, it has attracted the label
“proverb” in certain cultures (see Yankah 1995: 88—93). The overlap between
the proverb and tale should not be surprising, since they both convey moral
lessons, and are mutually interactive in performance situations. Tales based
on proverbs abound in Africa, and so do proverbs based on folktales. No doubt
scholars who have compiled proverbs in Africa have often shown interest in
the folktale (see Rattray 1916 and 1930; Dugaste 1975).

Dilemma tale

The dilemma tale constitutes a large class of folktales in Africa, but it has
attracted very little attention partly because it does not appear to constitute
a genre of its own. In the early twentieth century, dilemma tales sporadically
appeared in folktale and legend compilations (see for example Hesler 1930;
Cardinall 1931; Guillot 1946). In practice, they are hardly narrated indepen-
dently, but emerge during the telling of riddles and folktales, with which they
bear a close resemblance.

The dilemma tale is a narrative that ends in an unresolved puzzle and invites
the audience to debate a solution. Without the concluding puzzle, it may
appear as a folktale. Even though dominated by human characters, dilemma
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tales in Africa may also have animals as principal characters. A number of such
tales involve the mother-in-law, where one has to choose between wife and
mother-in-law in allocating scarce resources, for example providing a missing
eye or ferrying kinsmen across a river. These conundrums are significant
not necessarily as literary products, but as pointers to cultural values, which
often guide participants in providing and debating answers. The first major
independent compilation of dilemma tales in Africa was by William Bascom
in the mid-seventies (Bascom 1975).

Myth

Myth, as a sacred narrative that explains the processes that have shaped the
world, has not enjoyed unanimous recognition among scholars of the African
narrative, partly because the criteria for its global definition are not fully
evident in the potential examples from Africa (see Finnegan 1970: 361-67;
Okpewho 1983 and 1992: 181-82). On one hand, there are several published
collections of African narratives designated by their authors as myth, such as
Cater G. Woodson’s African Myths, Ulli Beier’s The Origin of Life and Death:
African Creation Myths, Jan Knappert’s Myths and Legends of the Congo, and
African Mythology, by Alice Werner. Even so, there is evidence to suggest that
not all such authors were certain of the correct narrative category to which
their collections should belong. In his introduction to African Myths, Woodson
interchanges the terms folktale, myth, and legend (1928: ix). On the other hand,
scholars like Hermann Baumann and Ruth Finnegan doubt the existence of
myth in Africa, but for different reasons. To Baumann, the Negro is devoid of
the gift of myth making (see Radin 1952: 2). To Finnegan, however, scholars
of the African “myth” have not provided enough contextual information, for
their collections to be truly classified as myth (1972: 361ff.).

Considered sacred, true, and authoritative, the myth uses divine and an-
cestral characters to explain the origins of natural phenomena and cultural
institutions. Creation myths, clan/lineage myths (accounting for the groups’
origins), myths associated with divination have all been recorded in various
parts of Africa (see Abrahamsson 1951; Bascom 1969; Parrinder 1986). The ex-
tent to which such stories are considered true and authoritative, however, has
not always been clarified.

The problem diminishes in cultures where separate indigenous labels exist
for fictitious and belief narratives, such as in Dahomey (Herskovits and
Herskovits 1958). Even here, as the Herskovitses point out, the distinction
is sometimes blurred. The gap between myth and folktale is blurred further
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by trickster tales in Africa, which in places appear to combine the features
of myth and folktale. Studying trickster figures among the Akan, Yoruba,
Fon, and Ogo-Yurugu, for example, Robert D. Pelton observes that the most
distinctive feature of the West African trickster is his association with divina-
tion (1980: 273). Combined with several cultural phenomena they generate
in stories, tricksters would appear then to partly fulfill the criteria for spin-
ning myths. Yet, the sacred traits of the trickster, even if relevant, may
have diminished over time since trickster figures like Ananse are sources of
sheer imaginative delight in the cultures in which they exist, and are con-
sidered to belong within the realm of the folktale (see Yankah 1983). Isidore
Okpewho puts the entire myth controversy in a broad perspective, and treats
the myth in Africa as a creative resource from which larger cultural values are
derived (1983).

The folktale

Despite areas of overlap with other narrative forms, the folktale has a distinc-
tive character of subsisting largely on play, fantasy, and aesthetic delight. The
African folktale performer skillfully deploys literary, musical, linguistic, and
dramatic devices to endow his imaginative narrative with an orchestral qual-
ity that compels co-participation by his audience. Because of its pervasiveness
and popularity as a major source of entertainment in rural Africa, the folktale
has arrested the attention of scholars and missionaries since the nineteenth
century.

Its continued relevance in Africa is due partly to the unflagging dominance
of the spoken word in Africa as well as the subtle and diverse manifestations
of the folktale in contemporary life. What follows is an overview of important
landmarks in the study of African folktale and a discussion of its nature and
literary dynamics.

The collection of tales in Africa began in the mid-nineteenth century, as a
sequel to trends in eighteenth-century Europe, where nationalism had fostered
a recognition and respect for national literatures. A systematic collection of
folksongs, tales, and myths had begun in Europe, through which treasures of
past life could be rediscovered and preserved. If national literatures had been
collected in Germany, Greece, Norway, and Russia, the same could be done
in Africa, except that on the African continent, the collection of tales in the
nineteenth century was done more out of colonial interest than nationalism.

In the second half of the nineteenth century, missionaries, anthropologists,
and linguists began collecting large texts of folktales, riddles, proverbs, and
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customary practices. For the missionaries and linguists, these provided reli-
able data for the isolation of sound units and grammatical structures, crucial
in determining the linguistic and literary maturity of “primitive mind,” and
the capacity of primitive languages to express thought (Finnegan 1970: 30).
Missionaries also needed to understand the languages of colonial subjects,
because such knowledge was valuable in the studying of the spontaneous
use of language in folktales. Anthropologists collecting such texts also saw in
them a means of accessing the mind of their native subjects, and determin-
ing residues of past and present modes of life. In any case, the close inter-
action between folktales and related verbal genres made it unproductive to
collect the tales exclusively; they were collected and compiled together with
art forms such as riddles and proverbs. Thus, Sigismund Koelle in 1854 wrote
on African Native Literature or Proverbs, Tales, Fables and Historical Fragments in
the Kanuri or Bornu Language, while Richard Burton about a decade later wrote
on the wit and wisdom of West Africa, in which he compiled 2,268 proverbs
and riddles and anecdotes from the Yoruba, Efik, Ga, Twi, and Ewe (Burton
1865). Other major tale collections in the nineteenth century include Bleek’s
1864 compilation of Hottentot tales, and Lord Chatelain’s work on Angolan
folktales (1894).

Operating against a background of Darwin’s theory of social evolution,
which locates the “primitive” man at the lowest rung of the evolutionary
ladder, where emphasis was supposedly more on communal than individual
creativity, early scholars could not have unambiguously discerned esthetic
merits in folktales from Africa. Ethnocentrism as well as miscomprehension
of the African worldled to a biased portrayal of the African tale as childlike. The
comments of Henry Stanley in his collection of Central African narratives, in
the early part of the twentieth century, attest to this. The very title Stanley gives
to his compilation, My Dark Companions and Their Strange Stories, foreshadows
its content. Consider the following remarks in his introduction:

Many of'the stories related were naturally oflittle value, having neither novelty
nor originality; and in many cases . . . the stories were importations from Asia;
while others were mere masks of low inclination. I therefore had often to sit
out a lengthy tale which had not a single point in it. (Stanley 1906: 1)

Despite the streak of cultural arrogance here, a few scholars admitted the
artistic worth of African folktales. In a preface to his collection of Hottentot
tales, Bleek, for instance, boldly admits that the literary capacity of Africans
“has been employed in almost the same direction as that which had been taken
by our own earliest literatures . . .” (1864: xii—xiii).
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Some scholars thus applied to their African collections the label “literature”
as far back as the nineteenth century (see Koelle 1854, Burton 1865). It is
partly based on this recognition that the American Folklore Society published
Chatelain’s Folktales of Angola in its very first memoir in 1894.

Since the beginning of the twentieth century, the African folktale has been
studied by scholars of various academic persuasions, largely anthropology,
folklore, and literature. Anthropologists like R. S. Rattray (1930), Tremearne
(1913), Herskovits and Herskovits (1958), Evans-Pritchard (1967), Finnegan
(1967) have made landmark studies of the Akan, Hausa, Dahomean, Zande,
and Limba imaginative tales, bringing into focus various literary manifesta-
tions of the trickster in Africa. Particularly remarkable is Rattray’s pioneering
study of Akan folktales, where the stories, richly augmented with illustrations,
are presented first in the original language (as told) before their translation
into English. This way the linguistic and literary flavor of the stories is partly
preserved.

One important discipline that has paid close attention to the African folktale
is the discipline of folklore. Since the 1930s, folklore scholars in their search
for the origin and distribution of tales circulating in Africa have utilized the
discipline’s unique tools, systematically to classify component units of African
tales under crosscultural categories, called tale types and motif indexes, an
approach developed by Anti Aarne and Stith Thompson. Inspired by diffu-
sionist scholars, also known as the historic-geographic school, this approach
to folktale studies sought to determine the original source and geographic
distribution of folktales through a comparison of tale variants from different
parts of the world.

Diffusionists

Since the 1930s, a number of such studies on the African folktale have been un-
dertaken in unpublished doctoral dissertations in American universities. These
include Mary Klipple’s study of African folktales with foreign analogues (1938),
Kenneth Clarke’s motif index analysis of West African tales (1957), Ojo Arewa’s
classification of folktales of Northeastern Africa (1966), and Lambrecht’s tale
type analysis of Central Africa (1967). In the past two decades tale and motif
index analyses have been done on Malagasy tales (Haring 1982) and verbal
traditions in the Arab world (El-Shamy 1995).

The application of motif and tale type analysis in the study of African folk-
tales extends beyond studies in America. In Europe, this has been adopted
by the French school of African narrative scholars at the Centre National
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de la Recherche Scientifique (CNRS) later renamed Equipe de Recherche
Associée (ERA). The group’s membership consists of such linguists, oral
literary scholars, and anthropologists as Geneviéve Calame-Griaule, Gérard
Dumestre, Veronika Gorog-Karady, and Christiane Seydou. Having conducted
fieldwork among several ethnic groups in West Africa (such as the Bambara,
Fulani, Dogon, Shanga, Kru, Bete, and Zarma), the French school concen-
trates on the study of folktales, and has applied motif and tale type indexes for
comparative purposes, apart from studying the folktale as a communicative
process.

In 1981 and 1982, the French school organized two conferences in Britain
and France, respectively, inviting other scholars from Britain. Proceedings of
the 1981 symposium appear in Gorog-Karady’s edited volume, Genres, Forms
and Meanings: Essays in African Oral Literature, which consists of ten essays
on African oral narratives using comparative, literary, and anthropological
approaches.

Formal approach

Closely related to the diffusionist-inspired use of tale type and motif indexes
is the application of the formal (morphological) approach to the study of the
African folktale. Developed by the Russian scholar Vladimir Propp in 1928,
the morphological study seeks to identify the constituent motifs or building
blocks of a tale and determine their relationship to the overall plot. Just as the
grammarian studies the acceptable combination of words to form sentences,
formalism is interested in the ordering of episodes to form a story.

In 1971, Alan Dundes applied Propp’s formalism to the study of the trickster
tales in Africa, and abstracted a characteristic pattern to which they appeared
to conform. The tales, typically involving encounters between a smallish wily
animal trickster and a bigger creature, revealed a recurrent pattern of the mak-
ing and breaking of friendship. Dundes subsequently proposed the following
sequence of functions, or “motifemes,” as characteristic of African trickster
tales: friendship, contract, violation, discovery, and end of friendship. Thus
even though the trickster (say the hare) and his counterpart (the elephant, for
example) initially find themselves wrapped in a bond of mutual trust, a series
of incidents based on lust, selfishness, and insatiable greed on either side leads
to a breach of faith, and eventual separation.

Almost at the same time as Dundes, Lee Haring (1972), using Propp’s formal-
istapproach, discernsin trickster tales told among people of African descent (in
Africa, Jamaica, and USA) a formal pattern similar in essence to Alan Dundes’s
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observations. The sequence of motifemes was:

(1) False friendship, where the trickster feigns friendship with another
character;

(2) Contract, where the two agree somewhat to particular terms of a contract;

(3) Violation, where the trickster violates the contract;

(4) Trickery, where one character tricks the other;

(5) Deception, which is the result of trickery; and

(6) The trickster’s escape or reward, which ends the tale.

Ten years after his study of trickster tales, Haring combines Propp’s morpho-
logical approach and Aarne-Thompson’s tale type and motif-index scheme in
the study of Malagasy tales (Haring 1982), where he classifies over 8oo Malagasy
texts into seven formal categories.

Earlier on, Marion Kilson, following Dundes (1971) and Haring (1972), had
applied the formal approach in the study of Mende tales (Kilson 1976).

Literary esthetics

Studies of the African folktale presented so far have been largely text-centered,
expressing little or no interest in the tale’s social and creative dynamics. Not
all studies of the folktale have been so inclined. Operating on the premise that
the folktale is a living, dynamic art form whose esthetic value is best realized
in performance, other scholars from a wide range of disciplines (literature,
folklore, anthropology, linguistics) have undertaken combined studies of text,
context, and performance. Such studies include Ruth Finnegan’s work on
storytelling among the Limba of Sierra Leone (Finnegan 1967) and Dan Ben-
Amos’s study of storytelling in Benin (Ben-Amos 1972, 1975), where interest has
been shown in the narrators, as well as their styles and techniques of narrative
expression.

Since the seventies, an influential school has emerged in Wisconsin, led by
Harold Scheub, which has combined the study of literary esthetics with struc-
turalism, narrative technique, and performance in the study of the African
folktale. In his analysis of ntsomi among the Xhosa, Scheub, for instance, dis-
cusses the narrative technique of manipulating core cliché, song, and dance in
pushing a plot forward to its denouement. Particularly important is his reper-
toire study of artists and their creative techniques (Scheub 1972, 1975). Interest
in literary esthetics and narrative techniques can also be seen in studies on
the Haya (Seitel 1980), Kikuyu (Mwangi 1982), Tabwa (Cancel 1989), Yoruba
(Sekoni 1990, 1994), and Ewe (Konrad 1994).
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The summary review above shows the broad range of perspectives from
which the African folktale has been studied. The following section attempts
to tie together the salient features of the African folktale from the viewpoint
of content, style, and mode of performance.

Content

Even though the tale is told largely for artistic ends, performers and audiences
hardly lose sight of its moral, whether it advocates patience, punishes greed
and selfishness, or merely explains the source of the crab’s fatty shell. In any
case, themes in the folktale may be conveyed by a stock of characters with
stereotypical traits belonging to the human, animal, and supernatural realms.
Human characters range from infant heroes to maidens, young suitors, kings,
and old ladies. Tales involving animals and tricksters are, however, the most
prevalent. Such stories may juxtapose the brute strength of big and ferocious
beasts like the leopard, elephant, and wolf, with the fragility of small but
wily animals, known for their intrigues and enormous capacity to outwit
bigger opponents, including supernatural beings. Such wily creatures are often
heroes, tricksters, and culture-bearers.

The summaries below exemplify such tales. From the Agni-Bona of Ivory
Coast comes the following tale with an infant protagonist:

A wicked king once decided to rear a python, to deter his subjects from
interacting with him. Over time, Python devoured all animals and children
that came its way; and yet it was impossible for anybody to report this to
the king. A woman then gave birth to a child one morning. The baby was
abandoned inside a pumpkin; beside the pumpkin was the knife used to cut
the baby’s umbilical cord. At noon, Python went on the prowl boasting of his
insatiable appetite in song, to which the baby would reply from a distance,
singing its plight as an abandoned child. Out of curiosity, Python went closer
and closer wondering whose voice that was, and went to lie near the pumpkin.
As Python attempted to seize the baby, the latter took the knife and thrust
it into Python’s mouth, killing it. Following Python’s death the people got
greater access to their king. That is why the king no longer raises pythons.
(Galli 1983: 27-31)

The story depicts the oppressive rule of a tyrant, which is foiled by the courage
of a newly born child, where efforts of adults had failed. One cannot miss the
irony here of a fearsome destructive beast yielding to none but a harmless in-
fant, who single-handedly becomes responsible for restoring order in a chaotic
terrain. The theme above is not different from the following, narrated by the
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Kiganda of Uganda, where evil forces, out to devour a girl, are frustrated by
the instinctive impulses of juveniles:

An only child called Nnambi lost both her mother and father. She therefore
went to stay with her grandmother who did not like her. One day, the old
lady went to look for vegetables, and found a certain animal called Wante.
Wante asked her what she would give back in return for a meat offer. The old
woman said she would offer her child for meat, and that the child would be
available when she went to fetch water at the well. The child went to the well
with her friends, and anytime the animal met them and asked, “Who among
you is called Nnambi,” all the children replied they were called Nnambi. The
animal returned to complain to the old woman. The old woman said, the next
time round, she would let the girl carry a water pot with a chipped rim, which
would easily identify her. When the other children saw Nnambi’s chipped pot,
they said it was very beautiful. Out of envy, they took stones and broke the
pot. (Nabasuta 1983: 66-67)

The trickster

The most prevalent stories in Africa are, however, trickster tales. Characterized
by Radin as “creator and destroyer, giver and negator, he who dupes others
and who is always duped himself” (1952: xxiii), the trickster appears in multiple
forms in Africa, mostly as an animal, but occasionally as a human being or a
deity.

In contemporary Egyptian culture, there are two trickster figures, both
humans, who are believed to have existed in the past (El-Shamy 1980: 219-21).
In Yoruba and Fon cultures the tricksters are deities. In several other parts of
Africa the tricksters are animals. Among the Bantu, it is the little hare. The
tortoise is the trickster in some parts of West Africa. Among the Ila of Zambia,
hare and tortoise coexist as tricksters. The antelope, squirrel, weasel, and wren
also occur as tricksters in other parts of Africa.

The spider, the best-known trickster in Africa, exists among the Limba of
Sierra Leone, the Hausa of Nigeria, Gbaya of Cameroon, Sara of Chad, Luo,
Azande of Sudan, and Ngbandi of Congo (Finnegan 1970: 315ff.). Among the
Akan of Ghana and in parts of Ivory Coast, the spider is Ananse. The em-
inence of Ananse as a character in Akan and Ghanaian folktales in general
is evident in the label anansesem, “matters of Ananse,” which designates the
folktale in general whether or not Ananse features. The impact of Ananse
on Ghanaian cultures goes further. He appears in proverbs, songs, personal
names, and Ghanaian idiomatic expression. When water simmers in the pot,
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it is Ananse bathing his children, according to the Akan. When the foot goes
to sleep, or there is a feeling of prickly pins in it, "Ananse has tied the foot.”
At the Ghana Cultural Center in Accra, where the public is treated to cul-
tural performances, the theater’s auditorium has been named Anansekrom, the
metropolis of Ananse — the home of unlimited humor, delight, and fantasy.
Ananse indeed embodies the quintessence of esthetic pleasure. This delight is
achieved through cunning, trickery, humor, and the outwitting of physically
superior adversaries.

Significantly, Ananse was transported to the African diaspora during the
transatlantic slave trade, where it exists in Jamaica, Surinam, Dominican Re-
public, Guyana, Trinidad, Grenada, the Bahamas, and the St. Vincent Islands
under derived designations like B’Anansi, Boy Nasty, and Gulumbanasi. Be-
sides the presence of Ananse in Caribbean tales, the name evokes associa-
tions of farce, fiction, and entertainment. In the St. Vincent Islands, “Anansi
story” stands for all amusements displayed during wakes, whether these are
tales of the spider, riddles, games, or the European Mdirchen (see Yankah
1989).

I present below summaries of two stories where the trickster pitches his
wits against powerful opponents:

God and Kweku Ananse are great friends. One day, Ananse asks God, “Which
is more painful, injury or false accusation?” God says injury; Ananse says false
accusation. In an argument that follows, God takes a knife and inflicts injury
on Ananse. Ananse heals the wound, and secretly persuades other animals to
dig a tunnel under the kitchen of God’s mother-in-law (the mother of God’s
newest and most beautiful wife). Ananse arranges to sleep in God’s house, and
sneaks to defecate in the kitchen. As God’s mother-in-law sweeps the kitchen,
she discovers feces. Who could have done that, she wonders. Just then, she
hears a chorus of voices from underneath singing, “God has defecated . . . God
has defecated . . . God has defecated.” The news spreads all over. As God is
exposed, he feels so embarrassed he makes a suicide attempt. Ananse then
reminds God of the riddle he posed earlier. Truly to be falsely accused is more
painful than injuries. Ananse is proved right.

The above story is a clear explication of the making and breaking of friend-
ship with which trickster tales in Africa have been characterized. Here the
trickster enters the sacred realm, fraternizes with the Supreme Being, with
the sole purpose of proving his superior wits over Him. In the final analysis,
God’s hallowed image is defiled by worldly follies and intrigues masterminded
by a subordinate “colleague.” To the trickster, duping and outwitting need not
respect supernatural boundaries.

28



The folktale and its extensions

Indeed, in most instances where God occurs in Akan folktales, there is a
conflicting interaction between Him and Ananse. Thus while in cases where
God interacts with other characters His intervention is solicited to resolve
crises, Ananse’s interaction with God always leads to a breach of faith.

The deterioration of friendship above is not different from the following
story recorded by Lee Haring among the Akamba of Kenya, in which Monkey,
the trickster, fools Crocodile:

The crocodile asked the monkey to visit him. The monkey asked the crocodile,
“How shallIreach your home whenIdon'tknow how to swim?” The crocodile
told the monkey to jump on his back. On the way, the crocodile felt hungry
and asked the monkey, “Can you give me your heart? Because I am feeling
hungry.” The monkey told the crocodile, “This is what we are going to do:
we are going to go back, because when we become friendly to somebody we
leave our hearts at home.” Now the monkey told the crocodile, “You see, I
am very weak, I cannot be eaten. So we have to go back and I will get you my
heart.” The crocodile agreed that they should turn back. When they reached
the shore, the monkey climbed into a mango tree and picked a mango. He
threw it and said to the crocodile, “There is the heart.” But the mango got
into the water. (Haring 1972: 165-66)

Performance

The artistic merits of the folktale are only partly realized in text. While the
literary ingredients of irony, metaphor, hyperbole, personification, etc. can be
discerned in a tale text, it takes a good performer to optimally portray the
folktale as an art form. Thus even though the trickster in Africa is considered
the best embodiment of fun, trickery, humor, and fantasy, this can be realized
only through the agency of performance. In the case of Ananse, for example,
he cannot be depicted effectively outside the culture’s perception of his stereo-
typical trait as an anomalous speaker: he whines. Similarly he cannot be well
portrayed in the West Indies without lisping, stuttering, or speaking “Black
English.”

It takes a good performance to bring a tale to life; and for the researcher,
not even the most ingenious techniques in translation and transcription can
fully depict the stylistic and dramatic nuances of the folktale performance.

That the folktale is considered in Africa as a source of esthetic pleasure can
be seen in the formulae that frame a performance. The opening and closing
formulasinvariably depict the absence of truth in the tale. The opening formula
used by Haya of Tanzania, “See so that we may see” (Seitel 1980), chanted by the
audience, places a responsibility on the teller to portray vividly an imaginative
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experience that fulfills the society’s esthetic canons. The Gbaya of Cameroon
open with a song by the narrator that enlists the audience’s attention: “Listen
to a tale”; and the audience responds with a phrase that establishes the tale’s
estheticideals: “atale forlaughter” (Noss1977:136). The Ashanti-Akan of Ghana
use the introductory formula “we don’t really mean it, we don’t really mean it”
(that the impending narration is true). Among the Fanti-Akan, the narrator’s
formula, “The tale is not meant to be believed,” elicits the audience’s response,
“It is meant to be kept,” once again emphasizing imaginative fantasy as the
dominant esthetic. Indeed, among the Agni of Ivory Coast, the expression for
telling a tale means “to lie” (Galli 1983: 22).

Even so, there are various levels of framing in folktale performance; for
within the realm of fantasy, there is a notion of truth, which may be contested
by the audience through playful interjections and dialogue with the narrator.
The audience may inject reminders, request further explanation, or challenge
an observation, to which the teller is obligated to react. In one narration I
recorded among the Akan, the query “Did you see it with your own eyes?”
was replied, “Yes with my own eyes, it’s not a hearsay.” To the question “Were
you walking with them?” the raconteur said, “Yes, I was with them . ..”

Although participants are aware of the tale’s world of fantasy, the narrators
are also sensitive to their responsibility for boosting the telling with a measure
of realism. So they co-operate in playing along, to sustain the dialog; if they
renege, they violate the spirit of play and make-believe assumed in the opening
formula.

In certain cultures, the performance is further boosted by the presence
of an auxiliary performer, or intermediary, who receives the tale from the
teller and passes it on to the wider audience. As in royal oratory (Yankah
1995: 19—24) and epic singing (Johnson 1986: 25), the respondent receives the
narration in bits as it is told, and either repeats it literally or adjoins a phrase of
assent. Such institutionalized mediations in tale telling are found among the
Agni-Bona of Ivory Coast (Galli 1983), Mossi of Burkina Faso, Limba of Sierra
Leone (Finnegan 1967), and the Nzema (Agovi 1973) and Dagare of Ghana.
They also exist in certain traditions of storytelling among black Americans
(Jones-Jackson 1987: 44).

In enacting the tale itself, the narrators rely on dramatic, literary, and lin-
guistic devices, and indeed deploy every technique within their artistic reach.
Even though they are instructing their audience about moral values, the es-
thetic factor is dominant, for the tale’s plot may already be known. The story is
appreciated, tasted, even “eaten” in some cultures if it is esthetically pleasing.
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The storytellers” challenge is to use dramatic, linguistic, and literary tech-
niques to enliven their narration. So they mime, growl like a leopard, whine
like Ananse, and tiptoe their way to the kitchen of God’s in-laws. Raconteurs
indeed stretch every sinew to enact all roles in the plot single-handedly, and
vividly portray a multisensory experience in word and action. Descriptive skills
are inevitable here, and one important device narrators in Africa have used
to good effect is descriptive adverbials, technically called “ideophones,” which
vividly depict multisensory experience: sound, smell, sensation, touch, color.
Thus in jumping to snatch an orphan’s food, an old lady in an Akan story
strikes the meal with her buttocks, and the resultant sound was hwan, hwom,
or hwererere, according to the narrator. In another section of the plot, when
a benevolent crab bites the girl to cue her in solving the old woman’s riddle,
the resultant sound portraying the intense impact was dwee (see Yankah 1984,
and also Noss 1972, 1977).

Song, dance, and music are indispensable in storytelling; and performances
without these are considered drab. But one should distinguish here between
the intranarrative song, which is an integral part of a tale’s plot, sung by
a character in the tale, and song spasmodically injected by the audience to
arrest boredom.

The intranarrative song may be performed by a character in dramatic
moments: as a dialogic device, to delay action, achieve a magical feat, or fore-
ground emotion. Because of the importance of song in narration, a performer
may apologize in advance if his tale has no song (Noss 1977: 138).

Even where there is no song in a tale’s plot, any member of the audience, in
certain cultures, may petition the narrator and lead a song, to arrest boredom.
The mmoguo songs among the Akan are well known. Their very essence is
discernible from the word’s derivation. Bo gu means to reject, or shove aside.
It marks moments in a narration where the privilege of authoritative diver-
sion shifts into the hands of the audience. The song interjected may have no
thematic relevance to the tale at hand; but like the plot-associated lyric, it is
expected to compel total participation by petitioner, narrator, and the rest of
the audience.

Songs in folktales have simple choruses, and lend themselves easily to com-
munal involvement, drumming, and dancing. This compels total immersion
by the entire congregation, who may provide background rhythm by clap-
ping, or beating on improvised instruments. In certain cultures, the presence
or absence of song in a story provides the basis for an ethnic taxonomy of
narrative genres (Noss 1977: 138).
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As the tale ends, the closing formula once again comes in to underscore the
supremacy of the communal esthetic. The Akan say, “If my tale is sweet, if it is
not sweet, take it back and forth.” This is indeed a formulaic acknowledgment
of the inherent hazards in exposing oneself to the evaluation of a critical
audience, whose high expectations may have been upheld or disappointed.

It is not surprising that tale telling is depicted as a burden in parts of Africa;
for after their turns, the narrators among the Gbaya set the “burden” under
a tree (Noss 1977: 136), and among the Akan transfer the “burden” onto the
head of a chosen performer (Yankah 1983: 12), who is challenged to equal or
surpass the previous effort.

The folktale in Africa is a burden; but it is a burden gracefully borne by
narrators and diffused to embrace the audience at large. As the Akan say,
“When two people carry aload, it'sno burden.” The significance of the folktale
may have slackened with the spread of literacy and urbanization in Africa; butit
isstill vividly narrated in rural domestic settings and educational institutions for
purposes of entertainment. In parts of rural Africa, narrators in the past three
decades have moved beyond casual telling and formed professional storytelling
associations that entertain communities at wakes and other important events.
Storytelling has also moved to the mass media in recent times, and may be
heard or seen on radio and television, either independently or incorporated
in popular culture. Within the realm of modern governance, the folktale has
been helpful to musicians and raconteurs as a literary megaphone, enabling
the voiceless to comment discreetly on contemporary politics, without fear of
sanctions.
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3
Festivals, ritual, and drama in Africa

TEJUMOLA OLANIYAN

African performance traditions entered the orbit of European discourse —
which, by virtue of language, supplies the operative terms “festival,”
and “drama” — primarily as negative examples. As a result, the origins of that

ritual,”

entrance were marked in the main by condemnation, inferiorization, and gen-
eral disregard. It was asserted or implied that blacks either had no traditions of
drama indigenous to them, or had traditions that, in comparison with Europe
and Asia, were merely “proto-dramatic” or “quasi-dramatic,” cretinous forms
in a state of developmental arrest in terms of style, esthetic canons, formaliza-
tion of technique, and mode of historical transmission. Wherever “properly
dramatic” traditions were found, they were marked off as but products of the
African encounter with Europe — a way of claiming that the “properly dra-
matic” traditions are nothing less than derivatives of western forms and tradi-
tions (Jeyifo 1990: 242—43). There is a larger context, of course, to these deeply
ethnocentric claims. They were part and parcel of the implacable inferioriza-
tion of African corporeality and cultural forms that matured in Europe in the
eighteenth century and remains a major constituent of Eurocentrism. In the
operations of the discourse, the inferiorization of a cultural practice becomes
a shorthand to the inferiorization of the bearers of that culture and practice.

This is not the appropriate space exhaustively to engage the Eurocentric
archive in all its details and dimensions. I will, instead, exemplify the discourse
with the work of the distinguished contemporary scholar Ruth Finnegan.
The chapter titled “Drama” in her influential work Oral Literature in Africa,
published in 1970, still remains for many the canonical survey. Her opening
lines alone reveal her restrictive methodology:

How far one can speak of indigenous drama in Africa is not an easy question.
In this it differs from previous topics [treated in the book] like, say, panegyric,
political poetry, or prose narratives, for there it was easy to discover African
analogies to the familiar European forms. (1970: 500)
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When concepts describing cultural practices or forms cross cultural borders
without some form of domestication before speaking the realities of their new
abode, some excess, misrepresentation, or violence, is produced. For Finnegan,
itis only if Africa could supply indigenous “analogies to the familiar European
forms” that it would be established as a continent with drama. There is no
other way. So she keeps looking for European drama on the African continent:
“what . .. we normally regard as drama” (500); what “we are accustomed [to]”
(516). The “definition” of drama she proposes, in all its pedantry and formal
rigorism, is designed to achieve little else if not failure:

It is clearly necessary to reach at least some rough agreement about what is to
count as “drama”. Rather than produce a verbal definition, it seems better to
point to the various elements which tend to come together in what, in the wide
sense, we normally regard as drama. Most important is the idea of enactment,
of representation through actors who imitate persons and events. This is also
usually associated with other elements, appearing to a greater orlesser degree
atdifferent times or places: linguistic content; plot; the represented interaction
of several characters; specialized scenery, etc.; often music; and — of particular
importance in most African performances — dance. Now it is very seldom in
Africa that all these elements of drama come together in a single performance.

(501)

Her — undeniably productive — failure prepares and authorizes her thesis, even
against acknowledged contrary evidence: “Though some writers have very
positively affirmed the existence of native African drama, it would perhaps be
truer to say that in Africa, in contrast to western Europe and Asia, drama is
not typically a wide-spread or a developed form” (500).

It is important to understand Finnegan’s concept of difference, given her
insistence that Africans in Africa produce European drama. To the extent that
we are all the same, her work becomes unnecessary. If it is difference that
enables her project, then her insistence on its erasure becomes paradoxical.
But we must not assume that this illogicality lacks any logic, or that it thus
self-destructs in the realm of power. Difference here is not erased but whipped
into conformity and hierarchized (see also Graham-White 1974; Havemeyer
1966). It is interesting then to note that Ibadan, where Finnegan stayed for
a time while working on her book, and where she signed the preface, is
one of the main centers of the still vibrant Yoruba traveling theater move-
ment, with a recorded tradition going back to the late 1590s. Apparently, this
theater refused to provide Finnegan with “analogies to the familiar European
forms.”
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If, today, such ethnocentric demands have ceased being made on Africa, it
is because of the gargantuan effort of a host of African scholars such as Joel
Adedeji, Wole Soyinka, Oyin Ogunba, Bakary Traore, Ebun Clark, Biodun
Jeyifo, Penina Mlama, and others, who gave voice to the varieties of dramatic
traditions in Africa while also redefining “drama” away from its received,
Aristotle-centered conception, to the great profit of world theater history
scholarship.

Africa is home to several traditions of theater, conceived as an ensemble
of culturally marked and consciously staged practices in space and time and
before an audience. Many of these traditions are of ancient origin, while
others emerged with formal European colonization of the continent in the
nineteenth century and the subsequent imposition of western education, reli-
gion, and culture. The older traditions are mostly nonscripted, improvisatory,
and performed in indigenous African languages. Their conceptions of the-
ater space is fluid, and stage—audience relations are not governed by inflexible
rules: any space can be turned into a performance stage, while the audience,
within acknowledged boundaries, is free to interact with the performers and
performance in a variety of ways and even move in and out of the theater
space during performance. The performance is often public and the audience
non-fee-paying, though performers could be rewarded in cash or kind for
their artistry. On the other hand, many of the newer theater traditions are
text-based, written in European languages or indigenous African languages
of European alphabet. The plays are designed to be performed in more or
less formal theater buildings with fixed relations between performers and au-
dience. The audience is usually fee-paying though the theater may not be
expressly commercial. In all cases, as indeed in all societies, the functions of
the theater traditions are broadly similar in their mixing of the pleasing and
the pedagogical: their representations provide the audience with pleasurable
entertainments while simultaneously channeling its passions and sentiments
in certain directions.

Theater in Africa could be categorized into four distinct traditions: festival
theater, popular theater, development theater, and art theater.

Festival theater and ritual

In many African communities, the foremost indigenous cultural and artis-
tic institution is the festival. Organized around certain deities or spirits, or
to mark generational transitions or the passage of the seasons whether
of climate or agricultural production, festivals are sprawling multimedia
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occasions — that is, incorporating diverse forms such as singing, chanting,
drama, drumming, masking, miming, costuming, puppetry, with episodes of
theatrical enactments ranging from the sacred and secretive to the secular and
public. Festivals could last for a few hours to several days, weeks or months.
Each festival dramatizes a story or myth — or related sets of stories or myths
— connecting the particular subject of the festival, be it a deity or the season
of the harvest, to significant events in the life of the community and to its
place in sustaining communal harmony, plenty, and stability. Artistically, the
performances also serve to showcase the community’s new artistic forms and
talents as well as advancements and mutations in existing ones.

Festival theater is performed in an open space in the town square or a simi-
larly appointed location. The audience sits or stands in rings of circles around
the performers, and is able to drift in and out of the performance. The audience
closes in or fans out depending on perceptions of the volume of space needed
by the performers at particular moments of the action. There is a close relation-
ship between the performers and the audience, with the latter even serving as
chorus, but there are also distinctions, and it is treasured cultural knowledge to
know when to and when not to interject in the performance. Esthetically, the
performance is most often nonillusionistic, with acting or dancing occurring
in the full range from realism to surrealism and spirit possession. This is partly
why an empty space, with few prop or theatrical fripperies, is all that is needed
for the communion between performer and audience on one hand, and the
performance and society on the other.

There are two ways in which scholars have tried to understand African
festivals. Some scholars label the festival as “pre-drama” or “traditional rit-
ual” or “ritual drama,” because of its expansive multimedia format, its firm
integration of the dramatic amidst the other arts, and the presence of both
religious and secular re-enactments (Echeruo 1981). The assumption of the
scholars, whether acknowledged or not, is often that the twentieth-century
western theater, with its packaged three hours, strict compartmentalization
of the arts, and the virtual absence of the sacred, constitutes the norm of “the-
ater.” Other scholars have argued that the festival is full-fledged theater that
is dynamic, spectacular, and inventive, and that the contemporary western
theater could in fact be seen as nothing more than severely abbreviated fes-
tival. The argument of Wole Soyinka, Africa’s leading dramatist and winner
of the Nobel Prize in Literature, best exemplifies this view. He insists that
festivals be seen as constituting “in themselves pure theatre at its most prodigal
and resourceful . . . the most stirring expressions of man’s instinct and need
for drama at its most comprehensive and community-involving” (1988: 194).
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In one sweeping move, he turns a colonialist interpretation of the festival on
its head: “instead of considering festivals from one point of view only — that
of providing, in a primitive form, the ingredients of drama — we may even
begin examining the opposite point of view: that contemporary drama, as we
experience it today, is a contraction of drama, necessitated by the productive
order of society in other directions” (195).

Even the sacred core of many festivals — much maligned as “ritual” or
“pre-drama” — do have consciously staged performances in space and time,
though before a more restricted audience, and in language that may be more
arcane, composed of incantations and elliptic proverbs. In many instances, such
performances could be produced with very elaborate plots and costuming,
indicating that even within the sacred, the more secular concerns of the artistic
and pleasurable are never short-changed. A few useful studies of festival theater
andritualin Africainclude works by scholars such as Oyin Ogunba (1978), Ossie
Enekwe (1987), and Nnabuenyi Ugonna (1983).

Popular theater

“Popular” is a much-debated concept in African theater studies. It is important
therefore to begin with a working definition. “Popular” as used here refers to
those theater forms that have large followings at the point of reception. This
mass — and indeed, massive — audience cuts across class or status boundaries.
One reason for such wide appeal is that the theater is most often performed
in the indigenous languages, or hybrids of them designed to be understood
across linguistic borders. Increasingly, many subtraditions are being produced
in simplified forms of the European languages that came with colonization,
or in “pidgin” — a distinctive mixture of one such foreign language and an in-
digenouslanguage. The last two — simplified European languages and pidgin —
constitute much of the language of urban Africa today.

Early dramatic forms that have their roots in sacred ceremonies and involve
elaborate masking, such as the Alarinjo and Apidan theaters of Nigeria, are
composed mainly of male performers. With the famous exception of the
Ghanaian Concert Party, it is generally the case that more recent forms — such
as the Yoruba Popular Travelling Theatre, the Chikwakwa Theatre of Zambia,
and the South African Township Theatre — are composed of both male and
female performers.

The recurring themes in African popular drama are those with broad ap-
peal, and are intimately linked with genre. Particularly common in come-
dies and melodramas are themes such as unrequited love, marital infidelity,
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unemployment, pretensions to wealth, status, or sophistication, the conun-
drums of modern city life, dreams of travel abroad, and so on. Satires pre-
dominate and have targeted egotistical chiefs, the rich but miserly, the strange
manners of Europeans (explorers, missionaries, or colonial administrators
and their spouses), corrupt politicians, overly westernized African men and
women, prostitutes, the rural village teacher, and so on. Matters of fate and
predestination, and the mythological lives of deities, legends, and powerful
historical figures have been explored in tragedies and other serious dramas.

Most popular theater forms are not scripted but based on improvisations,
giving the performers much leeway but also demanding an unusual dexter-
ity in speech, movement, and gesture. Partly for economic reasons (size of
troupe) and partly for artistic preferences (most popular plays are multimedia
performances), performers are often skilled in many aspects of the enterprise
such as acting, singing, costuming, playing a musical instrument or two, set
designing, and business management. The performers are in most cases or-
ganized as traveling troupes, performing in a variety of available spaces: open
squares, enclosed courtyards of kings and chiefs, school classrooms, concert
or cinema halls, bars or nightclubs, and well-equipped theaters. Troupes are
either kin- or lineage-based, or composed of close friends or understanding
partners and acquaintances. The performers are generally professionals and
the troupes run as commercial enterprises. It is not infrequent, though, that
performers hold other jobs such as clerks, traders, crafts makers, and sedentary
herbalists during lulls or off seasons.

The economic fortunes of the troupes ebb and flow with the sociopolitical
and economic health of their societies. In Nigeria with the largest number
of professional popular theater troupes, the boom decades were the 1970s
and 1980s. Figures such as Hubert Ogunde, Moses Olaiya, Isola Ogunsola,
Ade Love, Lere Paimo, and others became very successful entrepreneurs and
even went into filmmaking as a result, making their most popular plays even
more widely available on celluloid. Those who survived the harsh economic
climate of the late 1980s and through the 1990s have branched into video
production as a cheaper and low-tech alternative to crosscountry road shows
(with no guarantee of sizeable audience) and capital-intensive filmmaking. In
South Africa, Gibson Kente reigned supreme from 1966 until his detention
by the apartheid government in 1976. Popular culture in Africa is generally
understudied, but African popular theater has been the subject of valuable
attention by scholars such as Robert Kavanagh (1977), Biodun Jeyifo (1984),
Kwabena Bame (1985), David Kerr (1995), Karin Barber (2001), and Catherine
Cole (2001), among others.
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Development theater

In certain radical or leftist traditions of African theater scholarship, “devel-
opment theater” is also known as popular theater, but the conception of the
“popular” in this case is vastly different from that in the preceding section.
While in popular theater the “popular” is measured at the point of consump-
tion or reception, in development theater, the “popular” is marked at the point
of production; the theater need not be popular at all in terms of reaching a wide
audience. In other words, “popular” here means produced by an alliance of dis-
criminating and ideologically astute intellectuals, workers, and peasants and
expressly constructed to advance the interests of the underprivileged classes
in society. Because the underprivileged classes constitute the majority of the
people in the society, the theater is also known more polemically as “people’s
theater.”

The conception of the “popular” operative in development theater is in-
spired by the radical Marxist German dramatist Bertolt Brecht, who writes:

“Popular” means intelligible to the broad masses, taking over their own
forms of expression and enriching them/adopting and consolidating their
standpoint/representing the most progressive section of the people in such
a way that it can take over the leadership: thus intelligible to other sections
too/linking with tradition and carrying it further/handing on the achieve-
ments of the section now leading to the section of the people that is struggling
to lead. (1964: 108)

This form of theater is geared toward raising the consciousness of the ex-
ploited classes so they can recognize their interests, band together against
their common enemies, and struggle for liberation. To liberate themselves,
in the Marxist understanding, is also to liberate the productive forces of the
society from private appropriation and so ensure genuine development — a
development in which there is no private appropriation of public wealth. It is
in this sense that this tradition of theater is called “development theatre.”
In addition to Brecht, other significant conceptual supports for develop-
ment theater come from Latin America: Augusto Boal, whose theater ex-
periments are documented in his book Theatre of the Oppressed (1979), and
Paulo Freire, adult educator and author of the famous Pedagogy of the Oppressed
(1970).

A minor form of development theater practice is the “guerrilla theater,”
in which committed activist groups emerge unannounced at carefully chosen
public locations and stage provocative performances, usually against partic-
ular government policies, and disappear before the agents of law and order
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appear. For a time in the early 1980s, the Obafemi Awolowo University Drama
Department had a famous Guerrilla Theatre unit, under the direction of Wole
Soyinka. However, not all forms of development theater are obviously ideo-
logically charged. Many are designed as adult education programs to teach
literacy, explain the political process to bridge the gap between the rulers and
the ruled so people can better know their rights and responsibilities, communi-
cate better agricultural techniques, teach new and improved ways of treating
or preventing certain diseases, and encourage community mobilization for
self-help projects and general rural development. In many instances where
this is the case, the designation is the populist and less polemical “community
theater.” Workshops are held regularly by development theater practitioners
to teach the people how to organize themselves to use the theater both as an
expression of culture and as a tool for fostering social, political, and economic
development.

Development theater practitioners are mostly professional intellectuals, of-
ten affiliated with a university, or educated individuals affiliated with a devel-
opment agency or nongovernmental organization. They work with a variety
of groups in mostly rural areas —areas that are in much of Africa the least recip-
ients of the “benefits” of “modernity” and therefore the target of development
schemes by states, nongovernmental organizations, as well as World Bank
and United Nations agencies. Indeed, most — though not all — development
theater practices in Africa receive funding from such institutions. The theater
is noncommercial and most of those involved have regular occupations or are
funded by grants. Given the direct, instrumentalist goal of the theater, the per-
formances are often didactic and exhortatory, though the more skilled adult
educators go to great lengths to emphasize esthetics and even incorporate
popular forms from the people’s indigenous performance traditions.

An important example of development theater practice is the Laedza
Batanani of Botswana in the mid-1970s, which subsequently served as model
and inspiration for similar experiments in Lesotho, Zambia, Malawi, Sierra
Leone, and especially the well-known practice at Ahmadu Bello University in
Nigeria. Perhaps the most oppositional of the experiments was the Kamiriithu
Education and Cultural Center, led by Ngugi wa Thiong’o, the leading Kenyan
writer. The center was so successful in mobilizing the community to explore
critically their history and culture and contemporary situation through the-
ater that Ngugi was imprisoned for a year without trial in 1977. By 1982,
the Kenyan government had razed the center and banned all theater activi-
ties in the area. Scholars such as Robert Mshengu Kavanagh (1977), Michael
Etherton (1982), Ingrid Bjorkman (1989), Penina Mlama (1991), David Kerr
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(1995), Jane Plastow (1996) have produced illuminating work on development
theater tradition in Africa.

Art theater

Art theater is the tradition of African theater most familiar to the outside
world through the published works of the continent’s notable playwrights
such as Wole Soyinka, Athol Fugard, Femi Osofisan, Ama Ata Aidoo, Zulu
Sofola, Efua Sutherland, Ola Rotimi, J. P. Clark-Bekederemo, Sony Labou
Tansi, Guillaume Oyono-Mbia, Werewere Liking, and Tess Onwueme, among
others. Art theater in Africa is of colonial origin; it emerged with the training
of Africans in European languages and literatures and dramatic traditions, and
it is most often written in the European colonial languages. The label “art
theater” signifies the tradition’s relationship to, and investment in, notions
of “high art” or “great works” characteristic of western bourgeois cultural
discourse since the nineteenth century.

The practitioners of art theater are usually professional intellectuals affil-
iated with universities or other institutions of higher education. Although
the best dramas of this tradition borrow richly from indigenous performance
forms, the overall “mold” of drama into which those borrowings are poured, as
well as the languages in which they are written and performed, are European
and greatly circumscribe their popularity with the majority of Africans who
are not schooled in those esthetics or languages. After a successful career
writing in English, Ngugi wa Thiong’o switched to his native Gikuyu lan-
guage in the 1980s. The Nigerian dramatist J. P. Clark once considered the
matter and observed that, in comparing the Yoruba Popular Travelling The-
atre with the art theater, “Some would say that the latter has its head deep
in the wings of American and European theatre! The works of Mr. Wole
Soyinka, Dr. Ene Henshaw, and my own plays, I am told, clearly bear this
badge, but whether of merit or infamy it is a matter still in some obscurity”
(1970: 85). Clark hints here at a charge sometimes leveled against African art
theater: whether it could really be original and authentically African aslong as
it borrows esthetic structures from and speaks the language of Europe. Such a
charge and its subtending purist conceptions of transcultural relations and of
its vehicle, cultural translation, has never represented much of a handicap for
the truly creative minds of African art theater. They continue to confront the
colonial inheritance and revise it from a variety of perspectives, without any
surrender of initiative. For them, the centuries of African unequal contact with
Europe are undeniable, and cultural purism, absolutism or insularity are not
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necessarily worthy coordinates of “originality.” The Mexican writer Octavio
Paz speaks for the writers of the ex-colonial world, from Africa to Asia and
Latin America, when he argues that “The special position of our literatures,
when compared to those of England, Spain, Portugal, and France, derives pre-
cisely from this fundamental fact: they are literatures written in transplanted
tongues,” but that they “did not passively accept the changing fortunes of their
transplanted languages: they participated in the process and even acceleratedit.
Soon they ceased to be mere transatlantic reflections. At times they have been
the negation of the literatures of Europe; more often, they have been a reply”
(1990: 4-5).

The hub of art theater activity in Africa is mostly the urban areas, cities,
and universities. This is also where most of the audience, those schooled
in western languages, is located. Performance takes place in formal theater
buildings, frequently with the proscenium stage that is hegemonic in Europe
and America. Art theater is primarily state-subsidized and rarely self-sustaining
as a commercial enterprise. Indeed, art theater is consumed more as dramatic
literature — read widely in schools and colleges — than as theater.

Many practitioners of art theater have attempted to ameliorate the obvious
elitism of the tradition by establishing community theaters or traveling the-
aters run by university resident professionals or drama students. These efforts,
in less formal surroundings, make art theater performances — sometimes of
plays in translations or in pidgin, or of text-based improvisations — available
to audiences that would otherwise not have access to them. These projects
designed to take the art theater to the masses of the people are often very
expensive and have existed only intermittently. Some of the famous examples
are the University of Ibadan Travelling Theatre (Nigeria, in the 1960s), the
Makerere Free Travelling Theatre (Uganda, 1960s and 1970s), the University of
Malawi Travelling Theatre (1970s), and the University of Zambia Chikwakwa
Theatre (1970s and 1980s). There is the particularly unique case of the South
African Athol Fugard, who broke for some time from his normal routine of
formal playwriting in the 1970s to collaborate with the actors Winston Ntshona
and John Kani. Their improvisations led to many well-received plays against
the apartheid state and inaugurated a genre of popular theater labeled South
African Protest theater. The most performed of such plays is Sizwe Bansi Is
Dead (1973).

Although the four traditions of African dramatic performance described
above exist simultaneously and often share, or overlap at the level of, deep for-
mal structures, it is nevertheless the case that the social relations among them
is hierarchical. Festival performances are still going on, though the scale has
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obviously been affected by the continent’s economic downturn since the mid-
1980s. More significantly, festivals no longer occupy a central position in civil
society and are therefore no longer a preeminent instrument of sociopolitical
and cultural socialization of the young. Since the last half century, that position
has been taken over by cultural forms of westernization such as western-style
schools and religious institutions and their myriad offshoots. The point is this:
festival performance, the most widespread and truly mass African cultural
form, no longer has the cultural capital it used to have, mainly because the
cultural knowledge festivals impart no longer has much value in a person’s
quest for social mobility. Development theater is by no means widespread,
and depends too much on institutional sponsorship, whether of a government
or nongovernmental agency. In some instances, the charge that development
theater is no more than elitist condescension to rural folks, a kind of “planning
from above” to bring “modernity” to the “uncivilized,” is not entirely unjus-
tified. With the participation of a large number of western nongovernmental
organizations in the last decade, including religious ones, it is also not out
of place to query the level of agency rural Africans have in the development
theater process. Because popular theater is basically commercial, it has to be
close to urban centers where most of its clientele who can afford the price of
tickets reside. Its thematic and esthetic choices are determined to a large extent
by the preferences of its audience; and while many of its performances may
have profound cultural significance for the collective, popular theater is not
often catalyzed by any grand and well articulated idea of a cultural direction
to which to steer the audience. Like all businesses, it does what it has to do to
survive.

By far the most prestigious of the traditions is the art theater. Art theater
tradition—scripted plays writtenin European languages or Africanlanguages of
Europeanalphabet, and made widely available by large and often multinational
publishing houses — is the tradition by which Africa is known globally, and the
primary bridge by which nationals of different African countries come into
contact with one another’s dramatic traditions. The practitioners of art theater
are nearly exclusively the internationally well-known “African dramatists.”
Hubert Ogunde may be the father of modern Nigerian theater tradition,
but it is Wole Soyinka who is known globally, the one whose works are easily
available and weightily read as classic representations of Yoruba African culture
to the world and in the world marketplace of cultural transactions. Because this
tradition shares similar origins with the contemporary African state, and its
bureaucracy and system of education —it is westernized and speaks a European
language — it occupies a significant space in the ruling, dominant civil society.
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Although many of the distinguished art theater practitioners are employees of
one institution of higher learning or the other and few to none have lived solely
on the proceeds of their writings, it is nevertheless the case that competence
in this tradition is a sure means of social mobility in the larger society, and in
the world. This, then, is the fundamental reason for the tradition’s prestige.

We come to a profound irony, one that, after more than four decades, is only
now being substantively addressed by the practitioners. Art theater may hold
all the cultural capital according to the logic of what constitutes that resource
in contemporary Africa, but it is the case that this would-be representative
tradition speaks, by virtue ofits predominant European language of expression,
to only the small percentage of Africans who are literate in that language. The
irony is made more poignant by the fact that art theater is the main tradition
that most directly and persistently confronts the issue of colonial cultural
deracination of African societies and the need for vigorous African cultural self-
reclamation. It has performed that task by plumbing the depths of indigenous
African performance traditions and both critically and creatively anchoring
itself simultaneously in autochthonous forms as well as those borrowed from
Europe. The tradition’s deployment of the colonial languages goes beyond
mimicry to contribute in very original ways to those languages. As early in
Soyinka’s career as 1965, a British reviewer of The Road wrote of the dramatist’s
use of English: “Every decade or so, it seems to fall to a non-English dramatist
to belt new energy into the English tongue. The last time was when Brendan
Behan’s “The Quare Fellow” opened at Theatre Workshop. Nine years later,
in the reign of Stage Sixty at the same loved Victorian building at Stratford
East, a Nigerian called Wole Soyinka has done for our napping language what
brigand dramatists from Ireland have done for centuries: booted it awake,
rifled it pockets and scattered the loot into the middle of next week” (Gilliatt
1965: 25).

But to return to the irony, the majority of Africans simply can not read or
speak European languages. Art theater practitioners themselves have endlessly
debated the issue (for a review of the question, see Ngugi 1986), suggesting
solutions such as infusing the European languages with African imagery, writ-
ing in a mixture of African and European languages, translating between
African and European languages, and writing in African languages. The more
practical solution that is becoming widespread today is cross translation, as
leading dramatists such as Soyinka and Osofisan have encouraged the transla-
tion of their classics from English to Yoruba. If this trend continues apace and
becomes widespread, the art theater tradition will have done a lot to justify
its throne of prestige among African theater traditions.
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4

Arab and Berber oral traditions
in North Africa

SABRA WEBBER

Background and research trends

North African oral traditions have left early and powerful traces despite their
apparent ephemeral nature. The Golden Ass by the Roman writer Apuleius,
born in Algeria in the middle of the first century of the Common Era drew, in
text and texture, on the North African oral culture of his era. Apuleius, whose
first language was probably Punic rather than Libyan (Berber), nonetheless
claimed membership of two distinct Berber communities. To these African
connections were attributed both his strengths (a facility for verbal artistry,
a seeming naturalness and lack of artifice in his writing, an infusion of the
techniques of African oral literature and magical and religious traditions in his
work) and his weaknesses (the same). His work, like other literary works of the
“African School,” enlivened Greek and Roman metropolitan literature — dis-
playing vivid color, a fondness for allegory, and a grotesque realism harvested
from, by that time in western North Africa, a rich blending of Phoenician and
various Berber cultures and in eastern North Africa, ancient Egyptian culture.
Until recently, the influences of the Berber or Egyptianlanguages and culture(s)
on Punic, Latin, or Greek have remained mostly unconsidered (but see Scobie
1983 for a discussion of the influence of Berber nannies and their storytelling
on the children of Phoenician or Latin-speaking households and Black Athena
and the controversy surrounding it). Recently, scholars have attended more to
the cultural backgrounds of Latin writers from ancient North Africa noting
that, for example, “much of [the native North African writer, Macrobius’s]
treatment of gods is colored by Egyptian and North African mythology . ..”
(Chance 1994: 69); and, “Most likely [Fulgentius] lived in Africa: he intended
to use the twenty-three letters of the Libyan alphabet for the twenty-three
books of De aetatibus mundi and mentions the alphabet in the prologue; in one
manuscript he is identified as ‘carthaginiensis. ..’ (Chance 1994: 97). Fur-
ther, his style, like that of the “African mythmakers” Martianus Capella and
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Apuleius, was labeled “tumor Africanus” for its “pompous elegance” (97). The
work of the Carthaginian Martianus, then, with its “humanization and femi-
nization of Mythology” achieved by tempering Greek and Roman mythology
and religion with that of North Africa and the Middle East was enthusiastically
received within old French, German, and Irish schools after the early fifth and
the twelfth centuries (Chance 1994: 298 and 245). Again, verbal art was and
is achieved in the Mediterranean region not only by a lively intermingling of
languages and cultures, but by the interplay of the oral and written.

With the seventh-century Arab invasion more than one thousand years af-
ter the Phoenician invasion, Berber gradually gave way in the southwestern
Mediterranean periphery and in the cities of the Maghrib to Arabic and then
a substantial Turkish element (especially in Egypt), during the Ottoman ex-
pansion. French (Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia), Italian (Libya), and English
(Egypt) during the 150 years or so of the European colonial presence became
political languages of domination — again more dominant in the larger ur-
ban and southwestern Mediterranean periphery of North Africa, but these
languages did not banish Arabic and Berber. Today verbal art continues to
flourish in North Africa, still draws upon multiple linguistic sources of inspi-
ration, now centrally Arabic and Berber, and still is a source of inspiration
for written literatures that transcend national and regional borders. Tewfik
al-Hakim draws upon children’s rhymes to frame his play Ya Tali al-Shajara
(Tree Climber), Tahar Ben Jelloun uses Thousand and One Nights themes in
L’enfant de sable (The Sand Child), and Paul Bowles’s work is infused with North
African folktales, legends, and even personal-experience narratives. In general,
as Mona Mikhail remarks of Yusuf Idris, they use the folktale form “to give
shape to the content which is also inspired by the traditional lore” (1992: 86).
Not only do the oral and written borrow across linguistic boundaries, inter-
acting with and enhancing each other, but various verbal art genres (poems,
proverbs, riddles, jokes) interweave — emerge from or are integrated into, com-
bine with or are explicated — through folktales, epics or legends. And North
African verbal artistry continues to contribute to the art scene north of the
Mediterranean (and elsewhere) most notably today with the current powerful
infusion of rai lyrics and music, a style that seems to have spread across the sea
after its 1930s introduction to Oran by Berber and Arab Algerian rural women
of the night who found it a useful performance tool to draw upon while trying
to make a living. Lyrics, now performed more frequently by young men, mix
Berber, varieties of North African Arabic, and French.

What follows reviews both the changing plurilingual language situation(s)
in North Africa over the centuries and the shifting, especially European,
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theoretical approaches to the study of these oral traditions emerging out
of changing and inextricably linked political and scholarly trends. How and
why particular genres have been foregrounded or ignored over decades and
centuries by scholars and aficionados will be touched upon — all the while
acknowledging the slipperiness of generic categories in any case and the ten-
dency of verbal artists to trouble, refuse, or erase those genre boundaries.
This chapter goes on to consider briefly a few North African oral traditions —
riddles, poems, jokes, narrative forms, market cries, “politesse,” children’s
rhymes, lullabies, word play, and song lyrics.

There have been Berbers (Tamazight is thought to be the indigenous term)
in the northern part of Africa from the western Nile region to the Atlantic for
thousands of years. Ancient Egyptians mingled with and fought with Berber
tribes since atleast 3500 BCE. Gradually, as other groups moved into North Africa
(Phoenicians from the Greater Syria region, Romans, Greeks, and especially
Arabs), numbers of Berber speakers have proportionally declined although
they are still an important presence in the region. Today, there are several
Berber languages in North Africa as well as in Mali and Niger with Berber
speakers ranging from less than one percent in Tunisia and Egypt to around
forty percent in Morocco and perhaps twenty percent in Algeria. Berber is
predominantly oral, but there are examples of Berber writing from at least
the fifth century Bce and it continues to be written today. Arabic is a relatively
recent arrival to North Africa, spreading rapidly beginning in the seventh and
eighth centuries ce with the Arab conquest of North Africa, displacing Berber
as well as Punic, Roman, and Greek.

Until recently, even most scholars of North African oral traditions have
considered literary forms artistically superior to verbal art forms for one reason
oranother—because they were later to evolve, were considered more complex,
more durable, or more compatible with “modernity.” And regional (usually
spoken) Arabic has commonly been subordinated to classical (“correct” and
usually written) Arabic since the latter is considered closer to early poetic
and Qur’anic language and essential to pan-Arabism. Still, challenging the
colloquial—classical hierarchy is not new to the last century. The much-traveled
historiographer of North Africa, Ibn Khaldun (1332-1406 cE) recorded lengthy
examples of the oral epics about the Beni Hilal tribes in the three volumes
of his Muqaddimah (Prolegomena). He observed that, “Most contemporary
scholars. . . disapprove of these types [of poems] when they hear them, and
refuse to considerthempoetry . . . Theybelieve that. . . they are [linguistically]
incorrectandlack vowel endings . . .” He insists, however, “Vowel endings have
nothing to do with eloquence” (111: 4, 12-80).
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Felicitously, the devaluing of the oral over the written (for Arabic and Berber)
and the colloquial (regional) over the classical (for Arabic) has had the effect
over the centuries of keeping various forms of verbal art culturally vital because
it was not considered worthy of appropriation or manipulation for symbolic
purposes by a central authority. As René Maunier remarked more than sixty
years ago in his work, Introduction au folklore juridique, folklore is local not
national, and when it is appropriated by larger entities, it becomes something
very different. One could add that with centralization, it tends to leave behind
its counterhegemonic dimension, its critique of sociopolitical realities, along
with many of its creative possibilities. With notable exceptions (malouf and
perhaps shadow puppet plays in Tunisia, public storytelling or street theater
in Morocco and Egypt), oral traditions in North Africa have been largely free of
the systematic appropriation and “folklorization” or sanitation by colonizers
or by governmental and other officialdoms that have sometimes been the
fate of folk genres elsewhere. And for Arabic, the situation of diglossia and
concomitant privileging of classical Arabic combines with the domination of
the region by Arabic speakers (despite the colonial presence) so that regional
Arabic speech is particularly free to innovate. Further, there is no movement
to keep colloquial Arabic “pure” because it has never been considered pure.
Today, depending somewhat on the esthetic or social and political requirements
of the genre of artistic speech, speakers flavor their local Arabic with words
adapted from Berber, French, Italian, Spanish, English, Turkish, or classical
Arabic and code switch with (seemingly) whimsical abandon. In Cairo and
other North African cities and towns, for example, one hears jokes and speech
play that hinge on an understanding of some mix of French, English, classical
and colloquial Arabic (Webber 1987). Furthermore, oral and written, colloquial
and modern standard Arabic are interwoven by the unlettered as well asamong
the lettered population. Excerpts from colloquial Arabic poems or plays like
the Tunisian colloquial Kalam al-layl both draw from and are received back
into the world of verbal art (Booth 1992b).

The creative possibility of mixing colloquial with classical Arabic or with
other languages was exploited early. Historically, poets from Andalusia, influ-
enced by Hispano-Arabic folk poetry, when reciting Zajal, a playful poetry, did
not use grammatical declension but rather used colloquial language, mixing it
with a classical or semi-classical register at times. When it was recited to a bilin-
gual audience of Romance and Arabic speakers, the author could also include
Romance terms in the compositions and this melange could also contribute
to the hilarity the poet wanted to evoke. The muwashshahat, another form of
Andalusian strophic poetry, would be in classical Arabic but the ending, the
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kharja, could mix colloquial and classical Arabic with Romance languages.
After those Jews now living in North Africa fled like the Arab Muslims from
Andalusia in the fifteenth century, they continued to mix Hebrew and Spanish
into their Arabic verbal (and sometimes written) art forms. Speech play inter-
weaving French and Arabic is probably most common in the former French
colonies. In the realm of 1940s Algerian politics, Malik Bennabi, among others,
captured his despair at the state of party politics by using the term la bouli-
tique for the French la politique. Playing on the pan-Arabic pronunciation of
“p” as “b,” the first syllable in French evokes the ubiquitous public bowling
game for older men and, in Arabic, “piss.” Thus, party leaders were playing
a pissatic game of “defiling the public realm with private waste” (Christelow
1992: 72).

These often evocative and powerful linguistic concoctions as well as the
interplay of Arabic and Berber esthetic speech need further attention. Finally,
even though Arabic language purists do not consider that “good” literature
can be in dialect or that dialect can be written, these “oral” literatures are not
uncommonly written down, especially when the author wants to convey a
sense of intimacy, informality or realism (Booth 1992a). Two obvious examples
are local poetry and letters to family members and close friends. Today, e-mail
is another medium that invites colloquial artistic communication.

Changing interests and theoretical foci of researchers over the centuries
have influenced which oral traditions from various eras have been preserved.
Researchers can expect that the more visible colonial period studies of the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries will be informed by European folk-
lore theories of the time, or will find easily available collections, such as
Thousand and One Nights, that appealed to European imaginings of a sen-
sual, earthy, Orient. Interest in Berber verbal art, in particular folktales, of-
ten was focused on a search for remnants of ancient Roman, Greek, or
Phoenician literature or religious beliefs. In the latter case these survivals
in turn helped bolster justification for western colonization for, with few
exceptions, scholars did not consider that the influence could have been mu-
tual or might have moved from Africa north and west rather than from the
Middle East and Europe to North Africa. As the self-proclaimed inheritors
of Greek and Roman civilization, then, the French and Italians sometimes
claimed that they were not occupying but returning to reclaim what once had
been theirs. Berber studies were also encouraged by many western Europeans
who considered Berbers more exotic, more “authentic” (native to the region,
isolated, rural), more challenging linguistically, or less Muslim, than Arab
populations.
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Nineteenth-century scholars like Johann Gottfried von Herder and the lin-
guist Jacob Grimm were convinced that the oldest (read “purest,” “best”)
examples of any language could be found by seeking out the stories told by
the oldest, least “contaminated” by other cultures and languages, speakers
of language. These stories were found likely to contain even more archaic —
purer, closer to origins — language than “everyday” speech. Thus, Arabic or
Berber tales would be collected to provide insights into “authentic” Arabic or
Berber grammatical or linguistic structures. An example of this motivation can
be found in the careful work during the last years of the nineteenth century
of Hans Stumme, where he included, along with careful linguistic analysis,
tales in dialectical Arabic, plus transliterations and translations into German.
Several of the many works of Ester Panetta, the Italian linguist and ethnogra-
pher/folklorist doing fieldwork in twentieth-century Libya, continue in this
tradition, although her ethnographic interests in Libya ranged very broadly.
At the same time, the European passion for establishing global classification
systems sparked the collecting, sorting, and classifying of folktales by tale
types and motifs. Panetta also classified folktales, loosely categorizing them
using European genres such as fables, fairytales, and legends. In her work she
also sorted out the recurrent themes found in the fairytales — for example,
women dressing as men, a theme that continues in Arab literature of today.
She matched Libyan examples to similar motifs in folktales from other regions,
especially those of other regions of North Africa. She speculated about the so-
cial reasons informing the impulse to tell stories with these particular themes.
Panetta, like many other European scholars, was particularly interested in
Berber folklore, including folk narrative, and again this interest seems to stem
in part from the link of the Berbers to pre-Arab (Phoenician, Greek, Roman)
communities.

Scholars of the nineteenth century also sought to identify, through study
of Arab or Berber culture’s religious practices and folklore (assumed to be
communally created among the rural and culturally less “evolved”), common
evolutionary paths from savage to civilized among all culture groups. Joseph
Desparmet (1932) observed that one reason to study the North Africans’ ora-
ture was to catch the human spirit between savage and civilized, although he
also speculated that Europeans had something of psychotherapy to learn from
the Maghribians. The nineteenth-century searches for the “soul” of a people
though their folklore, although no longer a major scholarly preoccupation
(but see Paques 1964), continues to be used in popular writing as explanation
for the importance of studying oral traditions in North Africa. Scholars were
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also preoccupied with origins of lore, especially of folktales and myths, and
with clarifying the roles of three variables — shared common ancestors, diffu-
sion, and polygenesis — in accounting for the widespread commonality of tales
and motifs. Other collections of verbal arts were intended to illustrate a com-
mon humanity emphasizing, for example, the similarity of certain proverbs or
religious or mythical stories shared by European and North African cultures.
Others studied Berber to determine the origins of the people (Henri Basset
1887) or for unabashedly political motivations. Henri Basset writes, “Si I'on
parle leur langue, ils perdent beaucoup de leurs moyens de résistance; ils sont
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comme désarmés.” “If one speaks their language, they lose much of their
means of resistance; they are as if disarmed” (Basset 1920: 37). Knowledge
among researchers of Berber and Arabic languages varied widely as indepen-
dence became a reality in the region during the second half of the twentieth
century. Many have had to rely heavily on translators (see Aubin 1904 and his
translators such as Si Kaddour ben Ghabrit).

During the second half of the twentieth century, attention to process and
structure in the study of oral literature as well as its rhetorical power as a
kind of counterhegemonic discourse has been foregrounded. Attending to
creative process in oral literature necessarily requires consideration of the
cultural and situational contexts of that verbal artleading to interesting, though
fleeting to date, study of similarities between the production of oral literature
and of other cultural forms — carpets, vernacular housing, and so on (see
Harries 1977; Webber 1991; and for an earlier example, Maunier 1926). Scholarly
preoccupations at any one time or place affected, of course, what got studied
and preserved, but so did the fact that certain genres of verbal art tended to be
more culturally effective as commentary on particular social conditions and
thus to be more visible at any given historical moment. Today, the joke, quickly
adaptable to comment on changing political and social realities, seems to be
the favored form in hectic cities, notably Cairo, where time for more leisurely
verbal artistry is in short supply. Personal experience narratives and proverbs
are all pervasive today — among country people and city people, among men
and women. Performances of epics (in poetry or rhymed prose) and folktales
are shortened and become fewer, even in rural areas, as the eight-hour day
takes the place of the cycle of the seasons for many men and women. But any
of these latter genres and others — from patter heard in markets and from door-
to-door merchants, to verbal dueling, to love poetry to children’s rhymes —
can undergo a florescence that may be limited to a small group, a community,
a particular class or occupational group, or an entire region.
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Genres, their performers, and their audiences

Due to the particular and changing interests of collectors and scholars as
described above, one finds examples of Arabic and Berber oral traditions either
more or less abundant by region and by language over time. The following is a
sampling of verbal artistry that can be located from Egypt to Morocco, but the
richness of particular examples can only be appreciated by the microstudies
such as those listed in the bibliography and the many that yet need to be done.

Narratives

Contes or Mdrchen, whether in Arabic or Berber, can be identified as fiction
by their introductory and usually concluding formulae. They tend toward
vagueness as to time and setting, although “storied” settings such as Baghdad
during the age of Haroun al-Raschid or a far away Persian city are popular
options. It is not surprising to find cities as the final loci of stories about human
characters — even if part of the action takes place in the countryside — but
movement between city and country, Bedouin and settled settings is common.
Boundaries between nature and culture, animal and human, and the natural
and supernatural can become blurred so that humans may address the sea or
talk to animals or ogres. Movement between the natural and supernatural,
waking and sleeping, even life and death occurs without question. Women
and girl characters are often educated, actively seek their own spouses, and
travel to far and exotic lands. These stories can be presented orally by men or
women and are also sometimes read aloud to entertain others who are doing
sedentary chores — embroidering or applying henna, weaving mats, mending
fishing nets, taking a store inventory — or who are simply less literate. Women
storytellers (sometimes poor relations) in the past might live in the home
of well-to-do patrons, providing a source of entertainment for the secluded
women and the children.

The humorous trickster tales are very popular. The famous Juha (J'ha,
Djoh’a, Goha) challenges all sorts of authority — religious, state, and class
(although not commonly that of men over women) — shaking up, often rather
more overtly than other folk genres, common cultural assumptions about the
proper order of things. These tales are common throughout North Africa and
among all faiths. Another subgenre, explanatory stories or folk etymological
stories, can be about how a musical instrument or a place or a person was
named. These narratives can be legends or tales depending on their presenta-
tion. Other kinds of fictional stories center on sea-lore, tales of generosity and
hospitality, of the hazards of drink, and animal stories. Unlike contes, legends
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do not have introductory formulae. They can be presented as local history
legends or personal experience narratives (two genres lacking study as artistic
communication until recently) and overlap with the category “epic.” Legends,
at least at their core, are believed to varying degrees, and often contain some
reference to the supernatural. The protagonist figures are larger-than-life ex-
amples of the brave, the holy, the foolish, the verbally or physically adept.
Stories of awliya’, or for Jews, tsaddigim (both words having the implication
of “friends” [of God]), and for Coptic Christians, quddisin (holy ones), and
their deeds, during their lives and especially after their deaths, continue to be
powerful resources for community and smaller group self-representation.

The stories themselves center on help given by the godly person during
a personal or communal crisis, often when the person or community is rel-
atively powerless vis-a-vis a seemingly more powerful figure — usually, but
not always, an outsider. Legends include such subcategories as stories about
the lives, miracles, or visions of holy people or the heads of Sufi brother- or
sisterhoods, of famous ancestors, including famous musicians and the spectac-
ular power of their music, or famous executioners. According to André Levy,
Jewish Moroccans use stories of tsaddigim to address and resolve their contin-
ued love for Morocco — despite their fall from privileged to minority status
since decolonization. Oral stories about the perfidy of one confessional group
vis-a-vis the others are common, though each group within its popular and
local religious practices also makes room to honor particular holy members of
other confessional groups in poetry and prose narratives. Stories of a glorious
ancient heritage are especially common in Coptic verbal art repertoires as are
the glorification of martyrdom and death for the sake of the religion. Local
stories of hidden wealth also abound, since any number of people who have
been forced to flee the area for one reason or another leave wealth behind.
Certain monuments become rumored to be fake (Roman or other ruins or
zawiyyas, shrines built for walis), built to conceal arms or wealth. There are
also stories of neighbors who claim to be married to genies (jinn, feminine:
jinniya).

Market cries and other public patter

In the weekly markets of North Africa as well as among the street vendors
or buyers, a well-turned phrase or a lengthy verbal concoction can grease
the wheels of commerce or simply brighten an encounter between strangers.
Sometimes what are sold are artful words, as in the case of the itinerant female
fortune tellers that city and village women sometimes invite into their homes.
Still today, one finds women fortune tellers who in the warm months travel
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together or with their husbands and children, sleeping out, and being ushered
up to patios, porches, or verandas as a source not only of artistically, poetically
presented information about the future, but of stories, poems, jokes, or songs.
Other times door-to-door sellers of herbs or spices, beauty aids for women,
or fresh water also are known and loved for their artistic speech. The street
sellers are artistically invested in the shouting of their wares and also might
offer along with their customers a gift of an appropriate riddle or joke. Until
recently, some men acted as town criers, shouting out the news near gathering
places, cafés, or marketplaces.

Riddles and proverbs

Riddles can stand alone, be told in sets, or be incorporated into legends or
stories. Both Berber and Arabic riddles have a poetic form and appeal that has
been likened to haiku — short, powerful images usually of everyday objects or
phenomena. For example the Tunisian riddle “It’s about silver ground and a golden
plow, the seeds speak, what a miracle” evokes an appealing image that doesn’t
depend on its answer (paper, pen, and the letter itself) for its charm. Riddles
often rhyme and possess assonance, have a deceptively simple vocabulary, and
offer the created words and the syntactic layering more common in poetry
than in prose. Riddles fall between definition and description as they attend to
the sensory or the affective. Riddles can be quite difficult to master. Neither in
Arab nor Berber culture is the riddle strictly a game or pastime for children,
although children have guessing routines in both languages and rewards for
guessing correctly and punishments for not guessing or for taking too long.
The ancient neck riddle continues to be told (Webber 1999).

Proverbs are probably the most consistently practiced verbal art among
adults today in North Africa. Men and women from all walks of life have a
repertoire of proverbs in active use. Unfortunately, there are no studies that
actually address this art in situational context, although there are dozens of
publications simply listing proverbs from particular regions or ethnicities.

Jokes

Jokes are a particularly powerful form of counterhegemonic discourse. They
seem especially favored in cities, among students and intellectuals, and fre-
quently comment harshly but extremely wittily on corruption among the
moneyed classes and on government ineptitude and more gently on country
bumpkins. They also are a means of defusing tensions among the conflict-
ing groups — religious, national, ethnic, rural/urban — that encounter each
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other in large cities. As one Cairene remarked to me, “When the joking stops
[between these groups] it is time to worry.” The joke ‘A Saidi girl is walking
with her boyfriend when they see her father coming toward them. ‘Oh no, Papa,’ says
the girl. ‘Don’t worry,” comforts the boy, ‘ust tell him I'm your brother,”” quickly
sums up a host of contemporary communal concerns — changing male—female
courtship practices, city—country tensions as country people move to Cairo
and other big cities, and generational issues, to list only three.

Poems

Poetry tends to be foregrounded as a cultural source of pride for Berbers and
Arabs, considered superior to other forms of verbal art. Topics range from
falconry or war to love, or longing for a lost home (e.g., Andalusia). Profes-
sional folk poets, “merchants of art” (Slyomovics 1987), are scarcer today. They
need a means to travel and reach people if they are to be heard. Traveling
poets or poet-musicians of a certain reputation could, in the past, travel from
place to place being taken in by the rich (perhaps to settle in as a resident
entertainer) or performing in marketplaces or at weddings and festivals. His-
torically, these bearers of songs and poetry as well as of stories and heroic
epics often accompanied their performances by a flute or tambourine carried
in the hoods of their burnooses. Verbal artists could also be pious travelers,
men or women, whose graves eventually become the sites of pilgrimages or
small teaching centers, especially during the colonial period, for children of
the urban poor or those located in the most rural areas. Until the mid-1800s
criers, l’ait, are still reported, the famed poets of the battlefield celebrated since
the Jahiliyya (pre-Islamic) period. “Voices like copper,” Auguste Margueritte
reports (1869), putting fear into the enemy and urging his or her tribe on to
victory.

Other bearers of folk poetry (antigovernment, anticolonial, humorous, pre-
dictive, or bawdy) are water carriers — known in small towns or the neigh-
borhoods of big cities during the colonial period as purveyors of enigmatic
anticolonial poems; dervishes (“wise fools”); women — often bearers of pruri-
ent or comic poems — brought into the home to build clay ovens or to assist
in the preparation of foodstuffs for storage; travelers; or salespeople. To find
active bearers of oral traditions, one needs to look for those whose occupa-
tion/lifestyle results in contact with various households and both men and
women. Over and over again the singers or tellers of the epic legendary bi-
ographies (sira/siyar) of the ancient Arab heroes like those of the Banu Hilal
tribe are referred to as “gypsies.” While they may in fact have homes (some
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towns or villages all over North Africa are known as the homes of fortune
tellers, poets or musicians — Tella, al-Bakatush, Jahjouka, for example), it is
true that to have an appreciable audience most verbal artists have to move
around.

Politesse

Polite phrases are a central, but not much studied, genre of North African
verbal art. Children and newcomers are quickly initiated into the intricacies
and creative possibilities of polite speech —a conversational genre that depends
on an appealing phrase, well placed, well timed, and effectively and appropri-
ately delivered. Even poor speakers of colloquial Arabic who have a grasp of
the basic politeness formulae will be complimented on how well they speak
Arabic. Artful and less perfunctory politesse is truly foregrounded — noticed
and remembered. Speakers choose from a panoply of vocabulary even for the
simplest of greetings, “good morning” and “good night,” so that those required
greetings, esthetically pleasing, cleverly personalized to listener and context,
can become long-remembered and repeated compliments. Aside from the
“obligatory” phrases to (or by) beggars such as “may God provide” (uttered
by the petitioner when refusing a petition), to parents regarding the health
and success of their children (in school, in marriage), to workers encountered
in the street, particular phrases relevant only to the person addressed and the
situation addressed are especially valued. Reminiscences about a particularly
well-turned compliment or conversely a pithy critique of a mannerless clod
also are traditional artistic speech — celebrating the speaker, no matter how
otherwise socially marginal, as well as the speech, and creating a sense of con-
nection or community. Some very nice insults for those with no table manners
can be found in Daumas 1864. For example, to be said to the greedy, “From the
rate at which you are making that goat disappear, one would think that while living
it gored you,” or (to the sloppy eater) “In light of your familiarity with [the cooked
goat meat ] you would think his mother nursed you.” Daumas also mentions over
fifty ways to wish a person well in Algerian Arabic as well as numerous creative
phrases to offer when someone is sick or wounded, when a loved one dies,
when someone loses money, marries, has a child, or brings good news. Besides
“Good morning,” one can wish another “a day of dates and milk,” or “sugar and
honey,” for example, or, for the fishermen on the island of Kerkennah, Tunisia,
a good early morning greeting is “[May you have] fish up to your armpits.” It
remains for future studies to determine how flexible these polite phrases and
reproaches can be and how much they vary from region to region.
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Song

Sung narratives or poetry are common in Arabic or Berber. Similar poems
or rhymed prose pieces are put to a spectrum of tunes depending on region
and personal preference. Lullaby lyrics are set to various tunes depending on
region and family practices. Touareg poetry in Ahaggar (Berber) might be re-
cited, but can be sung (accompanied by a violin or sometimes a small drum) to
any of several tunes that correspond to the particular rhythm of the “text.” And
any one of a number of rhythms can be chosen. Among other groups a flute
might be used (the Jurgra of the Kabyles). Women’s nonprofessional singing
tends to be in private (Abu-Lughod 1986), except at traditional weddings.
They sing while at work — spinning, weaving, grinding wheat —and when their
words waft into the nearby community they subvert in interesting ways
the public—private dichotomy, by making “public” emotions and opinions
commonly considered suitable only for private utterance. A lullaby recorded
in western Tunisia is simultaneously a song and warning to a nearby lover.
Women and children also have songs and rituals to bring rain. In parts of North
Africa, these rituals and songs are thought by some to be playful adaptations
of Punic human sacrifices to the goddess Tanit. Religious ballads about the life
of the Prophet or other important Islamic figures both construct and reveal a
local, authoritative, “lived” religion, a very lively counterpoint to the textual
tradition. Coptic Christians in Egypt have rediscovered the art of hymns —
songs about Jesus, the church, or saints — sung in homes and at informal
family gatherings. These two examples underscore most emphatically the im-
portance of studying any of the North African religious traditions as lived
traditions, often orally constructed and transmitted.

Although there are master poet-singers, long remembered and quoted,
informal poetic compositions are set to music and are very widespread across
classes and among men and women, young and old. As is the case with much
folk speech by definition, only the author or close associates can understand
allusions, omissions, additions to or rearrangements of verses. Often singers
draw upon a specialized poetic vocabulary. As is the case with Arabic poetry,
sung poetic duels can occur, including those by young mothers debating the
merits of girl and boy babies. There is popular and some scholarly belief that
this kind of dueling harks back to conflicts during which each side fought with
the words of champion poets as well as with warriors.

Malouf (perhaps from alifa, “familiar” or “customary”), like the sira genre of
legend, is an art form that has been tampered with by institutions. This song
and musical style is said to have been brought from Andalusia by Muslims
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and Jews who were expelled during the fifteenth century, but it is far from
clear that this is the case (see Guettat 1980; Abu-Haidar 1993). In any event,
it became a form shared by both religious brother- and sisterhoods (where it
is often considered chanting, not music) and by secular performers, whether
dedicated amateurs, usually with some status in the community, or by profes-
sionals, both Muslims and Jews (of a lower class until the second quarter of the
century). Some of the religious groups would also perform during weddings
or circumcisions, even in street processions and in cafés. The texts, a combina-
tion of literary Arabic art forms —qasida, muwashshahah, and zajal — with (often
very) local dialects are transmitted orally, as is the accompanying music. Lead-
ers of local groups could alter the words or music, and borrowing occurred
among religions and from sacred to secular and vice-versa. Until the last sixty
years or so, secular malouf seems to have been performed either by Jewish
performers or lower-class urban or middle- to upper-class rural Muslims. In
zawiyyas all members chanted with the leaders changing words or melodies as
necessary. Melodies could be traded between popular and sacred texts so that
Jews on the island of Djerba, in Tunisia, borrowed from popular music texts
in Arabic to sing piyyutim, or Hebrew poetic texts performed on religious oc-
casions. Innovations, including the addition of western instruments continue
to occur. Institutional, governmental or academic, interference has resulted
in the following: a rupture between younger and older players, an attempt
to codify and “correct” words, a downplaying of the religious malouf of Sufi
brotherhoods, and a freezing in place of words (and music) choices by poets
or musicians who tend not to be well-versed in malouf.

Lullabies

As in other parts of the world, lullabies can be any songs that appeal to the
singer — often love songs. North African lullabies specifically for girls have
focused on imagining the tender and supportive relationship the young girl
will have with her mother, her future stunning beauty as a young woman,

<

her success in the “womanly” skills of embroidery, fancy needlework, and
weaving, and her successful marriage. For boys, the lullabies attend again to
a close relationship with the mother, but imagine him coming to her from
school, how desirable he will be to young women — “One said, ‘I'll marry him,’
one said, ‘I yearn for him,” one said, ‘I swear I dreamed of him while he was still
in his mother’s womb,”” — how successful and generous he will be as a man.
Both lullabies and nursery rhymes refer back to the time that young men
were conscripted into the Ottoman army (“and Haneena is crying, her son is

in Istanbul”). The child and mother and father are likened to precious metals
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or the moon or stars — families of related symbols. The mother moves from
one lullaby to another, often connecting them by drawing on the same tune.
Lullabies are much less likely to involve linguistic code-switching, perhaps
because they represent such a private moment between parent and small

child.

Coded speech/speech play

“Small” artistic strategies such as multilayered, extended metaphors, naming
practices, use of diminutives, and “secret” languages are important to the un-
derpinnings of orature, but also embellish everyday speech and conversational
genres like riddles, proverbs, and jokes. Henri Basset (1920), among others,
mentions the artistic speech of women and children, remarking that among
the Kabyles there are women who can speak so that men don’t understand
and that children’s language is also specialized. Children’s games, lullabies and
rhymes are especially full of diminutives, although Arabic employs diminutives
to great effect in various sorts of verbal art — stories, legends, proverbs, and so
on — and they may also be nuggets of artistic speech embedded in everyday
talk. Jeanne Jouin (1950) uses the Moroccan example of a double diminutive:
bint (girl) to bnita (little girl) to banutta (little, little girl) or, alternatively, binti
(my girl), binati, binuti, in Tunisia (Webber, personal observation). The pattern
differs from place to place, but the concept is widespread.

Children’s rthymes and games

Little rhymes and games for children (clapping rhymes, naming, or counting
rhymes using fingers or toes, rhymes for learning to walk, rhymes in the
ceremony for loss of the first tooth) also employ the diminutive and fantastic
talk. The fingers become little people or the castle of a sultan; the armpit
becomes the cave for a little mouse creeping up the child’s arm in a game
similar to “this little piggy went to market.” But a thyming or clapping game
chanted in sing-song voices or sung can also simply be the story of something
close to home. “Daddy brought a little fish, we’ll fry it in a little oil . . . What did
daddy bring us? He brought us henna, I'm going to put some on, and I'll share it with
Shoshena” (probably a young, brown-skinned, servant girl). Creative pet names
are common for children and often cannot be understood without reference
to family or even Arab or Berber world history and relationships. Rhymes by
children are extremely creative, often mixing multiple languages.

Today research into North African oral traditions represents a lively field of
investigation — both for Berber and for Arabic. Researchers are once again re-
quiring of themselves knowledge oflocal speech and seem willing to celebrate
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life at the margins, the interstices of verbal art and material culture, verbal art
and written art, Berber, Arabic, and French at a minimum and so on. There
is also in a postmodern era a willingness (not previously entirely unknown, of
course) to explode western genre categories and an openness to attending to
and (re-)appreciating cultural difference.

Finally, recognition by scholars of North Africa of the political dimension of
artistic speech, standing alone, or in conversation with written texts, or with
visual art or material culture, has resulted in powerful critical analyses that
speak not only to local or regional concerns, but offer important insights into
crosscultural relations writ large. Scholars of North Africa, like scholars of
Africa in general, have often led in their understanding of the need to take
into account the power of oral expressive culture in the contexts of both local
and regional studies — political, literary, cultural, and religious. Now, however,
what was once an artistic medium relegated to the simplest of building blocks
for more important genres and media is broadly recognized as a highly com-
plex and absolutely central resource in the critical need for understanding
across cultures the powerful affective dimension of communities anywhere
and everywhere.
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5
Heroic and praise poetry in South Africa

LUPENGA MPHANDE

Praise poetry is central to any delineation of southern African literature since
praising is an important part of the peoples’ political and literary expression.
The genre of praise poetry called izibongo in Zulu (used in its plural form) is
a political art form found in southern African societies like the Nguni- and
Sotho-Tswana-speaking peoples. The term refers to the form of poetic ex-
pression that defines and names an individual, and is characterized by bold
imagery expressed in carefully selected language. This type of poetry applies
to the personal set of praise names of individuals, comprising cumulative series
of praises and epithets bestowed on them by their associates, from childhood
onwards, interspersed with narrative passages or comments. These praises,
composed and recited by professional bards, often embody concise allusions
to historical incidents and memorable achievements or characteristics con-
nected with each family, and may amount to verses of considerable length and
excellence. Among the Nguni linguistic groups, the characteristically colorful
heroic praise poetry has a rich body of collected literature dating back four
hundred years, and such poetry is treasured by people in this subregion as
their highest form of literary expression. The major function of praise po-
etry is to conserve and transmit social consciousness, while simultaneously
entertaining the audience. Because it deals with happenings in and around
the individual being praised, informing the audience of his/her political and
social views, praise poetry is documentary, and speakers of many (and similar)
southern African languages have retained this cultural expression to aid them
in remembering their past.

Research into heroic praise poetry is still relatively scanty. The first record-
ing, in the southern African region, was published by Eugene Casalis in 184
Etudes sur la langue Sechuana. This was in reality a grammar of southern Sotho,
and not of Setwana as the title suggests. Casalis published another collection
in 1859, Les Bassoutos, which was translated into English in 1961 as The Basutos.
In 1882 the “Song of the Assega,” the izibongo of Lobengula of the Zimbabwe
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Ndebele, was published by H. Depelchin and Croonenberghs in Trois ans dans
UAfrique Australe: le pays des Matabélés, débuts de la Mission du Zambese. These
publications did not include texts in the source language. The first praise
poem published in an African language was Thomas Arbousset’s praise of
King Dingana of the Zulu in Relation d’un voyage d’exploration au nord-est de la
Colonie du Cap de Bonne Espérance published in 1842, and translated into English
in 1852. Some of the early recordings of praise poetry were published in news-
papers before being re-issued in the form of anthologies. In 1906, Zemk’iinkomo
Magwalandini containing, among other things, praise poems gathered from
Eastern Cape newspapers by well-known Xhosa authorssuchas S. E. K. Mghayi
and]. T. Jabavu, and edited by W. B. Rubusana, was published. Similarly, in 1915,
A. M. Sekese published Lilotho tsa Sesotho, a collection of praises in Sesotho
taken from Leselinyana la Lesotho, the journal of the Paris Evangelical Mission
Society. Zulu praise poems were published in Ilanga laseNatali, a newspaper
started by J. L. Dube in 1903. After the First World War there followed a re-
markable outburst of heroic praise-poetry publication in African languages,
including those in southern Sotho (Z. D. Mangoaela 1921), Zulu (James Stuart’s
five collections, 192326, C. L. S. Nyembezi 1958), Xhosa (H. M. Ndawo 1925,
1939) northern Sutho (D. M. Phala 1935), and Malawi Ngoni (M. Read 1937).

In the 1920s, D. C. T. Bereng published praise poems of the Sotho King
Mshweshwe, depicting him as the founder of the Sotho nation, and inter-
spersing his description of heroic battles with passages of personal reflection,
thought, and experiences. The end of the Second World War saw the pub-
lications by E. M. Ramaila (1935) on northern Sutho praise poetry, and the
momentous annotated volumes of the Oxford University Press series “The
Oxford Library of African Literature” that includes I. Schapera’s volume for
Setswana (1965), Trevor Cope’s volume for Zulu (1968), D. P. Kunene’s (1971)
and M. Damane and P. B. Sanders’s (1974) volumes for Sesotho, and Margaret
Read’s volume on praise poetry of the Malawi Ngoni (1956). In 1932 Cambridge
University Press also came up with The Growth of Literature, in three volumes,
edited by Chadwick and Chadwick (1932—40).

Later publications on praise poetry have been of a more critical nature, and
these have included C. L. S. Nyembezi’s “The Historical Background to the
Izibongo of the Zulu Military Age,” in African Studies 8 (1948): 110—25, 157-74;
Harold Scheub’s The Xhosa Ntsomi (1975); Jeff Opland’s Xhosa Oral Poetry (1983);
David K. Rycroft’s The Praises of Dingana (1988); the seminal work by Leroy
Vail and Landeg White, Power and the Praise Poem: Southern African Voices in
History (1991); and Elizabeth Gunner and Mafika Gwala’s Musho! Zulu Popular
Praises (1994). The Power and the Praise Poem: Southern African Voices in History
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(1991) takes a subcontinental view of the occurrence of heroic praise poetry
and analyzes examples of such poems from Malawi, Mozambique, Zimbabwe,
Swaziland, and South Africa to describe and substantiate the esthetics of praise
poetry. The authors also deliver a powerful indictment against the anthropo-
logical theories that dominated earlier research in oral expression because of
their reinforcement of an evolutionist attitude toward Third World cultures
as primitive, and criticize the subsequent emphasis on the internal form of
oral expression which results in a neglect of pertinent questions about the
content of oral expression in its social setting. Lupenga Mphande’s “Ngoni
Praise Poetry and the Nguni Diaspora” (1993) extends the study of praise po-
etry to those Nguni communities that left South Africa during the mfecane and
settled in lands as far away as East and Central Africa. David Copland, in In the
Time of Cannibals: The Word Music of Basotho Migrants (1994) examines aspects
of hybridity in praise poetry in an urban setting and the artistic repertoire of
migrant workers in southern Africa.

The word izibongo comes from the Nguni verb /-bonga/, “to praise, give
thanks, express gratitude, worship, pray to, offer sacrifice, give and be appre-
ciative by evoking the clan name of the one being praised,” etc. Thus the word
hassocial, political, and religious connotations, all of which are important in its
interpretation. The Zulu word also refers to the “praise name(s)” that an indi-
vidual is given or gives himself/herself, and means to “praise,” “laud,” “extol,”
“utter praises of.” Naming means “identifying,” and the “praise names” are
meant to give a concise description or epitomization of an event or action in the
person’s life, his achievements or failures, or a peculiar physical characteristic.

A praise name is different from a clan name, which usually is the name of
the founder of the clan, and, as such, represents social identity and is often
used for tracing genealogy and kinship relationship. Because praise poetry
expresses publicly, and therefore reaffirms, social identity whenever it is per-
formed, izibongo never take place in isolation but are always embedded in
social life. Although the types of praise poems vary widely from birth praises,
wedding praises, dirges, beer party praises, workers’ praises, war praises, love
praises, political praises, topical praises, to heroic praises, they all unite in
naming, identifying, and therefore giving significance to the named person
or object. The language used in praise poetry is characterized by the use of
formulaic poetic devices (e.g., repetition, linking, parallelism, etc.) and by an
accentuation of rhythm that leads the performer to chant rather than recite
the poem, which in turn helps the audience to participate and remember.
What distinguishes praise poetry from everyday speech is its unlimited use of
the common euphonic qualities of alliteration, assonance, and onomatopoeia,
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buttressed by extended simile. The most formalized language, and thus the
one indicating the highest social significance, is reserved for heroic praise po-
ems, which are like eulogies, odes, and epics in that they project their subjects
in a favorable light and record historical events. Unlike epics, which are pro-
jected as complete historical records, heroic praise poems deal with current,
and therefore partial, historical events. While odes are inclined to reflect on
philosophy and philosophical theory, heroic praise poems are based on social
theory and action, and this multifunctional, multifaceted aspect of the heroic
poetry art form makes it difficult to define because it incorporates a spectrum
of political, poetic, and literary qualities. The praises of the rulers have a spe-
cial status because the political leader is traditionally conceived as the center
and symbol of unity of the community, and must thus be portrayed in the
most impressive way. The greater the social significance involved, the greater
the skill of praising needed for an adequate representation. Consequently,
the izibongo of rulers constitute esthetically the most highly appreciated
subgenre.

In southern African societies, social power relations intertwine with inher-
ent oral art forms, so that if the object of praise is a ruler, the art of praising
inevitably becomes the art of criticizing. In this regard, izibongo are central to
the local language of politics, not only because of the esteemed genre of verbal
art, but also because they are recognized as an important medium of political
discourse that reflects the current political atmosphere in the community. In
heroic praise poetry, praising always incorporates some negative character-
istics into their subject’s praises, marking what is laudable and what should
be condemned. The praise poet applauds, and if necessary criticizes, political
leadership in accordance with established values of the community. There-
fore, even praise poets of the most powerful rulers cannot be regarded as mere
flatterers at court because although they compose heroic poems as eulogies
to powerful people, their compositions also have other social significances.
Besides legitimating and entrenching the rule of the powerful ruler, heroic
praise poetry provides a rallying point for communal identity and solidarity.
For this reason, the political aspect of izibongo is itself part of its esthetics.

The basic structure of heroic praise poetry is a succession of praise names,
arranged in such a way that there is a statement, extension, development,
and conclusion. When reciting praises, the pauses that the artist makes after
a praise name create the basic units of verses and stanzas. The most distinc-
tive characteristics of heroic praise poetry in Nguni languages are its various
structures of repetitiveness, such as alliterations, assonances, and parallelisms.
Assonances, the means by which praise names are extensively linked to various
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human actions and qualities, usually dominate the izibongo literary text be-
cause of the characteristically elaborate noun-class system in Bantu languages.
The subtle interplay of such linguistic features that comes about by the act
of “nominalizing” things or actions by changing the prefix of the word to the
noun-class produces a fascinating and much appreciated harmony and acoustic
impact on the audience. The lyricism thus created is then synchronized with
the repetitions at the content level to produce audial-rhymes so characteristic
of poetic speech. The created harmony is just as important for an appreciation
of praise poetry as the semantic import since praise poetry, like oral poetry as
a whole, is performative. The performative nature of this genre of oral art also
means that the whole range of “body-language,” evident during recitation, is
part of its normative form that underlines the narrated meaning in tone, mime,
gesture, as well as audience responses. This wide range of stylistic repertoire
in lyrical presentation of the individual praised is what makes praise poetry
the highest form of literary expression among the Nguni-speaking people.

Praise poems are composed not only about chiefs, famous warriors,
and prominent members of the nobility, but about ordinary people also,
including women and herdsmen. There are, in addition, praise poems of clans
and subdivisions of clans, of domestic animals, of wild animals, of trees and
crops, of rivers, hills, and other scenic features, and of such inanimate objects
as divining-bones. In modern times praise poems have even been composed
about schools, railway trains, and bicycles (Schapera 1965:1). One of the most
popular songs at workers’ rallies in southern Africa today, “Shosholoza,” is
based on a praise poem to a train that used to transport migrant workers from
the far outposts of the southern African subcontinent to the South African gold
mines. There are praise poems to ancestors, and when praise poetry evokes
the names of ancestors it provides the medium of communication between the
living and the departed, and between the natural and the supernatural. Thus,
naming of the ancestors in the praises is not simply an act of commemoration,
but also a moment of invocation, a way of making them present.

Generally, praise poetry tends to have gender-specific themes, men’s praises
preoccupied with themes of war, honor, devotion, courage and bravery,
chivalry, daring, adventure, combat, confrontation with the wild, manhood,
etc., and women usually narrating themes concerned with domestic matters,
womanhood, filial relationships, jealousies, but also with peace, courtesy, agri-
cultural chores, futility of war, and so on. Elizabeth Gunner (1979) recorded
many praises among Zulu women dealing with themes of identity, social sta-
tus, and achievements articulated in discourses structured in traditionalist,
polygamous households in contentious social relationships. Such poetry is
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regarded as a socially acceptable way of giving public expression to personal
emotion.

The formal occasions at which praise-poetry performance has ceremonial
functions include harvest festivals, weddings, and times of initiation. Because
its esthetics are intrinsically linked to history, which is dramatically re-enacted
in performance, praise poetry cannot be viewed in isolation from its social
meaning. At each performance, therefore, the poet’s words turn the physical
presence of the praise poet and the audience into a metaphorical re-creation
of history. Although we have no way of knowing when or how heroic praise
poetry originated, itis likely that the recitation of praise names and praises was
part of the socialization process, and that it was used to construct individual
and collective identities. Supervisors of rites of passage ceremonies, regiment
commanders, chiefs, princes, and princesses must have been largely respon-
sible for the creation and memorization of praise poems. In the modern-day
context, chiefs, kings, and politicians play an important role in the composi-
tion and recitation of heroic praise poems. Some heroic praise poems, such as
“Praises for Mandela” by Zolani Mkiva which were performed during Nelson
Mandela’s inauguration as South Africa’s first black president in May 1994,
were composed in the recent past, as shown in their content. In contrast,
however, others are generations old — for example, “Praises for first Zulu
kings,” recorded by James Stuart in uKulumetule (1925), A. T. Bryant in Olden
Times in Zululand and Natal (1929), “Praises to Lobengula,” first recorded by
H. Depelchin and C. Croonenberghs (1882), and “Praises to Zwangendaba,”
first recorded in the 1930s by Margaret Read and published in The Ngoni of
Nyasaland (1956). New praise poems are being composed all the time, espe-
cially by political functionaries, and in many cases variant forms of a particular
poem exist, sometimes changing with location or generation. The differences
in versions of the same poem come from the fact that praise poems are not
static compositions; they are always revised and reformulated to incorporate
new material relevant to the community for which they are composed, or to
suit the changing times.

Heroic praise poetry can belong to literate peoples as well as to those
lacking a written form of expression,; it can be factual or fictional, modern or
traditional. It is not of concern whether such folk narratives are based on some
historical event or whether they are credible, though a great many do have
value for the student of history. What is important is that they represent a form
of art, and that they arise directly from the cultural bases of the communities
in which they are found. While admitting that oral literature is not different
from other forms of literature, Ruth Finnegan states that oral literature is
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“characterized by particular features to do with performance, transmission,
and social context” (1970: 25). Mazizi Kunene says that heroic poetry such as
that foundin the Zululanguage, being communal, requires a special method of
presentation: “The poet doesnotjustrecite his poetry but actsit, uses variations
of pitch, and aims at communicating his poem through the simulation of all
the senses. He produces at one level a symphonic chant, at another, a drama,
and at still another, a dance” (1970: 12).

Praise poetry, as folk narrative, is hardly distinguishable from a dramatic
presentation and its rendering in written form falls short of achieving its goal
of representing oral traditions. The praise poem is usually an act dramatically
presented to an audience that frequently is itself part of the act. In interpret-
ing the praise poem, therefore, the whole social context of the performance
must be understood because the actor is performing within the confines of
space, time, and social context. The fact that he belongs to a particular sex,
age, and social group influence his narration, his narrative, and its reception
by his audience. Although praise poetry contains all the elements generally
found in the folk narrative, it is a highly stylized poetic form rendered by
the speaker in chant rather than an ordinary speaking voice and accompa-
nied by rhythmic body movements or even wild jumps during which stabbing
movements are made with a spear or wooden staff. On the whole, words and
acts complement each other in the recitation of praise poems. While heroic
praise poetry like that of the Nguni- and Sotho-speaking peoples is histori-
cally based and event interpretive, it is not strictly a historical account, but a
eulogy.

Scholars have viewed heroic praise poetry from different perspectives: his-
torical, personal, social, political, and religious. David Rycroft, for example,
states that the Zulu praise poems “play an active and essential role within
traditional religion as a medium of communication between the living and
the dead” (1988: 25). He refers to the special ceremonies held in the cattle byre
(kraal) and involving the whole family, when praises are recited by the family
head, and says that the appeal or prayer to the ancestors is expressed by the
offering of the sacrificial beast. Thus, according to Rycroft, the poet/performer
“becomes the intermediary between the ancestors and the people present.”
The problem with this historical perspective is that it puts orality and perfor-
mance off stage from the contemporary political discourse.

The second perspective from which praise poetry is viewed is that which
projects praise poetry as something “personal” to the poet/performer. Her-
bert Dlomo offers an idealized version of this view when he states that “praise
poems were used as an urge to courage and endurance” (1947: 48), and
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that no one wanted to fall short of his “praises,” in the sense that praise
poems were bestowed on the heroes, thus “people would rather die than lose
them.” The advantage of this perspective is that it avoids the overemphasis
on the text to the exclusion of all other features of praise poetry as was the
case with the first perspective, and it projects the poet at the center stage
of the contemporary social engagement. The weakness, though, is that in
highlighting the individual it ignores the collective social function of praise
poetry.

The third perspective emphasizes the social/political function of praise
poetry. Trevor Cope states that izibongo are “the expression of public opinion,
and provide an effective means of social control, for they are shouted out
for all to hear” (1968: 21) and E. Krige states that they “are an important
instrument in the educational system. Not only do they act as an incentive to
and reward for socially approved actions, but their recital is a reminder to all
present what qualities and conductare praiseworthy” (quoted in Cope 1968: 21).
The advantage of this perspective is that it focuses on the function of praise
poetry, and projects praise poetry as part of the dominant culture and its
performance as part of the process of socialization. But this perspective ignores
the poet as an active agent in this process, and the poet’s ability and capacity to
manipulate the process for specific ends. It also neglects to acknowledge the
possibility within the socialization process of resisting domination and the
capacity of the poet to mediate between the dominant and dominated.

When analyzing heroic praise poetry, it is important to remember that
orality and performance have to be approached from a balanced perspective
that avoids projecting orality as a fossilized artifact, or the performer and au-
dience as passive, disengaged bystanders. The perspective adopted by Vail and
White (1991) situates the heroic praise poetry analysis within the theory of
power relations and the dynamics of political dominance. Such a perspective
has several advantages for analyzing praise poems — for example, it explains
the logic of their organization: why they are the way they are, socially, cul-
turally, politically, and religiously. It helps answer the question: why is it that
some praises are peculiarly male, and what are the material justifications for
that situation? It also highlights and explains the social control function they
perform, and offers an insightful approach by creating a convergence of three
perspectives: that from poet as agent, that from audience as object, and that
from the praised as subject. This perspective has to be structured around and
respond to the total performance as context; it enables us not only to say
that heroic praise poetry in societies where it occurs is performed for heroes
and chiefs, but also to explain that its performance is organized hierarchically
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because those societies are organized hierarchically. Thus the most famous
recorded Zulu and Ndebele praise poems are about Shaka and Lobengula,
respectively, because these Nguni societies are patriarchal and praise poetry is
employed to both maintain and challenge the existing social structures. There-
fore, although many cultures have praise poetry, we must examine how and
by whom these are performed.

Praise poetry, as an institution, has long been part of the rural community
in southern Africa.Vail and White state that praise poetry is a special form of
expression among southern African societies whose oral performance is used
in political discourse, and they declare it:

is the region’s oral poetry, subject to the esthetic we have described as poetic
license, that gives access to the past and present intellectual life of the com-
munities we describe. The poetry is the arena where competing “histories”
clash, subjected not only to political revaluation but to moral and spiritual
reassessment. (1991: xiii)

Singing praises of rulers and ruled has been a way of consolidating power and
regulating the community. Traditionally, heroic praise poetry was performed
only at court, usually inside the kraal, by a man recreating the battlefield, with
a staff and/ or shield, and before chiefs, kings, and the nobility. It was recited
to a varied audience, of men and women, that included elders, important
dignitaries, judges, and children. Nowadays, praise names can be recited to
one’s age group, and heroic praise poetry is also performed at festivals. The
staff that the poet carries and the costume he wears help create the praise
poetry tradition as well as a mystic aura. The praise poet, who is usually given
enough space at performance site to allow movement, usually walks up and
down when reciting, staff in hand. He shouts out the praises at the top of his
voice as fast as he can, as if trying to cast a spell on the audience with a shower
of words. Today praise poetry can also be performed in any of the modern
sites of political life, including school halls, stadiums, trade union meetings,
and parliament.

Praise poets enjoy considerable privileges since chiefs and those praisewor-
thy usually have a lot of wealth at their disposal. As a result, praise poets are
usually employed by the rulers they praise and from whom they earn their
income and receive gifts and major assets such as cattle and land. This fact
may raise a serious question about their credibility: if they are recorders of
history, whose history do they record? Praise poetry is performed for social
maintenance, and the chiefs and politicians use praise poets to make claims
to power, and thus legitimize their power against other claimants. From this
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standpoint, the advantage of studying heroic praise poetry from a “political
dominance” perspective is that it forces us to focus on the language used in the
performance, and enables us to re-examine traditional cultures and interrogate
how ideas become hegemonic.

In studying praise poetry, it is as important to pay attention to the moment
of its production as to its reception. The former helps us to tie the past to
historical interpretation, while the latter helps us to understand how the pastis
recovered in the context of present demands. In terms of its production, praise
poets are trained, within their cultural environment, by more experienced
poets who provide the model and supervise the rehearsals. A praise poet may
be recognized as such from early childhood, and may then be entrusted as an
apprentice to an experienced poet from whom he learns the traditional way of
presenting the art form. The initiate and experienced poet train and rehearse
in relative seclusion, and many poets learn the art of reciting praises within
their families before they can perform in public. Praise poetry involves public
rendition because although there are domestic praises performed, the most
memorable ones are done at large events before a substantial audience. The
trainee recites the praises, including the accompanying nonverbal behavior,
and trainers discuss the performances and make comments. It is here that
the initiate learns the appropriate voice qualities for effective performance,
learns how to hold the traditional poet’s staff, how to jab with it, how to
stomp and pace the ground with his feet, how to position his body, and what
costume to wear at what occasion. The young poet also learns the language of
praise poetry: what form to use, what epithets, what imagery, what mnemonic
devices to employ, and how to improvise. In the case of southern African
societies, during the process of training and learning, full advantage is taken of
the strong rhythmical patterning of Bantu languages, which is characteristic
of the diction of praise-poetry presentation.

A praise poet, known as an imbongi in Zulu, can be a man or woman, ranging
from twenty years to middle age. The poet has to be a person of repute because
one of his tasks is to create solidarity within society by presenting himselfas a
“negotiator” in the power discourse between the ruler and ruled. This show
of solidarity is intended to entrench political power, and is achieved through
the imposition of the official transcript of history. However, there is always
resistance to such imposition by the subordinate class, and the praise poet is
deployed to negotiate such tensions in society. The structure and function of
the praise poetry institution is not fixed but is highly flexible and adaptable, and
the poet’s qualities as performer include an ability to adapt to the immediate
sociopolitical environment. Therefore, the poet is able to criticize the ruler
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when it is most appropriate to do so, and praise him on other occasions. In
other words, the poet has to adapt, reconfigure, or compose afresh whenever
he is in a new space.

Any discussion of praise poetry would be incomplete without further ex-
amination of the institution of the praise poet, who is, after all, the composer
of praise poetry. For effective performance, the praise poet, appreciating the
immense value of the visual image in bringing home a scene to the general
audience, makes a note of any authentic details in the people’s experiences that
he can discover which are likely to assist in creating a visual image — names of
rivers and mountains, position of the sun, weather condition, appearance of
characters, etc. — things probably of little consequence in themselves. These
are observations of the visual detail of history that the praise poet musters
and puts to imaginative use. The details about the people’s migration and ad-
venture, about geography, community, history, mothers and herdsboys are all
selected, organized, and related to the story of the hero being praised in such a
way as to illuminate, in an elevated style, the essentials of his life, personality,
and achievements. These poems, then, collectively constitute an epic celebra-
tion of the hero, and illustrate the relationship between literary or esthetic
sensibility and history. In the vast knowledge about the hero that the praise
poethasaccumulated over the years, he or she selects a few striking details that
light up praises about the personal appearance and characteristics of the hero,
projected against a great event of history. The praise poet is thus interested not
in history but in the reformulation of culture based on historical knowledge;
the poet makes the imaginative leap that all literature must perform to strike
through the surface facts to some deeper, less expressible truth about life and
death, and the reality of imagination.

In his or her function as a historian, the praise poet attempts to mediate,
within the historical field, among the unprocessed historical record, other
historical accounts, and an audience. The structure of praise poetry, therefore,
canbe defined asbelonging more to that ofa chronicle thana story. “Chronicle”
differs from a “story” in that, according to White (1973: 6), the latter traces the
sequence of events that lead from inaugurations to termination of social and
cultural processes, whereas the former is open-ended: it has no inauguration;
it simply begins when the praise poet starts recording events. In other words,
a chronicle has no culmination or resolution, and can go on indefinitely, and
the task of the praise poet is to explain the past by “finding,” “identifying,”
or “uncovering” the stories that lie buried in chronicles. The basic difference
between “history” and “fiction,” therefore, resides in the fact that the historian
has to “find” his stories, whereas the praise poet “invents” his.
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It is the characteristic of the praise poet as a “negotiator and catalyst” that
renders the praise poetry genre easily adaptable to otheruses, and a popular fea-
ture of modern-day political performance. The ambiguous political role of the
praise poet facilitates this process, because not only is he or she privy to strate-
gies ofencoding and decoding of both the powerful and the powerless, but both
groups acknowledge to a greater or lesser extent his/her role as a performer
of the negotiation. The praise poet, as an intermediary between the ruler and
the ruled, redraws the boundaries of experience according to the spaces in
which he or she works, and according to the power dynamics at work in those
spaces. The poet’s position in the community relies on his or her ability to gauge
the political currents in the community, to extemporize and compose, and to
use the esthetics of persuasion to sway audiences with his or her performance.
It is precisely these qualities that make the praise poet (and praise poetry) sus-
ceptible to appropriation by powerful forces in society, such as chiefs, politi-
cians, and organizations. In the southern African case, with the vast migrant
labor system that came with industrialization and urbanization, many of the
cultural activities of the rural communities followed the migrant worker into
the city. Because they were performing now to a more diverse audience, the
praise poets were also being asked to create and recite in English as a lingua
franca.

The recitation of heroic praise poetry among the Nguni-speaking people
opens and closes with an antiphonal call-and-response formula: for example,
Wena we ndlovu, “You of the elephant,” at the beginning, and Bayeede! Ndabe
zitha, “Hail to the king!”
devices, they are also meant to enlist audience participation in the performance.

at the end. These are not just opening and closing

The style employed in performing heroic praise poetry depends on many
factors. The sex and age of the performer, for example, determine the vigor
of the performance and the costume used: younger performers tend to be
more vigorous than older ones; and male performers wear skins, carry long
sticks, spears, and shields, while their female counterparts wear colorful beaded
cloths, carry shorter sticks, leaves, or fly whisks. In the more traditional setting,
there are no restrictions on the performer’s movement, but in an urban setting,
because of the use of microphones and public address systems, praise poetry
performers tend to be rooted in one spot on the stage during performance,
usually near the microphone. The restrictions in movement of the urban per-
former may seriously limit his ability to deploy some nonverbal features, such
as gesture and pacing, as effective tools in the execution of his performance.
As regards its reception, the performance of heroic praise poetry is
a display of the people’s linguistic and literary culture, and exposes the
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younger generation to their cultural heritage. One of the functions of
praise-poetry performance is entertainment: the sheer delight and beauty of
praise poetry is regarded by Nguni-speaking people as their highest form
of literary expression. Praise poetry also teaches the young, and reminds
the old, of their past: their history, heroes, culture, and identity. Further-
more, praise poetry instructs about nature, human destiny, human rela-
tionships, and the relationship between man and nature. It expands the au-
dience’s worldview and ensures that children have access to their rightful
heritage.

Use of appropriate and effective language is of paramount importance to the
praise poets in executing their trade because they have to create an emotional
atmosphere and touch the imagination of their audience. Praise poetry uses
cadences and tonal fluctuations characteristic of the southern Bantu languages,
and the linguistic features of alliteration, rhyme, symmetry, parallelism, har-
mony, repetition, simile and comparison, and idiomatic and symbolic lan-
guage. If the execution is successful, there is always the sheer delight of the
rhythm of the praise poem for the attentive audience. The following is an ex-
ample of a praise poem, “Praises of Nzibe, son of Senzangakhona,” recorded
by James Stuart (1925: 238-39):

“Praises of Nzibe, son of Senzangakhona”

Unombambamajozi, kaQengwa!

Ubhukudi’s abantu esizibaneni,

Ize bashone nezinjotshana zabo;

Umsuka wezul’ eliphezulu.

Usompomp’ odlel” endlebeni yendlovu

Unyakawumbe uzodlela kwengonyana.

Usokhethabahle naseMnyameni.

Zidla la bekudla khon’ amadube nezindlovu.

ZinjengezikaNgudu emaMbatheni.

UNingizimu-vimbel -nyakatho;

Ugcwayis’ iziziba.

Inkom’-ekhal’-ehlungwini, kwaMlambo;

INgweny -edl’-umuntu, inxe imlinde;

USihlangu sibukelwa undiyaza;

UGogod’ -oyihluzayo.

UNkhon’ -unamagabel’-amanxeba;

UMzimb’-unabenge lazitha.

INkayishan’ encinyane, kaMenzi;

Uchachaz’-amathaf’-akulingene.
(WuNzibe-ke lowo)
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Grabber-of-broad-stabbing-spear, son of Qengwa!
He plunges people into a river pool,
Until even their little loin-cloths disappear;
Msuka of the high heavens.
Bold-speaker who eats in the ear of an elephant,
Another year and he will eat in a lion’s.
Chooser-of-handsome-ones even at Mnyameni.
The-one-whose-cattle-eat-on-the-Lubombo-mountains-without-falling,
They eat where zebra and elephants were eating;
Resembling Ngudu’s cattle, of the emaMbatheni.
South-wind-opposing-the-North-wind;
He causes the river-pools to fill up.
Cow-lowing-in-the-burnt-veld, at Mlambo
Crocodile-that-mauls-a-person, and stands guard over him.
Shield watched only by the Ndiyaza trees;
Clean-licker-of-the-pot who reduces himself.
Forearm-with-wounds like the hide-strips on a shield;
Body-like-a-heap-of-meat-strips of the enemies.
Tiny fearless bird of Menzi;
Trampler-of-dry-river-beds.
Fast-runner-over-plains-that-are-your-equal.

(That is Nzibe)

In this poem we can see how praise poetry displays a wide range of stylistic
devices and encompasses a variety of layers of meaning. Nzibe, who died
young, was King Mpande’s younger brother, and was brother also to Shaka
and Dingana. The poet contrasts the images of gruesome destruction and the
bloodbath wrought by the young Nzibe with those of a more settled existence
that would perhaps have been more fitting for the young prince. Nzibe is
described as a ruthless, merciless warrior: a courageous fighter, a bold speaker,
a “crocodile-that-mauls-a-person, and stands guard over him,” and a “fearless
bird,” and these qualities are declaimed with boastful relish: “He plunges
people into a river pool / Until even their little loin-cloths disappear.” This
bold imagery of the ruthless killing of rivals is contrasted with a description ofa
serene landscape of another more peaceful period in history when these same
battlefields were grazing grounds for “zebra and elephants.” The poet does
this by use of vivid imagery drawn from sharp epithets, simile and comparison.

In southern African languages, praise poetry also enables the display of
fascinating language features, such as clicks and laterals, peculiar to Southern
Bantu languages that add melody and luster to praise poetry performance.
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The poet’s task in reciting praise poetry, therefore, is to use tone and pitchin a
way that maximizes the advantages of these linguistic features in creating an
emotional atmosphere and touching the imagination of his audience. It also
enables the younger members of the audience to expand their vocabulary and
master the figurative use of the language.

In discussing heroic praise poetry context is indispensable; without it certain
critical aspects of praise poetry’s interpretation would be missed, and context
provides the distinctive controlling motifs that determine its structure. In
early Nguni praises, like the praise to Nzibe above, it is easy to see how
praise poetry, as a mode of performance and a form of cultural production,
is profoundly embedded in the historical context of its production. For an
accurate interpretation of heroic praise poetry of that period, an awareness
of the impact of the mfecane, or the scattering of the various Nguni and Sotho
ethnic groups over the broad range of southern, central, and eastern Africa, is
absolutely crucial. Itis generally agreed that this “scattering” of people resulted
largely from the rise of Shaka Zulu in Natal, and his attempts to forge a Zulu
nation out of the fragmented social landscape of the time. From oral tradition,
Shaka was a junior son of Senzangakhona, ruler of a small Nguni chiefdom
known as Zulu, who wrested the throne from his father’s nominated heir by
brilliant military innovation and ceaseless conquest. Between 1818 and 1828,
Shaka Zulu welded several Nguni clans into one powerful Zulu nation, while
dispersing his enemies across the subcontinent as far afield as Zimbabwe,
Mozambique, Zambia, Malawi, and Tanzania. In 1828, Shaka was assassinated
by his half-brother, Dingana, who then took over as the ruler of the Zulu
nation until he too was ousted by his other half-brother, Mpande.

Some of the most colorful Nguni heroic praise poems are about Shaka
and those of his contemporaries who participated in, or were affected by,
the mfecane, depicting their military campaigns and string of victories in their
efforts to subdue their rivals and legitimize their claim to power. Both the
adulation of Shaka as an early African (and Zulu) nationalist, and the resultant
migrations and movements of the Nguni and Sotho peoples have been richly
recorded in a fascinating corpus of heroic oral poetry. The following, for
example, is a praise poem to Shaka recorded in Mzimba district, northern
Malawi in 1996, and performed by J. C. Dlamini, one of the three official praise
poets of the current Zulu ruler, King Zwelethini Zulu. The praise poet had
accompanied the king’s sister, Princess Thembi, on her official delegation to
the Northern Ngoni of Malawi, descendants of Zwangendaba, one of the war
heroes of the mfecane who had broken away from Shaka in 1820 and migrated
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northward with his followers. The poem was first recorded by James Stuart
and published in 1925:

“Izibongo kaShaka (Inkondlo yenkosi Ushaka)”

Wena wendlovu!
Wena wendlovu!
Bayeede!

Udlungwane luka Ndaba
Oludlunge emanxulumeni
Kwaze kwasa amanxuluma esebikelana

Ilembe eleqa amanye amalembe ngoku khalipha
Unodum’ehlezi kaMenzi

Usishaya kashayeki

UShaka ngiyesaba nokuthi uShaka

Ngoba uShaka kwakuy’inkosi yaseMashobeni

Uteku lwabafazi bakwa noMgabi
Obelutekula behlezi emlovini
Bethi uShaka kayikubusa

Bethi kayikuba yinkosi

Kanti kulapho ezakunethezeka khona
Umlilo obuthethe kaMjokwana

Umlilo obuthethe osh'ubuhanguhangu
Oshise izikhotha ezisedlebe

Kwaze kwaye kwasha neziseMabedlana

Inkomo ekhale emthonjaneni

Izizwe zonke ziyizwile ukulila
Izwiwe udunga wase yengweni
Yazwiwa umancengetha wakwaKhali
Okhangele ezansi kwama Dungelo

Izinkomo zawosihayo zamlandela
Uye walandelwa ezakwa Mfongosi
Ezazisengwa lindiki okwakungela kwaMavela

UNgamende odle amabele engakadliwa

UNdabezitha wamaShongololo

Bampheke ngembiza ebipheke amakhosi akwaNtombazi

Bazi ukuthi uShaka akancengwa

Wazilanda izinkomo zazilandwe nguMakhedama ekhaBonina

Izulu elidume enhlakomuzi nasekuqabekeni

Lidume lazithatha izihlangu nezaMaphela kwaduma amahlanjwana
Ezalwa uZwide eMapheleni
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Wadla ungabomi ezalwa uZwide eMapheleni
Wadl’ unkondo kwela kwaZwide eMapheleni
Wadl’ uMdadlathi kwabakaGagca

Wadl’ unoziGceabo kwabakaNtatho

Wadl’ uNKkayitshana kwabaseCocweni

Wadl’ uNKkayitshana kwabaseCocweni

Odade ngankhalo obunye ngankhalo

Odabule emathanjeni

Abantwana bakwaTeya

Ababegodola kwabakaMacingwane lapho engonyameni

Inkonyane ekhwele phezu kwendlu kaNtombazi
Bathi iyahlola kanti sekuyibona abahlolayo
Indlovu ethe ibuka babehlokovukela abakwaLanga
Indlovu ebuyise inhloko yadl’amadoda

Usishaya ndlondlo kaMjokwane

Ubusika nehlobo kwehluleke abakwaNtombazi

AbakwaLanga bathi behlezi phezulu
Banquma ukuba abakwaNyuswa
Kwaku ngalutho nabaNyuswa
Kwakuzingakuva nje!
ZiseManxiweni

Zizinteke-nteke zizidle'amajuba

Inyathi ejame ngomkhonto lapho phezu komzimvubu
AmamPondo ayisabile njengenyoka yehlela

nani boGambushe

nani boFaku

Nize ningamthinthi nomntakaNdaba

Kuyothi kubanimthintile nobe nithinthe ithuna nathinth'uMageba
Usiba gojela ngale Nkandla

Lugojela njalo ludla amadoda namadojeyana

UGasane olwakithi kwaBulawayo

Kade kwasa lugasela imizi yamadoda

Lugasele uPhungashe ezalwa kwa Buthelezi

Lugasele uMacingwane engowa seNgonyameni
Lwagasela uGambushe engowa seMampondweni
Lwagasela uFaku engowa seMampondweni
Yayingasakhali inkomo yakwaNtombazi

Inkomo yayisikhala inthi

Nani bakwaBulawayo uhlanya lusemehlweni lwamadoda

Inyoni kaNdaba ethe isadl’ezinye yaphinde yadl’ezinye
Yath’ isadl’ezinye yabuye yadl’ezinye
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Yath’ isadl’ezinye yabuye yadl'ezinye
Yath’ isadl’ezinye yabuye yadl’ezinye

Hlanga lomhlabathi

Wena wendlovu!

(Translation by Phiwase Dlamini)
You, (born) of the elephant!
You, (born) of the elephant!
Hail to the king!

Dlunga, descendants of Ndaba

Who rises from poor heritage

Like waves that rise above all others

Who overtakes all others because of his intelligence
You are popular posing as you do, son of Menzi
They are trying to defeat you

But nobody calls Shaka’s name in vain

Because Shaka you are a king of Shobani

The women ridiculers of Mgabi

Women ridiculers of Emlovini

Who said Shaka will never rule, will never be king
Yet now they are the ones proven wrong

Fire that caught quickly of Mjokwana
Flames that leapt suddenly

That burnt the overgrowth of Dlebe
And reached Mabedlana

The bull that bellows at Mthonjaneni
All the nations heard that bellow
Dunga heard it from Yengweni
Mancengetha from Khali heard it
Who gazed down at the Dungelo

Then Sihayo’s cattle followed the bellow
Mfongosi’s cattle did the same
Milked by initiate from Mavera

The Ngamende who ate the sorghum before it was ripe

The prince of the Shongololo

Who cooked him in a pot where by the kings of Ntombazi are cooked
Knowing that you Shaka is not coaxed

He collected his cattle of Makhedama of Ekhabonina

The thunder that roared from outside the village at Qabekeni

It roared and smashed the shields of Maphela
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There roared/scattered little leaves

Born from Zwide at Mapheleni

Seized Nqaboni born of Zwide of Mapheleni
Seized Nkondo in Zwide’s land at Mapheleni
Seized Mdadlathi from the Gagca

Seized Lady Zigcabo from the Ntatho

Seized Nkayitshana from Concweni

Seized Nkayitshana from Concweni

Odade ngankhalo obunye ngankhalo
Odabule emathanjeni
Abantwana bakwaTeya

Who were feeling cold of Macingwane there at Engonyameni
The calf that climbed on top of the house of Ntombazi

They said it was an omen and yet they were part of its revelation
The elephant that when it looks, people of langa flee for their lives
The elephant that brought sense to men

The one that defeated the python of Mjokwane

In both winter and summer it felled people of Ntombazi

People of Langa as they sat on top (proudly)

They resolved to call themselves the Nyuswa

It meant nothing to be a Nyuswa

It is people deserving no respect at all

They are like waste left at the ruins

These weaklings who cannot even catch a pigeon

The hippo, poised to fight with a spear there on top of an alligator
They feared the snake slithering down the descent

You too the Gambushe

You too the Faku

Do not provoke the son of Ndaba

Otherwise you lead yourself into the grave

You provoke Mageba

The feather that destroys beyond Nkhandla

It destroys everything, it captures men, useless men
Gasane is one of us in Bulawayo

He has forever been attacking villages of men

He attacked Phungase born of the Buthelezi clan

He attacked Macingwane who is from Engonyameni

He attacked Gambushe who is from Emampondweni (Pondoland)
He attacked Faku who is from Emampondweni

He was bellowing so loud, the bull of Ntombazi

Then the bull bellowed thus:

To you people of Bulawayo the madman is before the men
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The insatiable bird of Ndaba that eats others, and again eats others
While eating others it comes back to eat more
While eating others it comes back to eat more
While eating others it comes back to eat more

The reed of the soil
You of the elephant!

As can be seen, the historical context of mfecane in interpreting this poem
is indispensable, otherwise references to the brutal clubbing of Shaka’s ene-
mies would be rendered incomprehensible, as would the catalogue of rival
players and clans, and phrases like “To you people of Bulawayo the madman
is before the men.” The multiple repetition in reference to “The insatiable
bird of Ndaba that eats others, and again eats others™ is shorter than the one
found in Cope (1968) and contains an ambiguity central to the discussion of
the political/social mediative function of the praise poet. The reference to
his insatiability could not have been said with such bluntness before Shaka
himself, but since this poem is recited before a present-day Malawi Ngoni
audience, themselves victims of Shaka’s ruthlessness, the audience is likely to
interpret the poet’s words as vindicating them: that their ancestors were right
to leave South Africa almost two hundred years ago because Shaka had gone
crazy and become “insatiable” for human blood. Shaka’s bravery, strength,
power, and ruthlessness can, in this depiction, be said to be lauded as well as
indirectly criticized. Since the Ngoni audience’s own identity is partly based
on Shaka’s depiction as an insatiable killer as a plausible justification for their
leaving South Africa that long ago, the past becomes a re-usable capital by
both the performer and the audience, an important function of praise poetry,
a strategic gesture of the bond between the Nguni in the diaspora and those
who were left behind.

Similarly, praises of the Sotho King Mshweshwe display the same charac-
teristic preoccupation with the mfecane. D. C. T. Bereng’s praise poems, for
example, derive their strength not only from the description of Mshweshwe
as the founder of the Sotho nation, but also from a memorialization of the
numerous battles fought, and victories won, by gallant Sotho soldiers fleeing
Shaka’s invaders. As an instrument of history, heroic poetry reveals an inter-
esting correlation between the imaginative function of literature and the use
of narrative in the construction of a collective identity. A study of the mfecane-
related heroic praise poems reveals how the literary tradition substantiates
history, and clarifies the nature of the interplay between the history of mi-
gration and the literary expression. It also reveals the social-historical forces
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that led to the construction of myths from historical realities, and enables us
to examine the basic functions of praise poetry in society (i.e., as a source
of collective identity), the changes in these functions that may have occurred
over time, and the extent to which praise poetry performance is a forum for
the articulation of power politics.

Going farther afield from the immediacy of the South African praise poetry
landscape, the case of the Ngoni of Malawi, Mozambique, Tanzania, and
Zambia offers the best example of how this genre of literary expression can
be adequately organized around the theme of migration, partly because these
groups traveled the longest distance from their original “base” in KwaZulu-
Natalin South Africa to Lake Victoria in East Africa. Because praise poetry is set
within a clearly identifiable time scale and deals with acknowledged historical
events, it is quite feasible to organize it within specific controlling motifs. The
first such organizing motifis the theme of the “diaspora,” which can be defined
by differentiating it from the word “migration,” a word that researchers have
used to describe the migrating Nguni and their heritage. The movement of a
population from one geographical area to another, in this sense, the movement
of the Nguni people out of their original area in KwaZulu-Natal to their various
new locations throughout the subcontinent, can be described as migration.
But migration presumes no continued relationship, physical or abstract, with
the original base. Diaspora, on the other hand, not only refers to the dispersal
of a population from its original base, but also the population’s continued
connection, physical or spiritual, with its “homeland.” This relationship can
also manifest itself in the imaginative expression — art, music, dance, song,
poetry, and other cultural forms — some of which might revolve around the
very theme of the diaspora. Therefore, the use of the term diaspora helps us to
describe and explain the complex series of events and processes of migrations,
but also assists in bringing about a cognitive grasp of what caused the departure
from the original base, and the impact the rupture has had on the people
who participated in it or those with whom the migrating groups came into
contact.

The second organizing motif in Nguni and Sotho heroic praise poetry is
found in the underlying theme of departure, so that there is constant reference
to forced departure, as we find in the Zimbabwe Ndebele and Malawi Ngoni
praise poetry. This theme of departure shows two aspects of migration: the
actual, physical departure from South Africa, and the symbolic departure
from the “homeland.” The actual departure of the Ndebele and Ngoni from
South Africa is depicted in their praise poetry as having been a very traumatic
experience, one that tore them not only from their native soil, but from their
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kith and kin. In “Praises of Lobengula” and “Praises of Zwangendaba,” there
is a description of pillage and destruction of wars, and the language used is
lofty, symbolic of its patriotic appeal. The poet chooses the language designed
to engage the audience in the people’s heroic struggle to defend themselves
against formidable odds posed by Shaka’s armies. Thus the language reflects
not only the Ndebele and Ngoni splendor and ceremony as ruling classes in
the respective communities where they eventually settled, but also the history
of hardships they endured as a consequence of the upheaval caused by the
mfecane.

Thereisanotheraspect of the departure motif, particularly relevant to Ngoni
praise poetry, which comes from their symbolic break with their “homeland”
symbolized by the crossing of the Zambezi River. This event, more than any
other, seems to have had the deepestimpact on the Ngoni creative imagination.
The crossing of the Zambezi has also a religious value in the sense that it
becomes alandmark and a point of transition in Ngoni history and subsequent
social organization. The Ngoni had lived in Zimbabwe for about eight years,
and had no doubt kept abreast of what was happening in their “homeland”
across the Limpopo, particularly in matters relating to their kith and kin.
With the crossing of the “mighty” river, that umbilical cord was being finally
severed, with clear psychological consequences to the individuals. In many
of the praise poems composed by the Ngoni on the crossing of the Zambezi
River, the praise poet, as chronicler of events, picks out the threads that link this
event to other different historical factors, identifying and tracing the threads
outward into the natural and social space within which the event occurred,
and both backward in time to the mfecane in order to determine the “origins”
of the crossing, and forward in time, in order to determine its “impact” and
“influence” on subsequent events. The following poem, describing how the
Malawi Ngoni crossed the Zambezi, reveals how traumatic this event must
have been for them as a final break from their “homeland”:

Siwel” IZembezi sawela ngenthambo
Samwela ngenthambo
Samwela ngenthambo

Mnawo yayoya
Sekwahlw’ emini

Mnawo yayoya
Se kwash’ ubhani

When crossing the Zambezi we crossed with a rope
We crossed it with a rope
We crossed it with a rope
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The sky darkened at day time
The lightning flashed.

The repetition of “We crossed it with a rope” highlights the means by which
such a break was accomplished, and emphasizes the significance of rope in
Ngoni society. Rope is the means by which things are bound together, it is
the means by which people construct bridges that link areas on either side
of a river. But the term “rope,” is ambiguous, for it stands for the means by
which desperate people commit suicide — a means by which a final break is
made! Rope in the poem above is, therefore, symbolic of the new umbilical
connecting all the Ngoni in a new community, and their final break with
the past.

Because the Zambezi River is such an important landmark in the people’s
collective experience, there are many stories among the Ngoni about how they
crossed the mighty river, and this multiplicity is a reflection of the ambiguity of
poetic language — a single word can mean different things to different people
in different situations. Where several versions of the same incident exist, what
the ordinary person says about such an incident becomes crucial to its inter-
pretation. Sometimes separate poems on the same event are composed which
may eventually merge into one, but often one composition may crystallize
into different versions, depending on the performer and situation. Although
it remains an analysis of a specific Ngoni event situated in time and place, the
incident involving the crossing of the Zambezi is a good example of multi-
ple narration in praise poetry. Ngoni chronicles, as alluded to in the poem
above, claim that soon after crossing the Zambezi sudden darkness descended
on them and that the sun disappeared at midday: “The sky darkened at day
time / The lightning flashed.” This reference to the darkening sun has been
attested by the recording of the total eclipse of the sun in November 1835, and
this has helped historiographers date the time of Zwangendaba’s crossing of
the Zambezi — thus raising this incident out of its oral timelessness. Therefore,
the praise poem’s image of the crossing of the Zambezi has been explained
by astronomy, and, in a measure, the historicity of praise poetry has been
vindicated.

Wandering and adventure form the third major motif of the heroic praise
poetry of the Ngoni. The Zwangendaba Ngoni could be said to originate
from their crossing of the Zambezi, and that, from then onward, Ngoni history
(and therefore Ngoni memory) becomes divided into how they refer to the
people they left behind and the people they met, and how these two facts
impacted their culture and way of life. Ngoni language, through heroic praise
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poetry, is called upon to mediate these two dialectically opposed references.
To the Ngoni, the separation from their kind was not just a reminder of the
dangers of their wandering and bitterness of their suffering, but was also a
mark of the resilience of their culture, the survival of their traditions etched
in the folds of the fondness of their imagination. This self-confidence gave
the Ngoni the ability to integrate into, and absorb, other cultures — a point of
loss and gain. Praise poetry thus fulfills an ideological function in the Ngoni
society: it rationalizes Ngoni conquest and legitimizes Ngoni chieftaincy and
the political system of dominance.

The religious beliefs of Africans and the lofty and persuasive nature of their
language and poetry made it more tempting for the Christian missionaries
to appropriate and adapt the praise poetry for their proselytization. Margaret
Read recounts a typical example of the process of appropriation of African
cultural expressions such as praise poetry by European colonizers. She says
when “the party of Europeans...watched the rhythm and dignity of the
dances they were so favorably impressed that they asked the Paramount Chief
to send senior men to teach the songs and dances to the boys in the mission
schools.” After that, she continues, “the songs were used in the churches of
the Scottish mission with different words written for them” (1956: 45). The
points of appropriation of these indigenous cultural expressions were the
sacred places, such as the kraal at the chief’s court, which is the usual site of
Ngoni praise poetry performance. It is important to note here that, in this
appropriation process, the chief’s “senior men” do not have to be converted
to Christianity before their culture can be taken over — the initial aim is not
to convert, but to take over the cultural production and through it establish
domination.

It is not just Europeans and the Christian missions who have learned how
to dominate and control indigenous African people through their cultural
expressions; African leaders themselves also practice a degree of appropria-
tion for their own political capital. With rapid social and political change in
Africa, it was soon recognized that here was an art form not typical of Eurocen-
tric culture, one deeply ingrained in black cultural power. Politicians realize
that the praise poets are a vital feature in the rejuvenation of African traditions,
and systematically use them to re-valorize the precolonial “authentic” cultural
values, and also utilize selected phenomena taken from their traditional cul-
tures to legitimate their power through the orally transmitted recitations of
their various accomplishments. Therefore, in southern Africa praise poetry
continues to function in that contentious space between politics and power.
Many scholars have lamented the “decline” or disappearance of praise poetry
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due to the invasion of modernity in the political sphere, but such a lament is
premature and ignores the capacity of the praise poetry institution to adapt to
new situations. This capacity is based, among other things, on praise-poetry
flexibility in content and form.

The adaptation is also evident in modern literary expression. To give but
a few examples, in Xhosa praise poetry tradition, poets David Yali-Manisi
and S. M. Z. Burns-Ncamashe, following the example of S. E. K. Mghayi in
the 1920s, use praise poetry to foreground issues of desegregated educational
opportunities. In the Zulu tradition, praise poets such as J. C. Dlamini have
found themselves entrapped in sectarian politics that have pitted the African
National Congress (ANC), whose government pays their king and chiefs,
against the forces of Inkatha who want to use the praise-poetry tradition to
rekindle passions of past Zulu glory and claim more regional autonomy. Alfred
Temba Qabula devotes his praise poems not to the eulogy of Xhosa chieftaincy,
but to the trades union movement that is now depicted as the true “protector”
of the workers as the traditional Nguni chiefs were the protectors of their
subjects.

Praise poetry can be studied because of the insights it offers into the topic of
oral heritage that continues to flourish in written literature today as regards the
thematic and stylistic foundations. It would be nearly impossible to study and
comprehend Mazisi Kunene’s Emperor Shaka the Great, for example, without
a full understanding of the structure, functions and meaning of Zulu praise
poetry. In fact, Kunene’s work demonstrates that, in southern Africa at least,
praise poetry is not something of the past, but has a vibrant coexistence with
modern African written literature.
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ISIDORE OKPEWHO

The study of the African epic was born in denial. In the third volume (1940)
of their classic Growth of Literature, H. Munro and N. Kershaw Chadwick,
discussing the “distribution of literary types” across the world, conclude there
is no “narrative poetry .. .at all in Biblical Hebrew or anywhere in Africa.”
Assuming a difference between such poetry and “saga,” by which they mean a
narrative form with an admixture of prose and verse, they conclude the latter
is found in “several African languages” (1940: 706).

In his equally epochal book, Heroic Poetry (1952), C. M. Bowra also has
difficulty in recognizing the existence of epic or “heroic” poetry in Africa.
Adopting an evolutionist approach in his discussion of “the development of
primitive narrative poetry” across nations, he concludes, on the one hand, that,
in cultures like Africa, heroic poetry had not quite graduated from a tradition
of predominantly panegyric forms to one of sustained heroic narratives, and,
on the other, that such narratives of heroic pretensions as might be found on
the continent were centered around figures who achieved their feats more by
magic than by force of sheer physical might. Bowra’s language is particularly
alarming: in discussing pieces of historical panegyric and lament songs from
Uganda and “Abyssinia,” he observes that in spirit they are “close . . . to a heroic
outlook” but that “the intellectual effort required” to advance such texts to the
level of heroic poetry “seems to have been beyond their powers” (1952: 10-11)!

A third notable disclaimer came from Ruth Finnegan. In her groundbreak-
ing book Oral Literature in Africa (1970), she presents the most extensive chal-
lenge to claims made by various ethnographers and researchers before her
of the existence of epic traditions in Africa. To begin with, she follows the
Chadwicks in dismissing these claims on the basis of the form in which the
available texts were presented by editors: they do not really qualify to be
called “epics,” because they have been transcribed mostly in ordinary prose,
with occasional snatches of song. For this reason, according to her, they do not
have the sustained formal characteristic of the established European traditions.
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Secondly, the African texts seem to exist in independent episodes, though ef-
forts have been made by scholars to put these together into coherent wholes
of considerable length; there is little to show that they were ever “conceived
of and narrated as a unity prior to. . . recording (and perhaps elaboration) in
written form.” Finnegan recognizes the presence of certain texts like the (then)
“less celebrated mvet literature” in areas like Gabon and southern Cameroon, a
tradition of musical performances that “seem to include some historical poetry
not unlike epic.” She is also aware of “the many Arabic-influenced historical
narratives in the northerly areas of the continent and the East Coast.” But
she remains convinced that the evidence is not conclusive enough, and more
work needs to be done, to establish the claims for “epic”; until then, she says,
“epic seems to be of remarkably little significance in African oral literature”
(108-T10).

The fact is, by 1970 when Finnegan published these views, there already
existed enough texts of “epic” qualities to excite the curiosity, not dampen the
interest, of a discerning mind like hers. For instance, by 1949 P. Boelaert had
published the “Nsong’a Lianja: I'épopée nationale des Nkundo,” and before he
published The Mwindo Epic from the Banyanga in 1969, Daniel P. Biebuyck had
drawn attention, in journal articles, to epic traditions of various Congolese
peoples. In 1963, the Nigerian poet-dramatist J. P. Clark[-Bekederemo] gave
notice in an article entitled “The Azudu Saga” of the text of an Jjo tradition
he had collected from a stupendous performance lasting seven days; he was
later to publish the text in a massive volume of face-to-face Jjo and English
translation under the title The Ozidi Saga: Collected and Translated from the Oral
Ijo Version of Okabou Ojobolo (1991 [1977]). There was also the extensive text
of Fang epic published by Stanislaus Awona as “La Guerre d’Akoma Mba
contre Abo Mama” (1965-66). Admittedly, some of these texts were presented
in prose-verse form, entirely the choice of the editors; but closer examination
of them could have made their generic claims easier to concede.

Further into western Africa, Amadou Hampaté B4 and Lilyan Kesteloot
had published texts of Bambara (1966b) and Fulani (1968) heroic narratives,
giving due notice of long-established traditions of the epic in the vast Sahelian
region. Although the verse forms of these texts seem to have been subject to
some ordering by the editors, they nevertheless reflect the prosodic influence
of the musical format in which these Sahelian traditions have traditionally
been performed. No doubt also, they give an early indication of the form
in which versions of the Sunjata story — first brought to our attention by
Ibn Khaldun in the fourteenth century and in the early twentieth by Léo
Frobénius, but raised to the status of a classic in Djibril Niane’s Soundjata, ou
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Uépopée mandingue (1960) — was traditionally performed by bards in the region.
Shortly after Finnegan’s disclaimer, from the 1970s, there appeared a spate of
epics from West Africa confirming the vibrancy of the tradition. Besides other
versions of the Sunjata story, the best of which was recorded from the Gambia
by Gordon Innes (1974), there were others like the hunters’ epic from Mali,
Kambili (1974), recorded by Charles Bird and colleagues, and more Bambara
texts recorded by Ba and Kesteloot (1966b). Texts of epic traditions from other
regions of Africa, north and south of the Sahara, have also been published.*
With so much that had come to light, the claim by European scholars
that the epic did not exist in Africa was obviously due for a re-examination.
A survey of known traditions had, in fact, been published by Jan Knappert
in an article titled “The Epic in Africa” (1967); although she was aware of it,
Finnegan chose to subsume it in her general view that existing claims were
not conclusive evidence of the existence of the genre. However, the first real
challenge to Finnegan’s position came in my article titled “Does the Epic
Exist in Africa?: Some Formal Considerations” (1977), which, while directing
attention to issues of the physical form in which texts of African epic were
presented, suggests larger formal and cultural questions about the tradition as
a whole. These issues, addressed from the perspective of a literary scholar, are
more fully addressed in my full-length study, The Epic in Africa: Toward a Poetics
of the Oral Performance (1979). In 1978 anthropologist Daniel Biebuyck published
a more extensive survey of published epic traditions (1978b). In 1980 John W.
Johnson, a folklorist, published another response to Finnegan, “Yes, Virginia,
There is an Epic in Africa.” By the 1980s, the subject of the African epic had
earned a solid niche in investigations and teaching of African literature.”
What is the nature of this African epic? In The Epic in Africa, I offer the
following definition of the genre: “An oral epic is fundamentally a tale about
the fantastic deeds of a person or persons endowed with something more
than human might and operating in something more than the normal human
context and it is of significance in portraying some stage of the cultural or
political development of a people. It is usually narrated or performed to the
background of music by an unlettered singer working alone or with some
assistance from a group of accompanists” (1979: 34). The crucial ingredients of
what has come to be known as “epic” are clearly outlined in this definition: the
extraordinariness of the events; of the characters engaged in them; of the scale
or circumstances in which the events are waged; and the historical, cultural,
and political import of the events to the people who tell or own the tales about
these events. The second sentence of the definition gives some recognition to
the very act of performance of the epic. This recognition is quite significant,
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because in the final analysis it suggests that, whatever the known facts of a tale
might be, the results of any presentation of them will depend to a greater or
lesser degree on the competence of the storyteller and the situation enabling
the presentation. Let us see how the available texts of the African epic support
the definition of the genre presented above.

We begin with the characters who perform the actions described in the tales,
who are, in significant ways, hardly the kinds of people we meet in our daily
lives. First, many of them come from privileged (royal) families and simply
continue the line of rulership from which they come; others may not exactly
be born into so much privilege, but in the end they rise to the position of
leadership that rewards their achievements. Whatever the case may be, there
is often something out of the ordinary in their birth, development, and overall
career. A few examples will do.

In the tradition of tales relating to Sunjata,® he is said to be the son of a
Mande king, Nare Makhang Konate, and a woman of Do who has the mystical
powers of a buffalo; thus, from his mother, Sunjata will be blessed with some
mystical powers that put him above the human rank and file. Unlike normal
children born after nine months, Sunjata stays in his mother’s womb for many
years. He is finally born at about the same time as the king’s first wife delivers
her own son; news of the latter is announced to the king first, thus robbing
Sunjata, who according to the king’s fortune tellers will inherit the kingship
after his father, of the right of succession. According to one version, the child
is so angry that he decides to crawl on all fours for many more years. He is
finally forced to rise when his mother, who has appealed to the king’s first wife
to lend her baobab seasoning for her stew;, is insulted with the condition of her
crippled son. Crushing huge rods of iron fashioned by smiths to help him to his
feet, Sunjata simply leans on a stick brought to him by his mother, walks over
to the massive baobab tree, uproots it, and replants it in his mother’s backyard
so she may have all the seasoning she will ever want. By this time, Sunjata’s
father has died and been succeeded by the rival son. Sunjata’s mother, seeing
there will only be trouble between the two branches of the family should she
and her children (including Sunjata’s sisters) remain, decides to take them with
her into exile.

The Mande kingdom is soon annexed by Sumanguru, powerful king of the
Susu kingdom who has been overrunning several kingdoms in the region; so
finding a place of exile is not easy for Sunjata and his family. But they finally
settle in the kingdom of Mema, where Sunjata is able to put his mystical as
well as physical powers to the proof, earning himself honors from the host
king for his extraordinary feats in hunting and war. His mother finally dies
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in Mema and, after initial difficulties with his host in procuring a burial plot,
Sunjata at last lays her to rest and prepares to answer the call of his people to
come over and recover the Mande kingdom from the hands of Sumanguru.
The war between the two men turns out not to be easy, because they are both
armed with mystical powers, involving disappearing acts at certain stages of
the conflict.* Sunjata is finally able to overcome Sumanguru because one of his
sisters, finding her way into Sumanguru’s camp and feigning a love affair with
him, is able to gather from him the secret of his magical powers: the spur of a
white cock, mixed with gold and silver dust and attached to a weapon. With
this, Sunjata is able to destroy Sumanguru and return as king of the Mande.
From here, he and his generals move on to other conquests that unite the
surrounding regions into what ultimately amounts to a far-reaching empire.

The extraordinariness of the events narrated above may seem tame, but
that may be due to the constraints imposed on the narrative imagination
partly by the sparse Sahelian ecology and partly by the restraining influence
of Islam. The epics from the luxuriant and largely “pagan” communities in the
tropical rain forests are, on the contrary, far more stupendous in scale. In The
Ozidi Saga from the Ijo of the Niger Delta (Nigeria), the hero (Ozidi Junior) is
born after his father (Ozidi Senior) has been killed by rival war generals in his
community, and is reared by his grandmother, the powerful sorceress Oreame,
with extraordinary magical powers. Thus, even as a little child, he is already
beating children much bigger than himself, scaring off a leopard in the jungle,
cutting down and lifting a massive tree to his mother’s doorstep when she
complains she has no wood to cook with, and performing other extraordinary
feats. It is also Oreame who procures for him, through the services of a forest
wizard and a smith conjured from the earth, the tools with which he is to fight
the battles of his career: a potion compounded from forest fauna and herbs
and hurled into his stomach, and a seven-pointed sword that hurtles out of
his stomach and into his grip as the combined screams of the ingested fauna
summon the killing rage within him.

Oreame has fortified Ozidi with these overpowering resources because she
can see the boy faces equally daunting dangers from a community that is deter-
mined to wipe out whoever in his family is likely to inherit the paramountcy
earlier held by his father. True enough, as soon as word of the young hero
gets around, he is challenged by a whole string of opponents: not only the
men who killed his father but even nonhuman figures of monstrous physical
features — one has seven heads, another has twenty limbs, another walks on
his head, another is a half-man head to foot, another has an egregious scro-
tum, and so on — who are determined to nip the young pretender in the bud.
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In these interminable contests, waged both inside and outside environments
known to man,” we can clearly see that it is Oreame who engineers the hero’s
triumphs, a token perhaps of the mystical role of the female in the traditionally
matrilineal [jo society. But it is equally clear that here magic and the supernat-
ural serve basically to ritualize the extraordinary potential and estimation of
the heroic personality. Ozidi destroys every one of his opponents, including
the “Smallpox King” who in the tradition symbolizes the cleansing rite that
terminates a career of blood, and lays down his conquering sword presumably
in readiness to assume his hard-earned paramountcy over his people.

Among the Fang of Gabon, southern Cameroon, and Equatorial Guinea
there is a cluster of mvet epic traditions. Of these, the best known and in some
ways central figure is the hero Akoma Mba, who is conceived of incestuous
relations between a brother and sister and born after staying in his mother’s
womb for one hundred fifty years.® A rather interesting tale in this cluster
concerns a long drawn-out war in which the human community of Oku,
under its leader Zong Midzi, is determined to steal from the community of
Engong, led by Abo Mama, the resource of immortality possessed by them.
Zong Midzi launches the war under the pretext that a certain Angone Endong
of Engong does not let him breathe freely. The conflict between Zong Midzi
and Angone Endong soon becomes complicated with the entry of a woman
into their relations: the beautiful and much sought after Nkudang commands
the attention of Angone, yet is obsessed with love for Zong whom she has
not even met. Along the way a young man, Nsure Afane, wins the favor of
Nkudang and comes between her and Zong; in an ensuing encounter, Zong
kills Nkudang andlater engages Nsure in a fierce battle. Nsure wins the support
of Engong warriors, who are equipped to fly on iron wings and have almost
captured Zong, when the latter suddenly disappears under the earth where
his ancestors equip him with magic weapons. Though he is captured by the
Engong, he is still able to make his escape back to his ancestors, who this time
try to make him immortal like the Engong.

Akoma Mba uses magic to see these events from a distance, and is able to
prevail on the ancestors to halt their transformation of Zong. As a compro-
mise, the ancestors equip Zong with a magic gun whose bullets trail their
target wherever it goes. But the Engong warriors neutralize this by latching a
magnetic shield to Zong’s back and firing a shot that propels him all the way
to the privy council of their land, where he is stripped of his charms by Akoma
Mba and killed.”

Our final example is the Congolese Mwindo Epic, recorded by Daniel
Biebuyck and his assistant Kahombo Mateene. Briefly, Shemwindo, king of
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Tubondo, is anxious that none of his wives bear a male child to succeed him.
But one, named Mwindo, is finally born to the king’s favorite wife. A mysteri-
ous child who chooses (after various escapades in his mother’s womb) to come
out not through the womb but the middle finger, he is born equipped with
a magic conga-scepter and shoulder bag, has the gift of premonition, and can
already walk and talk. His father tries to kill him by (among other devices) hav-
ing him locked up in a drum. When Mwindo will not die, his father flees into
the underworld, with Mwindo in pursuit. Aided by the lightning god Nkuba,
husband of his aunt Iyangura, and his magic scepter, Mwindo executes many
Herculean tasks set him by supernatural beings, finally capturing his father
and returning him to Tubondo. The quarrel between them is settled by having
the kingdom divided into two between them.

But Mwindo’s problems are hardly over. While they are out hunting, his
subject Pygmies are swallowed up by a forest dragon, Kirimu. Armed with his
conga-scepter, Mwindo kills the dragon and frees his pygmies. Unfortunately,
thatrouses the anger ofhis erstwhile ally Nkuba, god of lightning who is patron
also of the dragon. Mwindo is consequently translated to heaven, where he
is severely chastised during a one-year sojourn, but finally restored as king of
Tubondo.

The above is a very small sampling of the vast number of heroic narrative
traditions that have been brought to light since serious collection and study of
them began in the first half of the twentieth century. Although Europeans were
the first to show interest in this enterprise, the zeal with which indigenous
African scholars have lately gone into the field does say something about the
significance of the texts as an index of national identity. There has, of course,
been a great deal of controversy as to how seriously tales with such fantastical
content should be taken in the reconstruction of a people’s past history or their
social and cultural traditions. But there has been no lack of painstaking effort
by social scientists wading through the dense imagery of the texts for such
purposes. Nationalist ideology has, at any rate, embraced the tales either as
evidence of past glory or as charter of present conduct, or both. For instance,
the story of Sunjata has been shown to be an account not only of the greatness
of a Mandinka warrior-king of the thirteenth century but of his role in the
dispersal of branches of the ethnic family especially west of their original
homeland. Today, oral artists who narrate the story of Sunjata trace the roots
of several Mandinka legacies to the days of Sunjata, and the Mali nation has
enshrined the spirit of the hero in its consciousness in many ways, not least
by adopting praises of the hero for its national anthem.® The Ozidi story
among the [jo does not lend itself to anything like dependable dating. But an
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examination of its mythic images and nomenclature does indicate marks of
the stresses between some elements of the Ijo ethnic stock and the powerful
kingdom of Benin, in the days when the kingdom was building itself up as an
imperial force in the region. The epics from other tropical forest cultures, like
the Fang and the Nyanga, are no more helpful as evidence of datable history.
But the wars and conflicts they narrate evidently suggest the dynamics of
fragmentation of politically uncentralized groups across the region.

Whatever difficulties these epic texts may pose, however, they contain large
amounts of cultural data that link the past to the present and bear witness
to the significance of the traditions to societies that have continued to keep
them alive. Something of this significance may be seen in the very practice of
performance of the epics. There may be no special terms for these epics in
many African societies; despite claims that have been made about the terms
jali and griot —used for the performers of these epic tales among the Mandinka
of West Africa — there are often no special titles for the narrators either. But
they appear to occupy a special place in the estimation both of themselves
and of their fellow citizens. Each one of them is blessed with an innate skill
in the oral arts, which is then augmented by training, formal or informal,
in many cases lasting many years. The uniqueness of their position may be
underlined either by the circumstances and processes of their preparation, by
the objects they wield to identify them with the personalities they celebrate in
their texts, or by the roles assigned them in the society. For instance, as part of
his preparation the bard may be attached to a cult devoted to the worship of
the spirit connected with the epic, as bards of the Mwindo Epic are to the cult
of the god Karisi.? The mvet performer among the Fang is given certain magic
objects designed to stimulate his imagination and to guide his performance
successfully. In the course of the performance the bard may also hold certain
objects peculiar to the hero he celebrates: thus the narrator of the Ozidi story
often holds a sword (the hero’s main weapon) in one hand and in the other
a fan (wielded by the sorceress Oreame); the Mwindo bard holds in one hand
a scepter representing the hero’s conga-scepter. In terms of social position,
the griots of the Sunjata tradition come from a caste recognized solely for
their proprietorship of the oral arts, which in the past gave them the special
privilege, as guardians of the wisdom of the past, of advising the rulers of their
people. But even in the noncasted societies there was always some reverence
shown for those who had the skill for weaving the traditional lore into words
of uncommon impact and appeal.

The circumstances in which these narrators tell their tales are not exactly
uniform. Some may be so accomplished in the craft that they both tell the tales
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and play the musical instruments that accompany them. More often, the main
performer is accompanied by at least one apprentice who does any number of
services: playing the accompanying instrument (for example, a stringed harp
or wooden percussion), singing choral refrains, aiding the master’s memory by
whispering the odd forgotten detail, or generally encouraging the expansion
or curtailment of episodes depending on the interests of the audience. There
is, indeed, no doubt about the centrality of an audience to the processes
and success of a performance. For instance, in a performance of one of the
Sunjata versions recorded by Gordon Innes in the Gambia, considerable space
is devoted to celebrating certain families that trace their descent from one of
Sunjata’s major generals, Tira Makhang, who was responsible for spreading
the Mandinka empire to this region; the effort was suggested by the narrator’s
accompanist, who must have seen that a large proportion of the audience
would be cheered to hear the names of their families mentioned in this roll
call of honor. In other instances, the performance may be so rousing that
members of the audience are inspired to ask occasional questions of the bard,
provide random comments and reactions to details of his performance, even
assume roles to lend dramatic effectiveness to certain episodes: such was
the atmosphere in the performance of The Ozidi Saga that has made it an
outstanding classic of the African heroic epic. Performed in a town far away
from its [jo homeland, it brought so much patriotic pride to the Ijo members
in the audience that they aided the narrator and his accompanists in realizing
the full theatrical impact of the story.

To give a good account of himself as a performer, the narrator depends not
only on his music but, in some cases, on movements made with appropriate
parts of his body to dramatize certain situations, to indicate the nature of
an object or event, or to mimic the peculiarities of objects or characters in
the tale. If the audience is drawn to laugh at these things, he has made his
point! The epic being a tale of considerable scope, and the audience right
before him, the narrator is also invariably forced into a performative mold
that enables him to sustain material of such a scope. For instance, he utilizes
a structure of repetitions for narrating details and episodes that have such a
close resemblance to one another that he does not need to think up new words
to describe them whenever they occur. From their researches into traditions
of epic storytelling by Homer and Slavic guslari in former Yugoslavia, Milman
Parry and Albert Lord have, in their publications, used the terms formula (for a
limited unit of description, for example, a phrase) and theme (for a larger unit,
for example, a scene or event) for these functional repetitions. These devices
are also present in quite a few epic traditions in Africa.
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Take the theme. In the Fang story of the conflict between Akoma Mba and
Awo Mama recorded by Stanislas Awona (1965-66), each time a character has
to make a quick dash on an errand or in flight, we are told he

dashed like the branch of a broken tree,
Like a young antelope in furious flight,
Like a bird that takes off without bidding the branch goodbye
(lines 5961 = 190—92 = 364—66 = 52628, etc.)

In the hunters epic Kambili recorded by Charles Bird and colleagues in Mali,
various characters executed by Samory Toure are said to have had their heads
“cut off by the neck,” while their “shoulders became inseparable friends”
(lines 39799 = 435—57 = 50507, etc.). Although the Chadwicks and Finnegan
do not think that stories transcribed in “prose” qualify to be called epics,
repetitive units of description abound in Mwindo and Ozidi. In the former,
when a magical weapon (scepter or belt) is sent to punish the embattled
Mwindo, he is brutalized in very much the same way each time: his mouth is
crushed to the ground (or tree); he is breathless; and his urine and excrement
are forced out of him, with no one around to help him clean up (for example,
Pp- 99, 100, 102). But it is in Ozidi that we find that tales of epic combat are
constructed basically on a repeated sequence of moves. The confrontation
between the hero Ozidi and an opponent usually begins with the opponent
threatening to put an end to the career of the upstart hero, who is soon drawn
into the opponent’s presence; although Ozidi’s powers initially destabilize the
opponent, the early stages of the fighting go in favor of the latter, forcing the
witch Oreame to scour the environment for herbal and other kinds of antidote
to the opponent’s powers. The fighting eventually turns in Ozidi’s favor, and
when the moment for disposing of the enemy comes, all those animals used
in concocting Ozidi’s charms erupt in a tumultuous howl; the conquering
sword hurtles out of Ozidi’s mouth, the “slaughter song” resounds, and off
goes the opponent’s head, which is right away dumped into the hero’s shrine.
His strength now augmented by the enemy’s appropriated powers, Ozidi is
driven by so much killing urge that he levels the vegetation in his homestead;
his idiot uncle Temugedege, who has been cowering in the nearby bush, is so
frightened that he pleads that the community put an end to the mad youth so
the old man can live in peace.

Whatever the pragmatic value of this repetitive design in epic narratives, it
nonetheless bears witness to the rhythmic basis of their composition: in other
words, there is a certain lyrical impetus driving the sequence of narrative
episodes. The tale is in essence a narrative song — Lord has called such a
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storyteller a “singer of tales” — and discerning members of the audience are
often touched emotionally upon recognizing how skillfully a familiar move
has been adjusted to fit a new episode in the development of the tale’s plot.
Narrators of epic tales are generally subject to such formal organization of
their material, but the skill of each will depend essentially on how well he
balances the imperative of form with the appeal of the various textual (affective
diction) and paratextual (music and body movement) devices that constitute
his performance.

Considering that physical form has been a major factor in the generic as-
sessment of these African traditions, let us now examine to what extent some
of the editions have done justice to the epic as an artistic vehicle of a people’s
cultural record. The documentation of African epics has been carried on by
essentially three schools of endeavor — history, anthropology (including lin-
guistics and folklore), and literature — and so far the record has been a little
uneven. Niane’s edition of the Sunjata story may be seen as representative of
the historical interest and especially rooted in the preoccupations of the time.
As a scholar, Niane was influenced by the ideology of Negritude that was
embraced by the creative writers of his generation, in effect using his work on
Sunjata as an opportunity to justify the historical achievement of an African
people. The text he collected from his Guinean narrator, Djeli Mamoudou
Kouyate, was not only hand-copied but reconciled with other sources.
Although it bears many of the characteristic marks of the heroic narrative
tradition and is no less valuable to us in assessing the heroism of Sunjata,
we rather suspect that the bard’s frequent emphasis on his role as “historian”
is largely a product of Niane’s editorial control. And although Niane has suc-
ceeded in recovering some of the atmosphere of the recording event, the resul-
tant text reveals itself more as a historical novel than as a transcript of an oral
performance, thanks to the anxiety of the historian Niane to present a coherent
narrative.

A parallel weakness may be seen in the anthropologist Biebuyck’s edition of
the Mwindo story. Like Niane, he and his assistants hand-copied all the versions
of the epic so far presented. Again, while these versions have provided valuable
material for understanding the nature of the African epic, the “prose” form in
which they have been transcribed hardly does justice to what was evidently a
rousing musical event. There is evidence enough of the context of the narrative
event — especially in the bard’s comments on the dancing and other exertions
of himself and his accompanists — and the occasional songs no doubt represent
authentic musical interludes in the performance. But more energy seems
to have been invested by the editors in achieving a coherent narrative that
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highlighted the functional relation of text to culture than in providing a text
truly representative of the physical results of the performance. The least of
Biebuyck’s achievement, however, is in the English translation of his texts
which, as I have demonstrated in my essay “The Anthropologist Looks at
the Epic” (1980), have often sacrificed the esthetic merits of the artist to the
functionalist project of the anthropologist.

Like Niane and Biebuyck before him, the Nigerian poet-playwright John
Pepper Clark-Bekederemo has presented his edition of the Jjo epic of Ozidi
in the “straight prose” (as he tells us in his introduction) in which he believes
the story was told. But his results are rather different. It must be granted that,
here and there in his translation, he has taken undue poetic liberties with the
indigenous Ijo text in order to render the frequent [jo ideophones into what he
considers to be English of corresponding appeal. He has not —as  argue in my
introduction to the 1991 edition of the work and as the (Jjo) linguist Teilanyo
has more exhaustively demonstrated (2001) — been quite so successful in that
effort. But The Ozidi Saga has emerged as the most convincing record of an
African epic narrative performance so far published. Despite the prose form of
the work, we do not miss the sheer musical infrastructure as well as accompa-
niment to the event. And it is to the credit of Clark-Bekederemo the dramatist
that the full effect of the dialogue of emotions between the performing team
on the one hand and a fully responsive audience on the otheris conveyed. In his
introduction Clark-Bekederemo recognizes the performance he recorded as
more a multifaceted theater, an “opera — especially the Wagnerian type,” than
literature as conventionally understood. The result is a text in which we hardly
miss anything that happened at the scene of the performance: from the nar-
rator’s self-conscious comments on his daunting task (the performance lasted
seven days, as demanded by tradition) and the menace of the tape-recorder; to
the call by the hostess Madam Yabuku for more songs from the performers;
to the often motivating but sometimes disorienting interventions of [jo mem-
bers ofthe audience, especially challenging the narrator’s preference of English
loan words over indigenous Ijo forms for various items.

In a seminal paper he published in 1977 on the business of transcribing the
texts of oral performance, Dennis Tedlock has argued that “prose (as we now
understand it) has no existence outside the printed page” and that “spoken
narratives are better understood as ‘dramatic poetry” than as the analogue of
our written prose fiction” (1977: 513; see also Tedlock 1983). It is true that verse
has more frequently been used in transcribing the texts of heroic narratives
collected in recent times, thanks perhaps to the growing recognition of the mu-
sical texture and contexture of the performances. But there are still rather few
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transcriptions that bear signs of the “dialogic” interaction (to invoke Tedlock
1977 once again) between the various persons present at the scene. Although
the concept epic as denoting “large scope” has become fairly accepted in our
understanding of the genre, somehow transcriptions of epic narrative perfor-
mances remain constrained by the old etymology of epos as “word”; hence
editors are narrowly concerned with the bare text of the story told by the
narrator (often only the main narrator), leaving contributions made by other
persons present — members of the audience making contributory comments,
even the narrator’s accompanist(s) offering helpful asides — totally out of the
picture. Admittedly, in performances recorded especially by non-native inves-
tigators the atmosphere might be rather subdued, largely out of deference
to the presumed seriousness of the recording process. But we really should
do more to put the performers at their accustomed ease, and recognize that
within the collectivist ethos in which epics are traditionally narrated, the epos
is as much the total verbal input of everyone gathered to recreate the cher-
ished cultural legacy of the community as the specialized reflections of the
spotlighted performer.

It is no doubt fitting that the continuity of Africa’s traditions is guaranteed
not only by oral performance and improved methods of transcription and
translation but especially by their incorporation into modern-day artistic cre-
ativity. Although Niane’s edition of the Sunjata epic was an effort to inscribe
the oral traditions into the historiography of the Mande, he has in fact ren-
dered the story in the form of a historical novel, under the inspiration of the
ideology of Negritude. A more conscious literary reconstruction of the story
may be seen, however, in Camara Laye’s Le maitre de la parole (1978, trans. as
Guardian of the Word, 1980). Other literary exploitations of this tradition have
been reported by various scholars (e.g., Diawara 1992 and McGuire 1999).
J. P. Clark [-Bekederemo] indeed made a play (1996) out of the Ozidi
story before he finally published the Ijo and English versions of the perfor-
mance he had collected on tape in 1963. The traditions relating to the Zulu
leader Shaka have long been the source of creative reconstructions by var-
ious nationalist writers on the continent. Of special interest are Senghor’s
poetic drama on the subject (1964) and Oswald Mtshali’s tautly drawn heroic
portrait of the leader in the poem “The Birth of Shaka™ (Sounds of a Cowhide
Drum, 1971). In his long poetic statement, Ogun Abibiman (1976), celebrating
Samora Machel’s declaration of a state of war against Ian Smith’s Rhodesia,
Wole Soyinka presents the Shaka of history and the (Yoruba god) Ogun of
myth as poised to lead a united African challenge to white supremacist rule
in the continent. Finally, in the area of music technology, Robert Newton
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has reported (1997, 1999) the growth of a vast industry of audiocassette and
compact-disc recordings of epic and other oral traditions in the Mande.

*

As scholars, we need to free ourselves from narrow-minded attitudes that
have marked much of the scholarship on this subject. One of these involves
the investigative or discursive strategy to be adopted in our study. Ever since my
publications—especially The Epicin Africa—contesting claims by earlier scholars
that the epic did not exist in Africa, a few protests have been raised against my
comparative approach whereby I sought to demonstrate that, despite obvious
cultural differences, there were epics in Africa existing on essentially the same
principles as the well-known Indo-European classics, and that indeed certain
performance qualities discernible in the African epics would help us better
understand tendencies in some texts like Homer’s that have been subject to
some misapprehension. It seems to have been forgotten that the word epicis not
even an African word; if we all use it in describing these magnificent heroic tales
we find on the continent, we already adopt a comparatist mindset whatever
the level of our discussion. In other words, the study of the African epic is of
necessity a comparatist enterprise. Those who resist this imperative either do not
really understand the Indo-European traditions they so eagerly separate from
the African, or are not willing to do the demanding work entailed by this field
of study. To insist that the African epic should be studied only on its own terms
is to promote a narrow-minded ethnocentrism of dubious merit and intent.

More seriously, however, the study of the epic in Africa seems today to be
going round in circles, and has not begun to address issues of contemporary
African life in which such a study is inevitably imbricated. Very few of us in-
volved in celebrating the great epic traditions of Africa have reflected deeply
enough on the political ramifications of the texts, especially their status as char-
ters for certain power configurations both within and beyond the geographic
zones within which they are traditionally set. Nor have we examined seriously
enough the processes by which the heroes we admire acquire their authority
or the mechanics of empowerment their careers may seem to legitimize: who
gets to be favored, and who rejected; how just are the considerations on which
these decisions are based; and what legacies of social engineering have such
political acts bequeathed to the communities that uphold these iconic figures
as their culture heroes?

Let us examine a few details from the Sunjata story, no doubt the most
celebrated of the traditions of the African epic. Most of the known versions
state that Sunjata’s mother Sogolon, the Buffalo Woman from the royal house
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of Du, is given to two itinerant hunter brothers of the Taraware clan as a reward
for subduing her and terminating her ravages in a kingdom that has denied
her her rights. But then the story makes them surrender the woman to Nare
(Fa-)Maghan Konate (or Keita), for whom the woman has been destined to
bear a son who will rule over the Manding nation after his father. In his rather
insightful discussion of “The Buffalo Woman Tale” (1990), Stephen Bulman
tells us the woman becomes Nare Konate’s wife so that Sunjata will be shown
to have descended from royalty on both his father’s and his mother’s side. But
what does this say of the Tarawares? Bulman suggests that “the epic” presents
them as mere itinerant hunters “with no overt royal connections.” But this is
not the picture we get from Bamba Suso, one of the bards in the Innes edition
of Sunjata versions (1974), nor from Fa-Digi Sisoko in the Johnson edition
(1986), both of whom present the Taraware clan as nobility. So what, beyond
the myth of manifest destiny, justifies the surrender of that prize to a king
about whose personal merits the tradition is largely silent?

Political alliance, perhaps? This may well be so, for later on in the Sunjata
story we find the embattled hero putting the highest premium on Tira
Makhang, a prince of the Taraware clan, as his most dependable ally in the war
against Sumanguru. So where does that leave Faa Koli, an outstanding warrior
of the smith caste whose defection from Sumanguru’s side is no mean factor
in the weakening of the Susu resistance? Faa Koli, of course, protests the prej-
udice, as do the other allies. Having defeated Sumanguru, Sunjata plans other
wars, the best known being his attack of the Jolof king for ridiculing Sunjata’s
request for horses. In Johnson’s edition, both Faa Koli and Tira Makhang vie
for the honor of leading the campaign against the Jolof; again Tira Makhang
is favored over Faa Koli, and for the rest of the Sunjata legend little is heard
about Faa Koli. One isleft to wonder whether Faa Koli’s status as a “smith” cost
him the estimation of his upper-caste leader. The logic of political decisions
in these traditions leaves one wondering about the fate of the social structure.

Sometimes these decisions are so arbitrary, so capricious, as to be entirely
indefensible. For instance, in Niane’s edition of the story, Fran Kamara, king
of Mema, first makes the exiled prince Sunjata his viceroy, then names him
successor to the throne if Sunjata would decide to remain in Mema rather than
press plans to return to Manding. Kamara’s advisers endorse the offer, clearly
because it has been announced as a royal fiat that may not be gainsaid, and we
of course wonder on what moral or constitutional ground a king would award
succession to his throne not to a qualified native (his son, perhaps) but to a
total outsider, however well endowed. Then there are those panegyric epithets,
recited by Banna Kanute in Innes’s edition of the story, to the effect that as a
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result of Sunjata’s frequent war-mongering, his people revolted against him,
whereupon

He waged war against Manding nineteen times,
He rebuilt Manding nineteen times.
(Innes 1974: 237, lines 2062—63)

The great hero and king, making war on his own people just to safeguard his
paramountcy?

These are not idle questions. Even if we allow that there is no more than
a mythic or symbolic import to many details in these traditions, we are at
any rate justified in questioning the logic of the powers claimed by our epic
heroes and the fate of communities that find themselves at the receiving end
of their whims. We are justified because, in the post-independence record of
indigenous African governance of nearly every African nation, we find the
same capriciousness in our real-life leaders that we find in the legendary ones,
and wonder by what unkind fate the lines between myth and reality so easily
blur in Africa. The problems we all face, whether we are scholars reflecting
on epic texts in the comfort of our study or peasants on whom the cost of our
leaders” whims rests far less easily, are too real for us to pretend the epics we
celebrate have no bearing on our present condition. This does not mean we
should stop collecting epics. It only means that, in studying them whether as
literary or cultural legacies, we also ask questions that might help our people
address problems of today created by the fault-lines of history. The fault may
lie with outsiders who imposed certain systems and outlooks on us. But it may
also lie with ourselves."

Notes

1. Sunjata seems to account for the largest amount of documentation so far: see
Bulman 1997. Of North African epics, examples may be found in Reynolds 1995
and Slyomovics 1988.

2. There have been various regional and continent-wide discussions and surveys
of African epic traditions by various scholars, such as Amadou Hampaté B4
and Lilyan Kesteloot (1966a, 1966b, 1968), Robert Cornevin (1966), Christiane
Seydou (1982), and Stephen Belcher (1999). Anthologies also existin translation,
such as those edited by Kesteloot and Dieng in French (1997) and by John W.
Johnson, Thomas Hale, and Stephen Belcher in English (1997).

3. Several versions of this name exist in various regions where his story is told:
Soundjata, Son-Jara, Mari Jata, etc. We shall restrict ourselves to “Sunjata” in
this essay.

4. InDjibril Niane’s version, Sunjata and Sumanguru are said to be taunting each
other, before the start of hostilities between them, through their personal owls!
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5. One of Ozidi’s opponents, Ofe, disappears in the earth for a good while before

reappearing to continue the fight with Ozidi.

6. Muvet is the name for both heroic tale and the accompanying stringed instru-
ment. The story of the birth, heroic development, and career of Akoma Mba
appears in Awona 1965.

. This account, in Fang and French translation, is contained in Pepper 1972.

8. The continuity of the tradition is also guaranteed by a ceremony, held once
every seven years in the town of Kangaba, Mali, in which a House of Speech
(kama blon) is re-roofed and the story of Sunjata narrated by bards from the
Diabate family of Kela, who are said to possess the story’s official version.
An account of this ceremony is contained in a lengthy article by Germaine
Dieterlen, “Mythe et organisation sociale” (1955, 1959).

9. Divine inspiration has also been claimed by narrators of both the Mwindo
and Ozidi traditions of the epic: see Biebuyck and Mateene, eds. (1969), The
Mwindo Epic: 12, 14 and Clark (1963): 9.

10. See Okpewho 1998b for a discussion of these ethical issues.

N
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7
The oral tradition in the African diaspora

MAUREEN WARNER-LEWIS

Orality is the exercise of human verbal communication. Orality transmutes
into orature, oracy, or oral literature when either unconsciously or deliber-
ately couched in esthetic forms rather than when deployed in perfunctory
manner or primarily for content transmission. Chirograph-centered analysts
such as Walter Ong (1982: 11-14) consider the term “oral literature” an oxy-
moron. However, if the concept of “literature” is not indivisibly tied to lan-
guage inscription, and its esthetic function foregrounded, then it equates with
“verbal art.” Esthetic structures are culture-specific to the extent that they are
grounded in the sound, syntax, semantic and idiomatic configurations of a
particular language system, but such structures occur universally and attract
hearer attention within each language community. Among these structures are
syntactic and semantic parallelisms which produce rhythmic phrasing; stock at-
tributions and idioms, and their converse —syntactic inversions and unexpected
semantic manipulation; imagery, metaphor, and simile; rhyme and alliteration;
irony in plot or word-choice; dialogue which advances plot and consolidates
character and setting; witty verbal exchange producing humor or surprise;
conflictual situations; opposed character traits; the evocation of contrasting
moods. These are also the very structures employed in scribal literature.

Given the traditionally limited use of literacy in most African societies
(see Gregsen 1977: 174-93; Gérard 1981), orature genres, themes, styles, and
performance techniques have historically been primary vehicles of communi-
cation, enculturation, entertainment, and societal acclamation. As cognitive
and performative skills, these verbal traditions were among the few but highly
significant possessions brought to the Americas by the enslaved survivors of
transatlantic crossings.

Conversation and song

One of the distinctions of African and diasporan conversation is its contrapun-
tal patterning (see Reisman 1974). These conversations, like Suriname Maroon
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discussions, “are punctuated by . . . listeners, who offer supportive comments
such as “That’s right,” “Yes indeed,” or “Not at all” (see Price and Price 1980:
167). “Okay,” and the vocables “Uh-huh,” “Eh-heh,” intoned on contrasting
pitches and glides are among African American and Caribbean equivalents,

FI?

indicating that the listener is emotionally responsive. This antiphonal pattern
of verbal interaction leads to the observation of “frequent role-switching be-
tween soloist and other participants.” In storytelling sessions, similarly in song,
dance, and drum performances, this structure balances “the complementary
values of communal participation and individual virtuosity” (Price and Price
1980: 168).

The link between speaking/narrating conventions and music is a propos.
One of the distinctive structures of African songis its call-and-response pattern-
ing. Correspondingly, when Akan speech-makers declaim, “heralds” echo their
words, and in Mandinka epic performances, back-up vocalists/ instrumentalists
hum at the beginning of the lead singer’s lines and then intone the line-endings,
the humming allowing them time to anticipate the lead artist’s completion
of the breath-group (see also Akpabot 1986: 104-05). Indeed, the responsorial
structure often overlaps with unison singing when the solo melodic attack
precedes the conclusion of the choric line. One manifestation of this perfor-
mance concept in African-influenced modern pop music is the presence of a
back-up chorus whose role is not confined to a stanza-end refrain, but more
to intercalating rhythmic or melodic phrases with the lead singer’s lyrics.

Another call-and-response mechanism is the alteration of pitch ranges
within the same song. Because responses may traditionally have been sung
in a higher octave than the solo in certain types of African music, African
American female singers have startled audiences by their wide pitch variations
in differing segments of a rendition. Similarly, African American male vocalists
often change their normative vocal range to a falsetto. In the Caribbean, solo
performers of African songs may move between three octaves from stanza
to stanza. This is their way of replicating the tonal shifts that differentiate
soloist from respondents.” Yet another musical characteristic is extempore
composition within performance. Improvisation produces heterophony since
singers may follow the lead melody for the most part but depart from it when
tones are too high or too low, or when any singer wishes to create special
emphasis, or wishes to introduce harmonic variation (see Southern 1983: 197).
Improvisation continues to be positively valued in African and diasporan mu-
sical culture, being contemporaneously demonstrated in both jazz and gospel
singing and instrumentation. Another musical characteristic is the downward
glide or “flattening/bending” of notes, and the treatment of sustained notes by
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melisma — the extension of a syllable over a widely ranging series of notes. An
associated device is tremolo, a wavering note produced by glottal constriction.
It is typical of Arabic music, is used in the Senegambian region, as well as in
Yoruba apala songs, divination and eso chants, these being of a philosophical or
sacred nature, and thus conveying emotional and mental intensity. The micro-
tonality of the tremolo, “the use of passing notes of unequal weighting, with
elongated, trailing notes at the end of the piece” gives these songs “a haunting,
meandering effect” (Warner-Lewis 1991: 147). The tremolo in the Suriname
Djuka singing style was also used in Trinidad stickfight songs (Whylie and
Warner-Lewis 1994: 142).

In the case of the calypso, the textual fixity induced during the twentieth
century by composer literacy and less spontaneous performance events has
made extempore performance rare, though still highly regarded. This improvi-
sation is enabled by resort to predictability of theme, phraseology, and melodic
patterns. A similar methodology was used in creating new African American
spirituals since several prior song texts could be combined to produce a new
one (in much the same way as is done with folktales), or known melodies were
modified to accommodate new verbal texts (see Southern 1983: 172). Similar
tendencies are at work in Jamaican dance-hall and African American hip-hop
music: as an innovative rhythm gains ascendancy, new lyrics are composed to
“ride” that rhythm, while melodic phrases, along with vocal and enunciatory
techniques are intertextually appropriated.

Thematically, African and diaspora songs have inclined in the direction
of work accompaniment, social commentary and derision, historical mark-
ers and reminders (see Price 1983: 25; Warner-Lewis 1994), dirges, incitement
to dance and reproductive activity (see Edwards 1982: 181-92), invitations to
make merry and deflect sorrow and anxiety, praise of the art form itself and
self-praise of the singer, celebration and supplication of human antecedents
and spiritual forces (see Price 1983: 8; de Carvalho 1993; Warner-Lewis 1994;
Hart and Jabbour 1998). On the other hand, the cultivation of love and nature
lyrics seems, in Africa, to have resulted from Arab contact, perhaps the same
source which led via the Crusades to the growth of medieval Europe’s courtly
love tradition and the consolidation of the love theme in European, American,
and Latin popular music into the present. As for nature poetry, Africans have
tended to lyricize those plants and animals that hold for them supernatural
power and/or economic value. However, Caribbean musical genres such as
calypso, reggae, and their antecedent folk musics have tended to shun nature
paeans as well as the theme of sentimental love, acknowledging rather love for
mother, and treating heterosexual relations with disillusionment, as pragmatic
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alliances, or as sexual delight. In the case of the last, discourse has tradition-
ally been metaphoric, but more recently — in the case of Jamaican dance-hall
lyrics and American hip-hop — unabashedly direct. No doubt reflective of the
overcrowding, educational marginalization, social malaise and economic un-
employment produced by intense urbanization, these two musical genres have
largely devoted their attention to social and interpersonal violence, leading
to an antiromanticization of life and sex. Calypso on the other hand has so
far retained the tradition of indirection with regard to sex, employing am-
biguous pronunciation, or metaphors of agriculture, sports, doctor—patient
relations, and automobile care to camouflage and/or humorously encode
sexual allure and intercourse. Meanwhile, love songs of sentimental joy and
heartbreak characterize rhythm-and-blues music of the United States and the
anglophone Caribbean, as well as the Martinique/Guadeloupe beguine and
zouk, Dominican Republic merengue, Cuban rhumba, mambo, and so on. So-
cial and political critique has been carried in the old harvest songs of the United
States, the later jailhouse blues, the folk and popular songs of the Caribbean
(see d’Costa and Lalla 1989; Parrish 1992; Elder 1994), among them Eastern
Caribbean calypso (see Rohlehr 1990), Jamaican reggae, and Haitian rara (see
Yonker 1988).

Songs have had overlapping functions, as work songs could also be songs
of ridicule, against employers, the other gender, and the deviant within the
in-group. But there was also solo singing of lament and self-pity. Such songs
tended to use the minor key and carried plaintive cadences, much like dirges;
melodies and themes of this genre are no doubt the models upon which the
African American spirituals and blues emerged. Moans are either precursors to
and were certainly concurrent with the rise of spirituals; they still surge, un-
accompanied by instrumentation or words, as groans and tremulous melodic
snatches of spirituals from the scattered independent voices of older folk in
southern black churches before the service begins; these overlapping doleful
wails, outside of church use, are intoned to signal some inner grief.

The blues were a secular outgrowth of the spirituals, conveying similar
feelings of “rootlessness and misery.” They were first noted at the end of the
nineteenth century being sung by wandering, often blind, performers whose
themes bemoaned “the fickleness or departure of a loved one” (Southern
1983: 331), perhaps an extension of the kinless “motherless child” trauma of
slavery. The spirituals themselves had first attracted attention early in the
nineteenth century, having developed out of the often covert Christianization
of the American slave population. Like the “ring shouts” which slaves sang in
their “praise houses” till they were possessed by the Holy Spirit, some of the
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themes of these religious songs were hymn-based, some bewailed a luckless
destiny and longed for release in death, others compared their slavery with the
“experiences of frustration and divine deliverance, as set forth in the stories of
the Hebrews in bondage” (Thurman 1990: 14). The Old Testament prophets
and warriors along with the New Testament Messiah therefore became the
inspiration for their delivery from an oppressive slavery (see Roberts 1989:

134—66):

Ride on, King Jesus
No man can he hinder thee

Indeed, in a Christian context, singing about the biblical heroes represented
“a way of invoking a sense of the slaves’ own collective past” in their self-
identification as “the oppressed children of God” (Roberts 1989: 159); but this
remark also held for the power icons represented by African divine forces. In
Haitian vodun, Brazilian candomble, Trinidad’s orisha or shango, and Cuban regla
de ocha and palo monte (see Simpson 1970; Cabrera 1986), deities and ancestors
were and still are invoked for help and guidance. The conviction that the body
may be hurt but the spirit strengthened by trials and eventually freed by death
led to the bewildering bravado and defiance on the part of rebels about to be
hanged or tortured:

O-o freedom. ..

An’ before I'd be a slave
I'll be buried in my grave
An’ go home to my Lord
An’ be free

In the United States the influence of orthodox Christian hymnody on African
diasporic music was extended by the practice of non- or semi-literate congre-
gations having to wait for hymn lines to be called out. One consequence
was prolongation of line-end words. The result was the nineteenth-century
birth of gospel music, since the “combination of the very slow tempo and
surging melismatic melody gave the impression of a music without rhythmic
patterns” (Southern 1983: 447). This type of singing was also known as sankey,
after Ira Sankey, an American evangelist who with others published a hymnal
in 1875 (see Southern 1983: 445). This singing mode spread to the anglophone
Caribbean through nineteenth-century African American proselytizers and
the mode is still used in Caribbean Afro-Christian churches (see Seaga 1969;
Henney 1973; tracks 23, 33 in Hill 1998; Glazier 1999). By the early decades of
the twentieth century instrumental accompaniment was allowed in some of
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the United States churches, and the employment of piano, jazz-linked wind
instruments, and tambourines introduced a new “rhythmic intensity formerly
associated with dance music” (Southern 1983: 448). These jubilees or holy rollers
were the origin of the ecstatic, highly melismatic gospel music that, now a
specialty of the US music industry, has spread beyond color, denomination,
and geographic boundaries.

Formal speech

Witty speech s “an important way in which one distinguishes oneselfin public”
(Abrahams 1974: 241). Oral performance in conversation becomes then a means
of self-dramatization, display, and garnering “reputation” (Abrahams 1974: 243).
The significance attached to words in both primary oral and orally oriented
societies” underlies the admiration extended to individuals who display talent
and artistry in their deployment of words and their perlocutionary force.? In
African societies a connection exists between oratorical skill, public respect,
and access to political, judicial, and religious power (see Albert 1964; Finnegan
1970: 448-52; Boadi 1972).

Various texts remark on eloquent, even grandiloquent speech among
Caribbean-based Africans and their descendants during plantation times (see
Abrahams 1983; Abrahams and Szwed 1983). Such grandiloquence must have
sprung from an African sensitivity to the role of words in giving definition
to moments in the time continuum by formalizing these occasions — the use
of Austinian “performative language” (see Finnegan 1969); it also represented
the exhilaration at acquiring new language/s. As such, these newly learnt
phrases and vocabulary were often inappropriately applied in relation to so-
cial context and semantic intent. Malapropisms made for comedy to those
who discerned the disjuncture between language style and speech event, but
to the audience of formally unlearned and semiliterate gatherings at weddings,
festivals, debates, and other public occasions, the speakers won admiration for
their bombastic use of strange polysyllabic words and glibly delivered idioms:
“Ek-kee homo, behold the man; Ek-kee homo, here I stand: I will now rise
from my esteemed seat and I will say Bon Swar or Good Evening to the
ladies and gentlemen of this nocturnal congregation” (in Lynch 1959; see also
Abrahams 1977).

Other favorite techniques of public speaking have been rhyme, rhythmic
parallelisms, and punning. These characterize the structure of the informal
“dozens” as well. Such verbal strategies were honed at barbershops, veran-
dahs, and drinking sessions in the United States and the Caribbean, and in a
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more technological age have come to be displayed by radio and dance-hall disc
jockeys. But the formal addresses of some of the best exponents of African
American public speaking demonstrate these arts as well. Gullah public prayers
were “expected to be elevated and elaborate,” incorporating “hymns, scrip-
tural passages, and traditional expressions” heard and memorized by church
deacons with little formal training (Jones-Jackson 1982: 26).

Characteristically, preacher/politician Jesse Jackson established enthusiastic
rapport with a Jamaican audience,* not only by his speech’s content, but also
by the wit of his formulations:

We're on a journey, an incomplete voyage, somewhere between slave
ship and Championship . . .

My mind is a pearl;
I can learn anything in the world . ..

He then galvanized the audience to say after him:

I am - somebody

Respect me

Protect me

Never neglect me. . .

If my mind can conceive it
And my heart can believe it
I can achieve it.

In a more meditative delivery at a graduation ceremony in Jamaica,” Martin
Luther King, Jr., addressed the theme of sociohistorical transition, using the
Revelations text “The former things are passed away . ..Behold I make all
things new.” He juxtaposed “the dying old [order] and the emerging new,”
urging therefore that “We must all learn to live together in this world or we
must all perish together as fools” since

We all are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality tied in a single gar-
ment of destiny, and whatever affects one directly, it affects me indirectly . . . I
can never be what I ought to be until you are what you ought to be, and you
can never be what you ought to be until I am what I ought to be. This is the
interrelated structure of reality. Canon John Donne caught it years ago and
placed it in graphic terms: “No man is anisland...”

But, he warned with the quasi-proverbial truth of observation: “It’s just a
practical fact that he who gets behind in a race must forever remain behind
or run faster than the man in front,” and counseled that “The time is always
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right to do right.” Again playing on semantic polyvalency, he critiqued with
an aphorism: “The old insight of an eye for an eye ends up leaving every-
body blind,” and in a longer commentary: “We have spent far too much of
our national budget establishing military bases around the world rather than
bases of genuine concern and understanding.” Then, in one of his signature
concluding crescendos he urged excellence:

If it falls to your lot to be a street sweeper,
sweep streets like Raphael painted pictures,
sweep streets like Michelangelo carved marble,
sweep streets like Shakespeare wrote poetry,
and like Beethoven composed music. . .

>

His delivery had been slow, with pauses after “and...” and “because...”;
nouns, verbs, and adjectives had been stressed; the wealth of images and lit-
erary quotations had been dazzling; and the cultivation of a repeated pattern
of falling cadences marking the end of breath-groups, together with sustained
phrase-endings like held notes in a voice resonant and quivering, constituted
the structural and paralinguistic magic of his oration. This shading of speech
into song at which King’s style had hinted is in fact one of the stylistic elements
of African American sermonizing. Indeed, the slippage from one medium to
another remains in the vocal mimicry of musical instruments in African and
diasporan song, and in the scattering of nonce syllables. The performance of
the epic of the thirteenth-century Mande king, Sunjata, is itself characterized
by three delivery modes: speech for narrative segments; high-pitched recita-
tive for philosophic comment as well as declamation of ancestral and clan
relationships; while song is the channel for summary and commemorative eu-
logy. All these modes carry stringed and percussive xylophone accompaniment
(see Innes 1974: 17—20). The form of present-day Jamaican dance-hall music and
African American hip-hop, characterized by rhythmic speech over ostinato in-
strumentation and occasional melodic interludes, represents an unconscious
return to this aspect of orature tradition.

Proverbs

In African speech culture appropriate use of proverbs and riddling idioms
is a hallmark of high rhetoric. The centrality of European languages in the
transatlantic diaspora has deprived proverbs of pride of place in formal address,
nor do they operate as mechanisms of argument and precedent in European
legal systems as they do in African indigenous courts (see Christensen 1958;
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Messenger 1959). But proverbs still function in the diaspora as discursive
summaries, evidence of precedent, warnings, child-rearing strategies, and ar-
senals in verbal attack. Competitive games of rapid proverb exchange at social
events in some African societies seem a pastime that has faded out in the West
Atlantic, though practiced into this century at funeral wakes in Guyana. Butin
many Caribbean territories where proverb use is patently alive, proverb retorts
add pungency to verbal sparring. While proverbs in the Americas derive from
multiple cultural heritages, cognates exist throughout the Americas. This sug-
gestsintraregional diffusion, on account of the extensive movement of Africans
during the slavery era, as runaways, sailors, or in the company of their masters’
migratory, business, or vacation travels. But there is also evidence that many of
these proverbs calque those in several African cultures, carrying both semantic
resemblance and image correlation. In Africa, shared cultural traditions and
ethnic mingling have produced cognate proverbs among contiguous peoples,
and itis therefore likely that many West Atlantic proverbs have multiple African
sources. Among parallels between Caribbean and Nigerian proverbs are (see
Ojoade 1987): “Doh cuss alligator long mout’ till yuh cross de river” — Tiv
and Jukun; “Dog sweat, but long hair cover it” — Igbo and Yoruba; “God fan
fly fi ‘tumpa tail (stump-tailed) cow” — Kuteb, Igbo, and Yoruba. Yoruba and
Caribbean people advise against substituting a serviceable item for a less utili-
tarian one despite surface similarity: “Don’t swop black dog for monkey”; and
Yoruba reference to the hawk or crow that seeks to hide intentions under the
excuse of fortuitous circumstance is rendered in Jamaica: “When jonkro
(vulture) wan’ (want) go a gully/grasspiece/ windward, he say is cool breeze
blow him there” (in Ajibola 1969); similarly “While the master ofa house isalive,
the front garden will notlack attention” (in Ajibola 1969:52) becomes in Jamaica
“When man dead, grass grow at im door.” The Efik observation is Caribbean-
wide: “The higher monkey climb, the more his ass/tail is exposed”; and the
Edo, Jamaicans, and Guyanese warn of the inevitable combination of maturity
and disillusionment: “Pig ask 'im mooma “Wha’ mek yuh mout’ so long?” Pig
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mooma answer ‘Yuh a grow, yuh willlearn.”™ Several Igbo proverbs reproduced
in Achebe’s novels are paralleled in Jamaica: “He who will swallow udala seeds
must consider the size of his anus” is reproduced as “Cow must know ‘ow
"im bottom stay before ‘im swallow abbe (Twi for oil palm) seed,”or “Jonkro
must know what "im a do (is doing) before 'im swallow abbe seed”; “The fly
who has no one to advise it follows the corpse into the ground” becomes
“Sweet-mout’ fly follow coffin go a (to) hole”; “The sleep that lasts for one
market day to another has become death” contains the same metonym, “Take

sleep mark death (Sleep is a foreshadowing of death)” (see Achebe 1975: 226).
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The query “Where are the young suckers that will grow when the old ba-
nana tree dies?” is a rhetorical rendering of “When plantain wan’ dead, it
shoot (sends out new suckers)”; "A man who makes trouble for others is also
making one for himself” (Achebe 1969: 50-60, 88) echoes “When you dig a
hole/ditch for one, dig two.” The Akan “The offspring of an antelope cannot
possibly resemble a deer’s offspring” (in Danquah 1944: 197) is one of several
African cognates for “Goat don’t make sheep.” The Caribbean awareness of
unequal power relations, “Cockroach nuh business inna fowl fight,” replicates
the Congo “In a court of fowls the cockroach never wins his case” (in Weeks
1911: 33) just as: “Teach a child before it goes to the dance not after it has come
back” (in Claridge 1969: 251) is echoed in Jamaica’s “Learn to dance a yard (at
home) before you go a foreign (abroad)”; and advocacy of patient judgment:
“Itis best to let an offence repeat itself at least three times; the first offence may
be an accident, the second a mistake, but the third is likely to be intentional”
(in Claridge 1969: 252) has its Jamaican reflex: “One time a mistake, second
time a purpose, third time a habit.”

Banter and abuse

The best known of a bewildering array of African American terms for double-
talk is signifying, speech whose essential element is indirection (see Mitchell-
Kernan 1972: 315, 316, 326), a significant communicative strategy in sub-Saharan
Africa (see Piot 1993). But this is not the only African American term for this
form of interaction. Terms not only change over time, but vary from one
locale to another, and there is tremendous semantic slippage and overlap
among them (see Abrahams 1974). A similar situation obtains for Jamaica, a
much smaller space, since there are generational and regional differences in
referents. In Trinidad, with half of Jamaica’s population, there is less an issue
of regionalism than a slippage of semantic range between fatigue, heckle, tone,
mamaguy, and picong. In the Trinidad instance semantic indeterminacy also
stems from a layering of terms from indigenous languages such as Spanish,

2 <

French, and English. Fatigue, heckle and give tone mean “to tease,” “to harrass by
poking fun at”; mamaguy means the same, except that it embodies flattery with
the intent to mildly embarrass the addressee and even deflect an anticipated
taunt; while picong may function as a synonym for mamaguy, but often touches
on an annoying (possible) truth or rumor that leaves the addressee peeved at
the possibility that what had been said in jest was a concealed deprecation.
Mepwi (from French mépris) was a once common term for taunt and insult,

either directly or through metaphor and name-substitution.
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In general, however, within African American signifying modes, one may
distinguish the “clean” and “dirty” dozens. These may take the structure of
rhymed couplets, but must necessarily contain an extravagant simile (see Labov
1972: 274). In a clean dozens exchange at a Southern rural workcamp, one
man claimed, “Ah seen a man so ugly till they had to spread a sheet over
his head at night so sleep could slip up on him,” which another capped with
the comparison: “Those men y’all been talkin’ "bout wasn’t ugly at all... Ah
knowed one so ugly till you could throw him in the Mississippi river and skim
ugly for six months.” Yet another rejoined: “He didn’t die —he jus” uglied away”
(in Hurston 1970: 94). By their obscenity and surface misogyny, dirty dozens
resemble the male contests in derogatory songs and utterances during certain
Ghanaian festivals (see Abrahams 1970: 40—41; Labov 1972: 274; Agovi 1987).

African American loud talking (Mitchell-Kernan 1972: 320-30) is commonly
known in the Caribbean as droppin’/throwin’ word(s)’. Drop word takes place
when an unfavorable comment is made by X to Y within earshot of Z for
whom the remark is actually intended. Another type of indirect speech, its
aim is to offend, and if Z responds, a full-blown quarrel or cuss out may ensue,
with X and Y defending themselves with proverbs such as “If me throw stone
inna pig sty, the one that bawl out is the one that get lick [hit],” or “Who the
cap fit, make them wear it,” and “Me throw me corn, me na call no fowl.”®
Rather than reply to offending remarks, Z could begin loudly singing hymns
that function as indirect critiques of and threats to the aggressor, or the aim
may be to drown out further belittling remarks: “At the Cross, at the Cross /
Where I first saw the light,” or “When God get ready / You got to move.”

Caardin’, ribbin’ or mout’in’ in Jamaica is comparable with tantalizein Guyana
(see Edwards 1978) and witty clean signifying or rappin’ in the United States
(see Mitchell-Kernan 1972: 322—-26). As either flattery or a back-handed com-
pliment, this activity shades into Jamaica’s lyrics/lyricisin’, or Trinidad’s sweet
mouth/talk. This category of comments is an important interactive medium
of playfulness among an in-group, particularly young people at street corners,
in classrooms, or at the workplace. But these types of comment, repartee,
and dialogue can transmute into ritual insults very similar to the dozens, or to
antagonistic ‘busin’ out or war in Guyana (see Edwards 1978: 195, 196, 204, 206),
cussin’ and meli (from French mélée) in Antigua (see Reisman 1974: 119-22),
tracin’ in Jamaica. Such boundary crossing may be signaled by the onset of
obscene language. Verbal aggression involves each side in hurting the other
by exaggerated accusations of ugliness (see Samarin 1969); promiscuous, un-
orthodox, or ineffective sexual performance; unhygienic habits; poverty; and
possibly derogatory comments about the opponent’s antecedents and relatives.
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Middle-class verbal assaults take on a more logical and explanatory tenor called
inthe anglophone Caribbean quarrellin” and tellin’ off. Whereas these are heated
exchanges, Jamaican runnin’ up one’s mouth, or makin’ up fuss, similar to Euro-
American “blowing hot air,” implies that a speaker is continuing a monologue
of complaint or even issuing threats, but these are treated dismissively by the
object of the complaint and other hearers.

Boasts, the epic, and narratives

In Trinidad makin’ gran’ charge — originally a French-inspired military image —
infers a promise or boast that is hardly likely to be effected. When its tenor is
defiance or challenge, it becomes robber talk, named for a carnival masquerade
called “the robber.” The robber reels off grandiose boasts of his terror and
invincibility: “when I clash my feet together the earth crumble, famine follow.
Wherever I stand, grass never grows, sun never shine, far more for mankind
to go...I bite off bits of the moon to lengthen the days and shorten the
season . . . There’s no gun, dagger made of steel, can make me feel orheal . . .”
(in Crowley 1956: 264 fn. 125). This language style closely resembles that of a
masquerade in Achebe’s Arrow of God:

There is a place, Beyond Knowing, where no man or spirit ventures unless he
holds in his right hand his kith and in his left hand his kin. But I, Ogalanya,
Evil Dog that Warms His Body through the Head, I took neither kith nor kin
and yet went to this place . . . the first friend I made turned out to be a wizard.
I made another friend and found he was a leper. I, Ogalanya . . . made friends
with a leper from whom even a poisoner flees. (Achebe 1975: 48)

Apart from its masquerade connections, the discourse of awe-inspiring self-
projection is known as ese in Ibibio and ase in Efik. This is a spoken poetic
“(auto)-biography or commemorative toast of an heroic nature . . . narrated
at funerals but also occurring during male drinking sessions” (Ikiddeh 1966:
21), a genre continued in the African American toasts and boasts which project
a central character such as Stagolee or Toledo in physical, mental, sexual, or
verbal situations during which he outshines others (see Abrahams 1970: 43-49,
88-96).

Folk narratives
These form yet another orature category that are in large measure inher-

ited from Africa. Yet because of the cultural disruptions characterizing the

128



The oral tradition in the African diaspora

transatlantic migration, no epics have evolved. While slave entertainment
defied the plantation regime, confining itself to after-work night spaces and
holidays, slave life was insufficiently leisurely to accommodate the sustained,
sometimes daily, performance needed for epic re-enactments; at the same time,
epics contain culture-specific genealogical, migration and military histories un-
suitable for multi-ethnic audience appeal and translinguistic participation (see
Okpewho 1979). Insofar as there exist in the West Atlantic germs of epic nar-
rative material, these are to be found in the charter legends of various Maroon
or runaway slave communities. These however tend to be short accounts, but
do recall community founders, migration treks, and mythically stated ratio-
nalizations regarding their relationships with other groups (see Price 1983: 8).
As in Africa, these myths of association are couched in kinship metaphors
(see Bilby 1984; Vansina 1990). On the religious plane, sacred narratives about
Yoruba divinities have been retained in the lore of African-derived religions
such as Cuba’s santerfa or regal de oct (rules/order of the orisha or deities),
and candomble of Bahia, Brazil (see Cabrera 1961; Verger 1980; Martinez Furé
1986; de Carvalho 1993). These are accounts of creation, and the attributes,
adventures and interrelationships of the divinities.

While originary African epics have not survived the disintegration of earlier
regional and national aggregations, the epicas aninclusive genre embraces self-
contained narratives, paeans, philosophic commentary, proverbs, and songs.
There is thus some evidence that narratives that may have formed part of epics
have survived the Middle Passage, but this may result from the fact that similar
tale motifs occur within oral genres other than the epic. However, Raymond
Relouzat postulates the likely origin of several Caribbean tales about the Seven-
headed Beast as the Segu epic of the Bambara hero, Bakary Dian. Bakary
destroys the monster Bilissi (Arabic “the Devil”), but before he can claim his
reward, an impersonator claims it (see Relouzat 1988: 81-83; Parsons 1933:
268-71, 1936: 95—-97; Tanna 1984: 113-15). Again, the Mandinka epic of Sunjata
contains the story of a hunter rescued by his three dogs from the machinations
of an attractive witch who attempts to discover the secret location of the hero’s
protective talisman. Similar tales are the Dahomean “Flight Up the Tree: Why
the Abiku Are Worshipped in the Bush” (Herskovits and Herskovits 1958: 275—
84)and Jamaica’s “Old Witch Woman an Hunta” and “Blam Blam Sinday, Dido™”
(Tanna 1984: 125-28). As such, these tales and motifs are less likely derived from
particular epics than from the commonly shared sources on which both epics
and segmentary tales drew.

Other widespread tales in Africa and the Americas concern amphibious
animals like tortoise or frog who borrow bird feathers but, after offending the
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birds, fall from heaven when vengefully deprived of the borrowed trappings;
tortoise or rabbit/hare deceptively winning a race by placing his children in
relays along the race route; and the Tar Baby debacle (see Harris 1880: 7-11;
Weeks 1911:3 67, 388—90; Barker and Sinclair 1917: 69—72; Bascom 1992). Another
group recalls the “Complete Gentleman” (see Tutuola 1952: 17-25). A girl at-
tracted by the physical appeal of a dashing male and entering precipitately into
marriage with the cannibal/devil is taken to his deathly domain. Her rescue is
sometimes effected by a magic formula in song. The role of songs in plot pro-
gression and action segmentation is common in African folktales (see Scheub
1975: 50—54). This tradition has been partially retained in the transatlantic dias-
pora, though itis likely that many tales have lost their earlier song component.
Another narrative inheritance is the use of ideophones, words which by their
sound symbolism and iteration convey not only onomatopoeia, but also size,
gait, speech, or affect (see Noss 1970: 45—46).

Either the same characters people the tales on both sides of the Atlantic, or
diasporan substitutes are either translation contingencies or reflect different
ecological environments. Among the constants are the tricksters: spider —
commonly known in the Caribbean by the Akan name Anansi — tortoise, and
a creature variously referred to in the Americas as “cunny [coney] rabbit,”
or “hare.”” Their dupes are Tiger/Leopard, Elephant, Monkey, and Hyena,
who becomes Dog or Bouki.® Intellectual acuity and agility are the assets that
enable tricksters to overcome difficulties and compete with others. But in
some tales the trickster is condemned to defeat because his conduct leads to
social disintegration by fracturing relationships of trust.

In both African and diasporan tales, animals carry the titular address of
tio/cha, or “uncle,” compére, or “god-father,” “brer/bra/brother.” Another
structural analogue lies in tale formulaic preludes and epilogues. Folktale ses-
sions may be preceded by riddle contests. The Jamaican storyteller then cries,
“Story time!” the Bahamian shouts, “Bunday,” the audience echoing these
words or responding, “Yeah,” “Alright” (Crowley 1954: 219). In the francophone
Caribbean, the conteur rallies his listeners with “People, crick!” to which the
audience replies “Crack!” This formulation intimates the Yoruba concretiza-
tion of artistic inspiration as a load falling gbalagada from the sky, breaking a
tree bough. Or the narrator cries, “Tim, Tim!” to which listeners shout, “Bwa
shess! [Dry wood].” The narrator may then add, “Everything God put on
earth! / What God put on earth?” with the predictable reply, “Everything”
(see Shillingford 1970; Charlemagne 1997). The “Crick” / “Crack” device
is interspersed throughout the narration as a means of ensuring audience
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alertness and to heighten suspense by slightly delaying the recount of
events. The tale itself may commence with the European fairytale formula
“Once upon a time,” or “There was once ...” But it may parallel the Igbo
“When lizards were in ones and twos” (Achebe 1975: 14, 70), with the Jamaican
nonspecific time reference “When Wapi kill Fillup,” or “When mih eye de a
me knee (When my eyes were at my knees, i.e. when I was very small),” which
translates Yoruba nigba ti oju si wa lorunkun (see Olayemi 1971: 33), and “When
saltfish was a shingle house-top (When salted fish was used as roof shingles),”
like the Bahamian “In old people time when they used to take fish scale to
make shingle, and fish bone to make needle” (see Crowley 1954: 220). Closing
formulae in the Eastern Caribbean include “You lie well!,” a compliment from
the audience to the narrator, or the storyteller’s own rhyming couplets, “Crick
Crack, / Monkey break he [his] back,” or “The wire ben’, / The story en’.”
Lying as a synonym for “fiction” replicates the Eastern Caribbean extension of
the term “nansi tori” to mean “lie,” but in the storytelling context reference to
lying recalls the Akan narrator’s closing “T have not said,” signifying disengage-
ment from the awful powers of the Word (see Izutsu 1956; Tambiah 1968; Peek
1981). His Jamaican counterpart asserts, “Jack Mandora,” me no choose none
(I have no opinion),” thereby dissociating him/herself from the imaginary
characters and situations conjured up through word and gesture.

Conclusion

210

Despite the “pressures of the text”™ in literate and complex chirographic soci-
eties, the oral traditions have largely survived, even transforming themselves
into new genres and usages as evident in the magic, quest, and conflict motifs
of print and video cartoons, electronic games, product promotions, films, and
Harry Potter-type novels. Furthermore, scribal artists and musical composers
have resorted to oral traditions, whether out of cultural nationalism — the need
to ground their conceptions and representations in the “thought, word, and
deed” of a particular people — or to project and mine the resources of inher-
ited poetics. The intention, techniques, and cultural matrices of aspects of the
writings of Paul Lawrence Dunbar, James Baldwin, Ralph Ellison, Derek and
Roderick Walcott, Kamau Brathwaite, Toni Morrison, Simone Schwarz-Bart,
Erna Brodber, Olive Senior, Merle Hodge, Merle Collins, Earl Lovelace,
Edwidge Danticat, and Nalo Hopkinson, to name a miserly few, are but
partially understood and appreciated without reference to traditional verbal
esthetic strategies.
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Notes

. See Lewin 1974: 127; evidenced also in Yoruba songs by Margaret Buckley in

Hill 1998.

. Ong(1982: 11) uses this term to refer to nonliterate societies. By “orally oriented

societies” I mean the cultures and subcultures, even in a high-technology
ambience, which preserve much of the mindset of primary orality and also
cultures with “restricted literacy” as elaborated in Goody and Watt 1968: 11—20.

. “Perlocution” defines the speech act, either its conscious or unwitting “conse-

quential effects upon the feelings, thoughts, or actions of the audience, or of
the speaker, or of other persons” (Austin 1962: 10).

. At the People’s National Party’s Founder’s Day commemoration, Assembly

Hall, University of the West Indies, Jamaica, September 198s.

. At the Graduation Ceremony, University of the West Indies, Jamaica, 20 June

1965.

. The last two occur in Marley 1976. Another variant, “If the shoe fits, wear it,”

concludes the verbal exchange in Mitchell-Kernan 1972: 318.

. Among the Mende of the Senegambia region, Hagbe is a rabbit-sized antelope.

See Kilson 1976: 42, fn2. The Mende trickster is Spider, and proverbs aver that
both Spider and the folktale represent human behavior (Kilson 1976: 32).

. Wolof for “hyena.” See Crowley 1954; Gaudet 1992.
. As cryptic as “Wapi and Fillup.”
10.

Phrase borrowed from the title to Brown 1995.
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Carnival and the folk origins
of West Indian drama

KEITH Q. WARNER

In the amalgam of languages and cultures that is the Caribbean, it is almost im-
possible to reach complete agreement on the origin of any of the art forms that
have emerged as distinctly Caribbean. In colonial times, the European masters
naturally replicated their cultures in this new-found milieu, although they did
make a few concessions to the presence and input of other communities —
the indigenous ones they found on arrival, and those from Africa and from
India in particular. In the postcolonial societies of the Caribbean, the newly
independent states have found themselves faced with an intriguing cultural
choice. On one hand, they can discard what was brought by the Europeans
and stick to what they have produced themselves — often labeled “folk™ or
“local” to set it apart from the more established extra-Caribbean equivalents.
On the other, they can retain Eurocentric values, traditions, and art forms, and
in so doing risk giving the impression that they are renouncing their cultural
independence. Naturally, it would be highly impractical for societies in the
West Indies — still the familiar name for the anglophone territories referred
to in our title — to attempt to choose one of the foregoing over the other. In
reality, several values and traditions have come together to produce authentic,
unique art forms that are both similar to those of Europe, and sufficiently
dissimilar from them to be distinctly Caribbean or West Indian. Carnival fits
this pattern, as does drama.

West Indians have been stereotypically portrayed as carefree and fun-loving,
and as not taking seriously matters of the gravest import. At one end of
the chain of island territories, Jamaicans have been seen as reacting to any
difficult situation with the popular response: “No problem.” At the other end,
Trinidadians have been known to take a characteristically light-hearted view of
any crisis. This was evidentin 1990 when the country, under curfew following an
attempted coup, saw many of its citizens having curfew parties wherever they
ended up, as restrictions went into effect. Throughout the West Indies, success
in cricket at the international level is almost always followed by a carnival-type
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celebration, and lack of success is attributed to the cavalier attitude of the
players: their carnival or calypso style of play. This propensity has led observers
outside the region to conclude that West Indians, and Trinidadians in particular,
have a carnival mentality. It is a description that causes those so branded to
bristle atits negative connotation, butitisalso one that, upon furtherreflection,
is not without its positive attributes. Carnival, as it has evolved in Trinidad, and
as it has expanded to the other English-speaking territories of the Caribbean,
pervades the popular culture of the islands. It is only natural that it would be
a key contributor to the folk origins of the drama produced by the people of
the region.

Early researchers maintained that carnival in Trinidad evolved from cel-
ebrations by French settlers. This claim is bolstered by the fact that in the
anglophone territories, it is only in Trinidad that this spectacle took on the
grandeur that we now see, and this from approximately the time slavery was
abolished. Carnival as eventually celebrated by the masses was seen as origi-
nating from the minority French settlers who had flocked to the island with
the promise of land holdings and inexpensive labor to work them. This French
influence may in part explain why this festival did not develop in the same
manner in the other anglophone territories that were without a similar influx.
The fact remains that the Trinidad carnival prospered where the other terri-
tories had none, or at least no exact equivalent. This situation is not unlike
that which obtained with the development of the calypso, with Trinidad being
given credit forits origin despite the existence of similar-type songs throughout
the Caribbean. There is little dispute that carnival and calypso are Trinidad’s
contribution to West Indian popular culture.

With the added importance finally given to the African presence in the
islands, there have been those who claim that carnival came to the West Indies
from Africa. To support such a claim, they cite similarities in some of the
carnival characters — the stilt walker or moko jumbie, and the overall style of
masking, for example — as proof of this origin. There is also the view that the
French, like other Europeans, merely copied what originated in Africa, since
the African continent had been seen as a vast no man’s land where all who so
desired could go plundering.

Both camps may be correct, in that elements from both Europe and Africa
are certainly in the carnival, but so are elements found in neither of these cul-
tures. Indeed, until other West-Indian territories belatedly began to promote
a recognizably Trinidad-style carnival, Trinidad’s version was hailed as “the”
carnival of the region, and has even chauvinistically been billed as “the great-
est show on earth.” Worldwide acclaim and replication further justify looking
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principally at Trinidad’s carnival when examining the relationship between
this spectacle and the origins of what one could arguably call West-Indian
drama.

In thisregard, and with respect to the staging of plays in some internationally
recognized format, there is a great deal of similarity between the islands. In
other words, theater per se can be found all the way from Jamaica, where its
presence is quite strong, to Trinidad, where it is less so. Still, differences are
significant enough to raise questions about the emergence of a national drama
in the West Indies. The islands each have peculiar, distinguishing events that
are the popular artistic expressions of the national psyche, the folklore, so to
speak. In the Bahamas, it may be the John Canoe; in Jamaica, it may be the
annual pantomime. In Trinidad, it is the carnival.

The theater created by West Indians does not always satisfy the definition
of “theater” as determined by those who purportedly brought this art form
to the region. But if the theater developed in the West Indies is valid, though
often encumbered with the ever-present “folk” epithet, and given that a truly
West Indian drama might be more mirage than reality, then carnival and its
folk aspects are not merely influences on the conventional theater. It is not
enough simply to insert a carnival character, a costume, or a song into the
conventional theater. The entire carnival is, in fact, the national theater of
Trinidad, it being understood that the concept of theater would have evolved
significantly along with everything else in the society. Carnival is obviously
not the only theater, but it is sufficiently developed to warrant examination as
a truly West Indian creation.

Of the carnivals celebrated in the West Indies today, Trinidad’s is the most
engaging, infectious, and widely experienced by both artist and audience.
Apart from those characteristics it is the one carnival that encompasses to a
significant degree all the aspects that comprise theater. That it may not, to
the purists, satisfy all the attributes of the conventional theater cannot serve
to disqualify it as theater or classify it solely as another form of presentation.
For in reality what carnival and the people of Trinidad and Tobago — the
official name of the twin-island republic, though there is the tendency to
speak more so of Trinidad carnival — have done is to redefine the notion of
theater. Combined with the purists’ studious avoidance of seeing carnival as
theater is the fact that fine art has mainly been associated with the elite, while
folk art is associated with the masses. Connoisseurs have therefore tended
to see the two as opposites. The notion that carnival is theater has been
opposed precisely among those — the middle and upper classes, who had
almost succeeded in having carnival banned — whose pro-active support for it
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would be of invaluable help in the advancement of the art form. This support
would be more substantial if carnival were seen to be closer to the fine art end
of the spectrum than to the folklore and popular culture end. Itis anirony born
of the colonial situation that the very ones who withheld their support for this
aspect of the island’s culture were among those who derived the most financial
benefit when they belatedly cashed in on the commercialization of the annual
festival. They had seen the lower classes, in particular the segment of the
population largely comprised of former slaves, gradually snatch carnival from
their grasp, and the ensuing popular nature of this celebration had made them
uneasy. Calypsos were vilified. Steelband music was deemed mere noise. And
carnival was called an excuse for licentious behavior. The people persevered
in their observations of the annual ritual, to the extent that it became part
and parcel of their culture. All things considered, the attitude of the masses
has prevailed, and the middle and upper class have been swayed, almost to the
point of retaking control at times. In the end, however, Trinidad carnival as
a significant element of West Indian popular culture is now well established,
with different sections of the population enjoying all or some of its varied
elements.

Carnival as practiced in Trinidad is multifaceted. It is the season that usually
beginsimmediately after Christmas and extends until the Monday and Tuesday
immediately preceding Ash Wednesday. It is the Dimanche Gras show that
starts the carnival, which then carries on until the final two-day revelry. It is
jouvay (the creole version of the French words jour ouvert), the pre-dawn start
to Carnival Monday, a time of visual satire, puns, and inversion, a symbolic
triumph of the masses over the establishment and the “respectable.” It is
Carnival Tuesday, the climactic day of street parading and costumes, the final
opportunity to participate in the masquerade, to “play mas’.” It is increasingly
a blend of traditional characters — clown, jab jab or devil, pierrot, bat, dragon,
midnight robber, moko jumbie, Dame Lorraine, fancy sailor — with the newer
portrayals and disguises that comprise the popular bands. There are those
who are committed to certain characters, and return to them year after year,
usually portrayed as individuals; there are those who base their decision to
be part of a particular band on the popularity of the band leader, or on the
fact that they simply want to be part of a group of friends seeking to have
fun together. But in addition to all those who don disguises, there are those
who are dedicated spectators, who prefer to admire costumes and characters
from a distance, but who nonetheless see themselves as participating fully in
carnival. In other words, it is not farfetched to see both spectators and revelers
as playing well-defined roles.
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Carnival is, all told, a massive presentation comprising several major pro-
ductions typical of those associated with the theater anywhere else. It is calypso
tents, where the new calypsos are sung, and where eager audiences gather to
hear not only the latest dance songs, but also the latest update on political
and other intrigue in the society. It is the community yards where steelbands
rehearse in preparation for their shot at the Panorama championship, symbol
of their superiority in pan, as this music is known. It is mas’ camps where rev-
elers, tourists, students, and designers view costume designs and production.
It is the attendant competitions that reward all aspects of this national festival,
the spirit of rivalry ensuring that almost every sector of the population has its
interest piqued. It is the seemingly ceaseless rounds of parties — called fetes —
that, incredibly, keep some carnival lovers sleepless for nights on end. It is the
flourishing of many forms of art and craft: music (arrangement, playing, and
composition), design, costuming, drama, and fine art. It is widespread audi-
ence participation and subscription. It is increasing commercial sponsorship,
underwriting, financial management, profiteering, and spin-oft industries. It
is production and human resource management. Finally, it is mass appeal and
support.

The climax of the massive presentation is the parade of the bands on Carnival
Monday and Tuesday, the single largest event of the entire season, and often
compared to one long theatrical performance in several acts. The success of this
show depends heavily on design, performance, and music, and these elements
are also interdependent on each other. The design of a band and its costumes
influences the performance, which in turn is propelled, or even dictated, by
the music, another integral part of the entire presentation.

The theme and design of the band, and preparation of the profusion of cos-
tumes of varying styles, textures, sizes, colors, and prices, for tens of thousands
of participants, or mas’ players as they are commonly called, are extremely
important, and demand nothing less than consummate professionalism from
beginning to end. The delivery of the costumes to the mas’ player often in-
volves an intricate, factory-like organization in which many professionals are
engaged, although many of these workers would modestly see themselves
as working simply for the sheer love of carnival. It is in their blood, many
claim when asked why they spend so much time and energy preparing for the
two days of revelry, only to start all over again as early as the Ash Wednesday
following each carnival season.

While in years gone by bandleaders would be responsible for designing
the costumes, in recent times they often use dedicated designers under con-
tract. In some instances, designers may also be bandleaders, as is the case with
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Peter Minshall and Wayne Berkeley. Of the designers who work on carnival
costumes, a significant number have been educated formally, or by apprentice-
ship in mas’ camps. Some of the designers spend approximately six months in
Trinidad, and the rest of the time designing for Trinidad-style carnivals abroad.
Outside of carnival many of these designers are engaged in other aspects of
theater, entertainment, and fashion, with the result that there is some blurring
of the lines separating their carnival work from their work in other areas.

Bands are usually under the direction of a single leader, a committee, or
a combination of the two. The design and production of costumes begin
with the selection of the theme of the band followed by a mandate to the
designer to submit sketches for approval. Once the imprimatur hasbeenissued,
the bandleader and the designer arrange for the selecting of materials. The
acquisition, normally wholesale, of materials may include trips abroad, or the
employment of buyers already living outside of Trinidad; it may also involve
private arrangements with wholesalers in Trinidad, ensuring an ample supply
of fabric and other materials needed to make costumes. Designers are fiercely
competitive, and seek to be innovative in the selection of these materials, which
can be as varied as dried leaves, clay, glass, scrap iron, wax, aluminum, sacking,
or burlap.

The production of costumes engages the talents of numerous artists and
artisans: seamstresses, tailors, shoemakers, painters, wire benders, welders,
screen printers, sculptors, and even engineers. These talents ordinarily work
in the mas’ camp where the band is produced and where there is a centralized
system of production, though in other cases they work out of their own
homes, enabling them to hire themselves out to more than one band. In the
mas’ camp there are cells of activity supervised by one or more persons. In each
cell something different but pertinent is done, and incrementally, costumes are
embellished as they move from one place to another along the quasi-assembly
line. There are some workers who are contracted months in advance and who
suspend their alternative, personal, bread-earning activities to honor these
contracts. Of the persons working on costumes some may be highly skilled,
and some semiskilled; some are apprentices and others just helping a friend.
The same range can be found in the method of remuneration for the tasks.
Some are highly paid on contract, and some are paid according to the piece
or task; some are given a costume in exchange for their time, and some work
for food and drink; some work for the feeling of community that exists in the
camp, while others work for love and excitement.

The delivery of the costumes is another aspect of the production and which
has now become an orchestrated event. In the majority of cases the costumes
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are delivered according to a plan. Some bands publish in the print media the
dates and times that costumes are to be collected. The delivery is staggered,
and the costumes distributed to the players in some sort of container: a bag
or a box, or both, depending on the costume. The player is also instructed
on how the costume is to be worn, since ultimately the optimal effect in
the presentation of the band is being sought. There are also instances where
the player is told when to wear the costume — Tuesday and not Monday, for
example — to maximize the effect on the audience and judges in the annual
competition.

The design aspect, though, is not confined to the sketches, but extends to
the preparation and building of the costumes to get the desired replication of
the drawing. The more elaborate ones require a high degree of engineering
and other technical skill in order that the costume blend smoothly in with its
wearer, for an ungainly outfit detracts not only from the enjoyment of the
masquerader, but also is not viewed too kindly by the judges. Consequently,
It is from this mise-en-scéne that the drama will emanate.

Band and costume design have now become a source of instruction for
students and professionals. For instance, American students of art from the
University of Madison, Wisconsin, spent two weeks in Trinidad in 1997 studying
art and craft, costume making, and production; and in 1993, Irish puppeteers
visited Trinidad during carnival to study costume making. But, the costume in
isolation, on a stationary form s stilla work in progress. Itis in the performance
of the mas’ that the design becomes complete.

Carnival is theater in the street, with characters, individually or in groups,
performing on this vast stage. Performance at carnival dates back to the 18o0s
with the introduction of the now traditional characters, and the first of the
military and naval masquerades. These bands originally imitated the military
exercises carried out by the militia of Queen Victoria’s government that had
come to the West Indies to flex their muscles in the face of threatened slave
rebellions. During the ensuing years, these bands appeared with improved drills
and mock engagements, and evolved into the popular military bands, mainly
played by members of the steelbands. They have continued to perfect their
performances to include the state-of-the-art military maneuvers and simulated
hardware found in the military of their choice (usually that of the United States).

Performances were not confined to bands. Individual traditional masquer-
ades were characterized by costume and performance. The pierrot, for exam-
ple, was a character whose costume came to be associated with a certain type
of performance. This character usually wore a resplendent costume, and had
two assistants carrying his train and his weapon. According to Errol Hill, this
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character “recited grandiose speeches dwelling on his own prowess, invincibil-
ity and impressive lineal descent, and the dire things in store for all his enemies”
(1972: 29). Of course, wherever two pierrots met, bystanders would gather to
view and judge, as was the case with another stock character, the midnight
robber, who also exploited the grandiose, the frightening, the quasi-horrific to
coax a few pennies from his listeners into his miniature coffin-cum-piggy bank.
His was a performance of dance and mesmerizing oratory, and his influence
permeates even everyday life in the language of the people, who deem any
overly boastful, and thus empty, stance as “robber talk.” This is a most striking
example of how carnival and popular culture are intertwined, for no further
explanation is necessary whenever the robber talk accusation is made. The en-
tire society is aware that the allusion stems from the familiarity of the people
with this character and with what he stands for in the context of carnival.

The long line of characters now recognized as part of traditional carnival
comes with specific rituals and performances, so that one does not don the
costume simply to dance in the streets to the music. One plays the part of the
character. It is an opportunity for even the lowliest of individuals to fantasize,
to equalize, in short to be dramatic and theatrical. From the Dame Lorraine
with its mockery of the French creole upper class to imps and devils with
names of evil-doers inscribed on their oversized books of reckoning; from
dragons and scaled beasts breathing fire and venom to Wild Indians, red,
blue, or black, and their elaborate headpieces; from Yankee minstrels, a case
of blacks imitating whites imitating blacks, to Tennessee cowboys; from bats
and clowns to fancy sailors with their dance steps simulating drunkenness
or the rocking of a boat, all go beyond the outer disguise to play for an ever-
appreciative mass audience that is in tune with the requirements of the various
roles or costumes. Increasingly, the contemporary carnival is evolving away
from some of the stock characters in favor of presentations that are the visual
embodiment of the fantasy of the designer, though there is still the tendency
to have a king and queen in many of the larger bands, on whose extravagant
costumes a significant amount of time would have been spent. These kings
and queens participate in a separate competition prior to the two days of street
parading, and usually have the enthusiastic support of the rest of the players
in their bands. However, in times of economic stringency, simpler costumes
are becoming the norm for the various sections comprising a band. These are
worn mainly for the sheer joy of “playing mas™ and their wearers normally
have little to do that is considered “in character.”

There are many competitions associated with carnival, and their influence
canbe seenin the concerted attempts made by bandleaders to outdo each other
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to gain the nod of the various judges, and the attendant prestige that goes with
winning particular prizes or titles. With the growing popularity of the spectacle
and its attraction for tourists, the Trinidad and Tobago government has sought,
through its National Carnival Commission, to formalize the structure of the
presentations by fixing the principal competition venues. The most prestigious
is at the Queen’s Park Savannah, and the sprawling stage erected every year
provides an ideal locale to blend theaters — street and conventional — as the
costumed masquerader of the street becomes the costumed character on the
stage. It is here that the main judging takes place for the Band of the Year, and
thatinnovation and originality are rewarded. It is, according to Peter Minshall,
one of the main proponents of carnival as theater, the only place available for
the proper presentation of just not his, but all mas’.

Now;, while it is Minshall who is mostly associated with the concept of car-
nival as theater, at least in the 1980s and 1990s, his bands were by no means
the first to dramatize portrayals on stage in the Savannah. Harold Saldenah’s
Imperial Rome, and Glory that was Greece, George Bailey’s Ye Saga of Merrie
England, and Byzantine Glory, dating back to the 1950s, all had players know-
ingly choreograph their movements to enhance the authenticity of their por-
trayals. This development is not without its share of controversy. First, from
the point of view of the revelers in the band, there is the complaint that
many of the spectators who follow popular bands, but are not in costume,
do not vacate the stage so the masqueraders can put on the best possible per-
formance for the judges. Second, from the point of view of the rival bands,
there is the complaint that some bandleaders are given more than their fair
share of time on stage, to the dismay of those who are left waiting, some-
times almost at standstill, for their turn to show their array of costumes and
characters.

Peter Minshall, with performances different from what the public had seen
prior to his entrance into the world of carnival-as-theater, took center stage
in the 1980s and 1990s. His performances were abstract and symbolic, but no
less intriguing. Minshall has produced bands in trilogies, with presentations
and performances spanning three years. He has also presented bands in what
he has termed two acts, striving for theatrical effect, and thereby emphasizing
that mas’ is theater. In the 1983 presentation of The River, for example, on
Carnival Monday, act one, the Washerwoman, his queen of the band, wore an
all-white costume. She symbolically washed the clothes of her folk, and their
clean clothes hung on a line — erected over her head as part of her headpiece —
to blow innocently in the breeze. Each section of the band symbolized a
tributary of the main stream, represented by a twenty-five foot wide, half-mile
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long, stretched nylon canopy held over the entire band on poles by selected
revelers. The pure waters represented by each section, converged in the river
above the heads of the participants. Act two on Tuesday began with Mancrab
and his bloodstained shroud, and the dead queen with her clothes soaked in
red. The half-mile river canopy had become a polychrome river indicating
pollution. It was not until 5:30 p.m. that the band, numbering well over 2,000 —
thus large by current standards — reached the Savannah stage, and proceeded
to complete the symbolic struggle of good versus evil, a favorite Minshall
theme that his masqueraders were being called upon to stage (see Nunley and
Bettelheim 1988: 108). The timing of the band’s arrival coincided with the start
of the evening sunset, with its special rays reflected on the costumes of the
revelers.

Minshall had stage-managed his presentation for maximum visual impact.
He hasbeen persistent in emphasizing that carnival is theater, and has incurred
the wrath of his bandleader colleagues for spending too much time acting for
the judges, a reasonable complaint when one considers the logistics of moving
large numbers of masqueraders on and off the vast open stage erected for the
occasion. His answer to his critics is that the logistics problem is not of his
making, and that he should not be stymied in his attempt to present carnival’s
surviving traditions in a particular way. “I do absolutely believe in the power
of the mas’,” he has said, “so I will play it in the fashion that best allows for
that power to be appreciated by all who look upon it” (quoted in Joseph 1997).

Carnival is inconceivable without music. The hypnotic state to which many
masqueraders are driven is the result not only of their total involvement with
the new self beneath the disguise, but also from the infectious music that
accompanies all carnival activity. In this regard, therefore, one must pay atten-
tion to another aspect of the drama that is carnival, namely that of the voice
of the people, for it is the so-called people’s performer, the calypsonian, who
provides the music, even the societal context for the mas’.

Throughout the carnival and calypso season that starts immediately after
Christmas, as the various preparations are being made for the street parade
that is the climax of the carnival, the society partakes of a massive serving of
oral literature and popular culture, the new calypsos. These eagerly awaited
songs are presented, sometimes in dramatized fashion, at various venues —
calypso tents — by calypsonians, the contemporary version of the lead singers,
the chantwells, that were part of early carnival bands. The calypsonians have
evolved away from direct association with masked bands as such. But it is their
music that bandleaders use to accompany their presentations, though calypso
is often much more than the music it supplies.
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If carnival is the national theater, then calypso is the national literature. In
a society that prides itself on its literacy, on its love of book learning, the oral
tradition is still vibrant, and very much alive in the calypso. Calypsos constantly
interpret events in Trinidad and Tobago society, and monitor activities within
and without it. They are the mirror of the national ethos, moving far beyond
mere information as supplied by the media (see Warner 1982). Their earlier
role of people’s newspaper has nowadays more correctly evolved into that of
people’s magazine. Even in the remotest of country villages, people no longer
depend on the itinerant calypsonian to bring them news of what is taking place
inthe society. Since improved technology provides instant worldwide coverage
of any newsworthy occurrence, new calypsos appear with some distance in
time from events they depict. Nevertheless, while the “news” factor is no
longer uppermost in the minds of the calypsonians, calypsos do analyze social
and political events, and do reflect prevailing moods and attitudes. They are an
integral part of the popular culture, and come closest to explaining what makes
this society distinctly Trinidadian, even distinctly West Indian or Caribbean.
Such calypsos hold the interest of the public mainly through their lyrics, thus
through what they “say.”

Many of the new calypsos are presented at venues — any such place being
dubbed tents — in the six- to eight-week period between the start of the new
calendar year and the two days of street parading. Aware of the appeal of
dramatic presentations, calypsonians have often resorted to staging the story
line of many of their calypsos. These presentations are characteristically done
in slapstick fashion, with little or no attempt to disguise the calypsonians
playing the various characters. This is not usually a problem, and is even
expected of the presentation, since the audience is more interested in the slant
the performance gives to whatever is the latest imbroglio being dramatized.
For instance, calypsonians are seen by the people as being constantly in touch
with the shenanigans of those in power, or the covert activities of all politicians
in general. This is so much so that in one of his early renditions, popular
calypsonian The Mighty Sparrow, boasted that “if Sparrow say so, is so,” thus
granting unto himself moral and poetic license not easily claimed by others
in the society. Yet this is not seen as extraordinary, for it is what the public has
come to expect over the years, and those who step over the line of decency
are immediately greeted with sharp disapproval.

All in the calypso is not protest and social commentary, however, and the
public has come to expect other things from its bards, most of whom have
traditionally sung under an interesting array of sobriquets, from the early fear-
inspiring Roaring Lion, Growling Tiger, or Attila, to the newer, less awesome

147



The Cambridge History of African and Caribbean Literature

Mighty Sparrow, Cro Cro, or Sugar Aloes. Calypsonians provide a healthy
portion of literary fulfillment for a society more attuned to its oral tradition
than it would like to admit. As such, they sing of love, of life, of episodes,
humorous or otherwise, that illustrate the human condition, and the public
listens and appreciates. Indeed, it gets involved with these singers, as happens
whenever a controversial topic is raised, and a national debate ensues.

Throughout the carnival/calypso season, then, calypsos provide the back-
ground to the preparation for the festivities. But while one type of calypso sets
the mood for reflection, or pricks the conscience of the people, leading a band-
leader like Peter Minshall to use a specific calypso to present an overall theme
for his band, it is another type that sets the masqueraders dancing. Even when
itnarrates a story, what this other type of calypso “says” matters relatively little.
It exists as a vehicle for the music, tune and melody being more important than
lyric. It is this type of calypso, like Arrow’s “Hot, hot, hot,” that easily captures
international audiences, and accounts for the impression that the calypso is
mainly a danceable folksong from “the islands.” With the rapid ascendancy of
reggae from Jamaica, due in large part to the worldwide popularity of the late
Bob Marley, calypso has found itself competing, even in Trinidad and Tobago,
with this Jamaican import at the level of popular appeal. Calypso’s response in
terms of access to world audiences is soca — coined from soul of calypso — but
its marketing has not been as aggressive as that of reggae. Nevertheless, there
is great interpenetration of one territory’s music into another, with reggae in-
fluencing calypso in Trinidad, and calypso influencing reggae in Jamaica. The
resulting mixture is appreciated by the public as a whole, for it is aware that
this blend is something authentically Caribbean, and something born of the
masses and their culture. Jamaica has now begun to host an annual carnival,
as do most of the other Caribbean territories, but Trinidad’s carnival remains
undoubtedly the premier celebration of the region.

As the climax of carnival approaches, it becomes clear which of the dance
type of calypso will dominate the street parades — the most popular being
designated the Road March. In recent times, a new sort of call and response
has developed, as the calypsonians have urged their listeners to participate by
doing certain dance steps or movements. “Get something and wave” and “Put
your hands in the air” were two of the more popular exhortations made in the
1990s. The result is a communal dance — a new one every year — a communal
participation in an experience that is renowned for its ability to coax the
inhibited, the reserved, or the conservative out of their noninvolvement. It
is noticeable, for instance, that carnival bands are increasingly dominated by
women, and that many appear on the streets in scanty costumes thatlead some
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spectators to complain annually that there is too much lewdness in carnival. In
their defense, such revelers maintain that carnival is a time for total freedom,
and that the suggestive dancing in public is nothing more than an open and
harmless celebration of the vibrancy that lies at the depth of the society’s soul.
They see the complaints as yet another attempt by the establishment to stifle
any show of enjoyment and creativity by the masses. This inability to deal
with what has evolved in the popular culture is seen as another of the legacies
of colonialism.

It is the same situation that existed with regard to the acceptance of the mu-
sic produced by the novel instrument called the steelpan, fashioned, almost
incredibly, from discarded oil drums. The social stigma that was attached to
association with the steelbands and their members was similar to that attached
to association with calypsonians. Popular culture in both these instances was
not given any credibility by the establishment, which grudgingly paid occa-
sional lip service when it was convenient for its own self-interest. Fortunately,
both calypsonian and steelband player stuck together in the face of social pres-
sure to abandon their art form and their music, and in the lead-up to carnival,
they work harmoniously together. Almost all the music played by steelbands
for the carnival season is calypso.

Carnival and calypso are thus intimately interwoven. Both have redefined
the concept of audience participation, and both have evolved into barometers
of the mood of the society. Community involvement is key to them both, for
in the oral arena in which calypso is performed, there is constant interchange
between performer and listener, just as the carnival spectator is invariably
swept into the action, onto the stage, so to speak (the symbolic sprinkling of
baby powder on spectators by one carnival character, the fancy sailor, being
evidence of this interaction).

It would seem perfectly natural for the blend of carnival and calypso to end
up on the conventional stage, there to be an example of what postcolonial
societies can produce when they marry the inherited with the newly minted,
when popular culture is allowed to be fully expressed. Indeed, there have been
many attempts to develop a specifically carnival theater by taking carnival
characters and rituals and integrating them into proscenium-style plays. These
efforts have produced plays such as Errol Hill’s Man Better Man (1957), Derek
Walcott’s The Charlatan (1954), Godfrey Sealy’s To Hell Wid Dat (1990), and
Felix Edinborough’s Mas in Yus Mas (1980) and J’Ouvert (1982). These produc-
tions were first and foremost examples of conventional theater with carnival
characters, carnival songs, and carnival dances incorporated, as opposed to
the open, and admittedly difficult to define and delimit, street theater. The
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short-lived experiment of the Trinidad Tent Theatre of the early 1980s, which
also showcased the incorporation of carnival characters into a conventional
type of drama, showed that it was not sufficient merely to write plays that
incorporated traditional characters and scenes, however noble such a venture
might seem. This type of carnival theater still had as its premise the idea that
something “local” —an unfortunate term even in this postcolonial phase — was
being made to fit a pre-conceived model, one that was accommodating a bit
oflocal color and folk input, and one that was reserved, all things being equal,
for “real” theater. There was once more the misguided notion that popular
culture was only a complement to true culture.

One noteworthy development in the continuing marriage of carnival and
folk theater is the Jouvay Process as conceived by Tony Hall’s Lordstreet
Theatre, which turns the microscope on carnival and extracts traditional char-
acters. The process involves familiarizing members of the theater group with
the history of carnival, with the early calypso/carnival music of kalinda, and
with the movements of stick fighters, all of which centers on an appreciation
for the use of the street. Members eventually blend a traditional carnival char-
acter with a contemporary one, and portray it, going to various outdoor or
community locales, where they draw in bystanders, and so try to discover how
animators prod others to respond, such as at carnival time in the street.

It must be emphasized that the folk origin under discussion is not a mere
stepping stone to the more conventional theater, which has existed, and no
doubt will continue to exist, in the West Indies. Carnival as theater stands on
its own; in fact, it cannot work totally on the proscenium, where it seems
somewhat out of place and out of character, despite the theatricality inher-
ent in the various portrayals. It needs the street, or a street-like atmosphere,
which it is not likely to find with an audience seated quietly indoors. Carnival
has its own life, and has even given birth to other similar attempts, as
Trinidad and Tobago nationals and other aficionados have taken this phe-
nomenon to the rest of the Caribbean nations, and to the metropolitan areas of
Europe and North America where there are large concentrations of Caribbean
immigrants.

There is heavy emphasis on participation by the people, even when, to
all appearances, spectators are mere bystanders. The passive observation of
floats passing by is not what the Trinidad carnival is about, and it is for that
reason that there are problems when a band presents itself before the judges
at the designated venues. Revelers, whether or not in costume, deem it their
right to enjoy the music, to “jump up” as they say, for, to use another popular
expression of Trinidad revelers: “Carnivalis we t'ing.” In other words, it belongs
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exclusively to them and they are going to enjoy it come what may. The matter
of interfering with the competitive chances of the very band in which they are
“jumping” seems to be of minimal importance. Such participants would no
doubt be quite surprised to hear they were part of a theatrical performance
as such, and in fact they do not use the term “theater” to describe the event
of which they are a vital part. However, they would be acutely aware of being
an integral part of the popular culture of a nation that now proudly advertises
this event as one of the cultural wonders of the world.

From the beginning, carnival has been about drama: the Dame Lorraine,
the pierrot, the midnight robber, wild Indians, all costumed characters with set
roles on the street stage. The drama has been about the formerly illicit calypso
tents, the police raids they suffered, and the clever use of the double entendre
to prevent detection by colonial authorities. The drama has also been about
the outlawed cannes briilées processions (“canboulay” of popular parlance) that
evolved out of the burning of the sugar cane, and ended in riots with the
police. It has been about the seasonal kalinda dance, and about the stickfights,
where Trinidad males externalized and ritualized their quest for dominance.
The drama has been about jouvay with the revelers emerging in the pre-dawn
daubing themselves with mud and presenting the grotesque and the obscene.
It has, finally, been in the struggle of the urban blacks to have upper-class
society accept their steelbands as making music, thus as contributing to the
corpus of fine arts that the establishment thought its preserve.

It is clear then that, as of old, the drama in carnival is not in the single story
being told, and hence confounds all who look for a single plot. The drama is in
the performance of the costume and band, the delivery and topic of calypsos,
the arrangement and playing of the accompanying music. The drama is in the
fierce competitions of steelband and masked band, the feverish preparation for
these contests, even in the stage-management of the grand theatrical event.

Further, there is little doubt that carnival, born of the folk and intrinsically
tied to the folk, is the national theater of Trinidad. Whereas in former times
dancingin the street, masked characters, and music created by the lower classes
or folk were frowned upon by the colonial upper class, the mulatto and black
middle classes, today people of all social and financial levels participate in and
support this annual presentation. Hence from the lowly beginnings, from the
bowels of the folk, there is now a flourishing, widely appreciated national
theater in Trinidad, and it is carnival. It is a significant contribution to drama
in the West Indies, for it shows that postcolonial societies can indeed develop
their own art forms with an original blend of the imposed culture and the
indigenous.
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9
Africa and writing

ALAIN RICARD

Africa is everywhere inscribed. From rocks to masks, sculptures, pyramids,
and manuscripts one needs but a stubborn and narrow-minded commitment
to alphabetic writing to deny that the continent has left graphic marks of its
history everywhere. Graphic representation is indeed present, but is it writing?
One of the best books on the topic, written from an Asian angle, Visible Speech,
subtitled “The Diverse Oneness of Writing Systems,” by John De Francis,
will be my guide on what can be called the “African chapter in the history of
writing” (see Figure 9.1). Speech communities always generate material means
to keep and retrieve information — this is not always writing. I will then reflect
on graphic representation of sounds and the competition generated between
several systems of graphic representation, before considering the contribution
of a new kind of artist, the alphabet inventor, who belongs to the history of
art, and not to the history of literature.

De Francis makes two useful distinctions that have a practical bearing on
the analysis of writing in Africa. He divides students of graphic systems into
two camps, the inclusivists and exclusivists, using as a discriminating criterion
their definition of writing:

Partial writing is a system of graphic symbols that can be used to convey only
some thought.

Full writing is a system of graphic symbols that can be used to convey any
and all thought.

Inclusivists believe that both partial and full writing should be called writing;
exclusivists believe that only full writing deserve this label. (De Francis 1989: 5)

Africa is the continent with the largest number of recorded rock art
paintings: from the Drakensberg and the Matopos in Southern Africa to the Air
inthe Sahara, the continent seems to have been populated by crowds of painters
eager to record, to pray, or to celebrate. A recent book, L’art rupestre dans le
monde, by Emmanuel Anati, director of Unesco World Archive of Rock Art
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“meaning-plus-sound” phonemic systems = morphophonemic systems

Figure 9.1 De Francis’s Writing Classification Scheme. (From De Francis 1989.)

(WARA), based on an extensive survey of several millions of pictures and
engravings, attempts to demonstrate that cave paintings are indeed a kind
of writing, and that we have here a universal code. Studies by Henri Lhote
on the Sahara and by Henri Breuil and Victor Ellenberger in southern Africa
are of course part of this model that organizes graphic production according
to two axes: a diachronic series taking into account the mode of subsistence
of the artists and a synchronic dealing with the syntax of the pictograms. For
Anati, some pictograms are ideograms and point to a universal code of graphic
expression. In his view, Central Tanzania offers what is probably the longest
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sequence in the world of such images and is probably the “cradle” of this art
(Anati 1997: 191-92). They are an exceptional testimony of the development
process of thinking, of intellectual achievement, and of the cultural changes
that have marked East Africa within the last 40,000 years. Especially impressive
are the pictures of the Kundusi gatherers, with their heads masked, arranged
in a triad, as if captivated by a special myth:

Painted walls stand for a cathedral. In it are kept myths and legends, i.e., the
capacity to keep a living relationship with the past or the future, which is
usually done in palaces or sanctuaries.

What is called the White Bantu style offers us a true historical archive,
full of pictograms and ideograms, which remains to be interpreted. It pro-
vides extraordinary information on the concepts and beliefs of Bantu people.

(Anati 1997: 22T1; 223)

Anati’sattempts to relate recent findings to Nyau ritual and dance are especially
interesting: they allow us to read the paintings as pictograms of masks and
dance and provide a bridge to present-day Chewa society (Anati 1997: 235;
Probst 1997).

Africais full of inscriptions of what the Angolan writer Luandino Vieira calls
“illiterate writing.” Paintings and engravings that encode stories and rituals
belong to writing, if we adopt an inclusivist position. So does graphic symbol-
ism in a different way. In her book, Symboles graphiques en Afrique noire (1992),
C. Faik Nzuji undertakes a semiological analysis of the code of representation
in different groups. This is an avenue that was explored long ago by Marcel
Griaule and Germaine Dieterlen (1951). Dogon graphic symbolism has been
the topic of several studies. It is indeed of the utmost importance because
these symbols are in close relation to speech: they are produced within speech
communities and demand interpretation by these communities. They fulfill
one of the essential functions of writing: recording information and enabling
its retrieval. They do this in a specialized way not available for any kind of
messages. But many writing systems suffer from the same constraints. The
“African Chapter in the History of Writing” (Raum 1943) is the study of ways
to keep and retrieve information by graphic means:

When Livingstone entered the country of the Lunda he observed that all
trees along his route bore incisions, which are said to have resembled faces
reminiscent of Egyptian pictures. (Raum 1943: 181)

These signs —incisions etched on trees and marked by colored dots on sticks —
even if they are not pictographs (why not?) — fulfill some functions of writing,
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by reminding us of the words, spells, and prayers of those who inscribed
them:

Symbols are cultural creations that derive their meaning from rituals and
cults, intense moments that punctuate the life of their users. In most cases,
the body is marked, objects are carved, modeled to this end. Scarifications are
thus messages sent to the ages. (Faik-Nzuji 1992: 122)

Marking of property, what Raum calls “crystallizing and registering thought
processes” (1943: 9), as well as graphic and colored symbols are used by African
peoples; they serve

three main purposes: the perpetuation of expressions of emotional states and
volitional tendencies in inscriptions which bear a magical, and sometimes
religious, significance; the regulations of social relations by supplying distin-
guishing marks for private and clan property and by affording a medium of
communication between individuals; finally graphic symbols serve to record
the shape, name and number of objects as well as subjects of conversations and
negotiations and thus act as instruments of intellectual processes. (1943: 187)

As is well known, graphic symbolism fulfills different functions: magical
and numerical. Certain systems have been particularly well perfected, such as
the Nsibidi script (Dalby 1986). Some objects elicit a verbal response and thus
encapsulate a text. The systematic use of such objects can function like writing.
It is especially important to recall these propositions to prevent a confusion of
perspectives. These pictograms have been used for centuries. As David Dalby
explains, the graphic symbolism of the Egyptian ideograms probably belongs
to symbolic repertories long used in Africa, whether on rock, on wood, or
on skin. The Egyptian system of writing is of course full writing, capable of
recording any thought: it recorded a literature used in an actual society. These
pictographs have been enriched by what De Francis calls the rebus principle:

Pictographs used as pictographs lead nowhere. Pictographs used as phonetic
symbols lead to full writing . . . The rebus principle formed the basis of three
systems of writing, generally thought to have been independently developed,
which were created at intervals of about fifteen hundred years: first by the
Sumerians about 3000 Bc, then by the Chinese about 1500 Bc, and last by the
Mayas about the beginning of our era. (1989: 50)

As De Francis demonstrates convincingly — and paradoxically for those with
a superficial and often ideological knowledge of Chinese writing — Chinese
ideograms note essentially the sounds of syllables, while Egyptian hieroglyphs
note the sounds of consonants. Of course not all the system is phonetically
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based but it has a central phonetic component, and it is precisely this that
makes it capable of recording any kind of thought, of being full writing. The
operation of the “rebus principle,” substituting images of things to represent
the sounds of their names, is the key to the development of a writing system.
Pictograms serve to complete the picture, to enrich, to make the texts precise.
The oldest written African language is thus Egyptian, to which we can add
Nubian. The Meroe pyramids and the Sudan desert have yielded stones with
inscriptions, allowing us to decipher Meroitic script but not to understand the

language:

In addition to its use in religious contexts, Meroitic was without doubt also
the written language of both the administration and of daily life.

The variety of preserved inscribed monuments is so great that we can
assume both knowledge and use of writing for a significant portion of the
population . . . a comprehensive body of source material is now at hand for
the Meroitic Period of the kingdom. Its value, however, is certainly weakened
by the fact that the texts can be read, but not translated. A few basic rules of
the linguistic structure are recognizable, showing that Meroitic might belong
to a group of northern Sudanese languages to which Nubian is also ascribed.
But the chronological and genetic distance from these languages is so great
that not much help can be expected by making comparisons. The meaning of
divine and personal names, place-names, and individual titles can be grasped,
especially in those cases that stem from Egyptian. Among these are words
like . . . ato (“water”), at (“bread”). (Priese 1996: 253)

The Kingdom of Kush and its capital Kerma were in dynastic times (25-15
centuries BCE) at the center of an ancient Nubian empire and of the relations
between Egypt and Black Africa. The inscriptions found are written in Egyp-
tian, but Meroe, the successor kingdom, had its own written language. Written
with a selection of Egyptian demotic hieroglyphs, it is indeed an African lan-
guage, related to languages still spoken in the area. But it is also fascinating
by reason of the mystery it presents: we know the consonants and the vowels
but we cannot organize the discourse, as if the written image of the language
were too far removed from an actual language. Many African languages have
been written with rather inadequate systems: perhaps Meroe was the first one
of the series and this is the cause of its present opacity.

The highly tonal, largely monosyllabic West African coastal languages
would probably need something like the Chinese system to be efficiently
written, whereas the class and tone languages of the Bantu would certainly
be reduced to bare consonantal skeletons in the Egyptian writing system. In
other words, these languages need another approach of representation where
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phonemic analysis would go along with symbolic representation. It is already
difficult to write vowels, with aperture and length: how can we represent pitch
as well in a phonemic (or alphabetic) system? The Vietnamese have succeeded
in a context of an exceptionally strong feeling of national consciousness, ready
to bear many sacrifices. The balance between phonemic and other kinds of
representation (symbolic, pictographic) in a system is achieved over centuries:
a writing system does not live divorced from a society. It is very important to
realize, for instance, that a system which looks cumbersome and inefficient,
like the hieroglyphs, had special advantages for the world within which it was
required to function:

The central complaint is that the Egyptians evidently lacking in imagination,
failed to take what is deemed to be the obvious step: simply to use their
uniconsonantal signs in the manner ofan alphabet, abandoning the other types
of signs. Such criticism, which is based essentially on the assumed superiority
of alphabetic script over all others, is quite misplaced. It not only overrates the
efficiency of alphabetic systems, it also undervalues the merits of others. The
Egyptian system has the disadvantage of containing a relatively large number
of signs. In compensation however, its mixed orthography creates visually
distinctive word patterns that actually enhance legibility.  (Davies 1987: 35)

In Africa only Egyptian, Nubian, Ge’ez, and Tamazight have, over the cen-
turies, developed their own systems of full writing. A literature, a community
of writers and readers were thus created. The Ethiopian syllabary (whether in
Ge’ez or in Ambharic) is the only syllabary still in practical use in Africa today.
Other African languages have borrowed scripts, whether Arabic or Roman. In
the last two centuries, inventions of specific syllabaries, in the Mande area for
instance (Vai syllabary), have occurred in a context of intensive culture contact
with Islam, but remained local and did not produce a literature (Dalby 1970).
All these inventors should be remembered as graphic artists more than as
writers or inventors. Only the Bamun sultan Njoya, at the beginning of the
twentieth century, devised a syllabary in which original works of history were
written; unfortunately the development of this original creation was stopped
by the destruction of his printing shop at the time of French colonization. Ara-
bic itself was probably the most commonly used written language in Africa up
to the nineteenth century. It was written in Timbuktu in the fifteenth century
and there still exists an Arabic literature in West Africa.

To borrow a script is not to borrow a language, and some adaptations are
necessary. Arabic, for instance, has only three vowels, while many African lan-
guages have more (for instance, Kiswahili has five vowels) and some even have
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tones. Fula and Hausa were written in the Arabic script, using the ajami script
created in the eighteenth century; as was Kiswahili on the Indian Ocean. But
of course these adaptations are not without problems. As Amadou Hampaté
B4, a well-known Islamic scholar as well as francophone writer put it:

We do not even know for how long Fula was written in Arabic script . . . No
linguistic study of the western system had been made to fix for each phoneme
a specific sign . . . So writing varied with each different area. The result was
that a writer who did not know his text by heart had difficulties rereading his
text six months later . . . The only known exception is the Futa Jallon where,
thanks to a long practice of writing, people could reread themselves, not
without difficulties. (B4 1972: 28—29, my translation)

Arabic does not have certain phonemes, for instance -ng, so often present in
Bantu languages. Tippu Tip, the famous slave dealer from Zanzibar wrote his
autobiography in Kiswahili in 1899 using the Arabic script and the text was
transliterated by the German Consul and published in romanized Kiswahili
(Whiteley 1958) as well as in European languages; it is probably one of the
first Swahili narratives in which Islam is not the dominant theme. Many
Swahili Arabic-script manuscripts have been transliterated to become roman-
ized books — Al Inkishafi, for instance, which is probably the greatest Swahili
poem, written at the beginning of the nineteenth century —and spread in book
form in 1939 thanks to W. Hitchens’s work.

There has been a large movement towards romanization, along with the
spread of colonial education and missionary Christian activity, not so much to
convert Muslims to Christianity as to prevent the conversion of non-Muslim
Africans to Islam by providing alternative ways of writing their languages,
detached from any association with Arabic. This was the rationale for writ-
ing down in Roman script many African languages, in Nigeria especially. At
the same time a romanized version of the Hausa script — boko — was printed
and widely disseminated. It may have been a colonial plot in the 1930s, but
its continuing success is due to other factors, especially its standardization.
Let us also remember that the Turkish language was romanized at the same
time. The same is true for Kiswahili, which was used as a medium by Catholic
missionaries at the end of the nineteenth century, while Protestants were
more reluctant to engage in the theological dialogue with Islam that this
kind of linguistic appropriation required, since a large part of Swahili con-
ceptual vocabulary came from Arabic. Finally, Somali was romanized in the
1970s and became the official language of the defunct Socialist Republic of
Somalia.
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The switch from Arabic to Roman script inspired a massive effort to write
down previously unwritten languages. Some posed rather complex problems,
as can be seen from the chart showing the different ways of writing down
Khoi sounds such as clicks (see Figure 9.2). The creation of an International
Phonetic Alphabet, in 1854, provided a useful comparative tool to compare
different languages, previously recorded in rather haphazard ways, according
to the different linguistic backgrounds of their students. French missionaries
would write -ch while English would write -sh: Thomas Mofolo behaved as a
proper student of the Paris Mission when he wrote the name of the Zulu hero
Chaka (ch- French spelling of the Zulu fricative) and not Shaka.

The spread of writing and especially of printing has been the task of missions
in Africa (see Coldham 1966) but without some measure of agreement on
transcription, the dissemination of the written version of each Africanlanguage
isheavily handicapped. The Yorubareached an agreementbetween themselves
in 1875 (see Ade Ajayi 1960), thanks to the pioneering work of Bishop Samuel
Ajaiyi Crowther, linguist, explorer, translator, and a Yoruba by birth: a fact
that helped considerably the development of their written literature. Religious
differences made for different writing systems, based on conventions of the
European tongues. Sometimes nationalistic concerns were in force, and lasted
long, as demonstrated by the differences between South African and Lesotho
spellings (Shaka or Chaka) of the same language, Sesotho. Today the size of the
South African Sotho market is a powerful magnet that has helped to convert
the orthography of Lesotho publishers, without any linguistic conference.

The issues in graphization leave us with a legacy of competition between
churches and between states. The Gu people of Porto Novo (Benin Republic)
never wrote their language like their Yoruba neighbors (Nigeria): to divide
was a prerequisite of imperial rule and the invention of different graphic forms
of mutually understandable languages was a great tool of division between
competing powers (see Ricard 1995: 145-49).

In a typically romantic worldview, writing the language of an African group —
of any group — meant, in the nineteenth century, bringing this group to light,
making it emerge from the Dark Ages. The world was classified according to
the “Great Divide”: with Gutenberg the “Night has passed away and the Day
has come,” sings the choir in Mendelssohn’s Second Symphony performed in
1840 to commemorate the four-hundredth anniversary of the invention of the
movable type (Vail and White 1991: 1). A general theory of graphic expression
cannot consider alphabetic writing to be the apex of human culture. It should
reject well-known theories that have a rather ethnocentric bias: other paths
have been followed by other cultures, in Asia or in Africa, for instance, but
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Hottentot Language.
PUBLICATIONS AND MANUSCRIPTS. CLICKS.
Nos. TITLES. Date.) Catal. iDent{ Lat. {Gutt.| Pal.

1 | Sir Thomas Herbert, Bart.,...| 1638 28. ist

2 | G. Fr. Wrede, Compendium....| 1664 | %30,

3 | God. Guil. Leibnitii, Collect...{ 1717 35. t? k?

4 | M. P.Kolbe’s Travels cee.veeees 1719 33. N (or) ~o

5 | Andrew Sparrmaunn, M D.,......| 1782 23. t?

6 | C. P. Thunberg, M.D.,eceeerenerd] 1789 | 4.}l a Al d

7 1 F. Le Vaillant, Travels......... 1790 25. 1l AtV A

8 { John Barrow,F.R.S,,.cuuceeanens 1801 26, {| — [G)

9 | Dr. van der Kemp, Catech.....| 1805 { %21.{|By 6 differ. Numer.
10 | H Lichtenstein, M.D,,..........] 1808 {18..19./{£?*{¢?2 t??
11 | Kafir and Zulu Booka. since...| 182¢ (4321641 o | x | q [(qe)
12 | Will. J. Burchell, Travels...... 1824 | 20. ¢ CC
13 | Joh. Leon. Ebner, Travels .... { 1829 | 3 —_—

14 | J. H. Schmelen, Manu., before| 1830 104 —| 21 | o
15 | H. C. Knudsen, Spell.-book.....| 1842 | 5. 6. - 21991 ;
16 | H. C. Knudsen, Luke's Gospell 1846 |15.74.) - | 2 (< | :
17 | C. ¥. Wuras, Catech,, before...| 1848 21. . el C
18 | C. F. Wuras, Grammar......... 1850 1.l flylqlvw
19 | E. P. S. Schreuder, Zulu Gr...| 1850 | 178.l 5 | 3 |"S|
20 | R. Lepsius, Manuscript.........] 1853 10j1x| (X} 10
21 | Rich Lepsiue,Stand. Alphab...| 1854 REE I
22 | F. H.Vollmer,Spelling-book.. | 1854 | 8.12.l v | q | f | x
23 | Rhenish Mission Conference...| 1856 11 H1F15F
24 | Henry Tindall, Grammar, &cf 1856 | . 3.} ¢ | X | | ¥
25 | Wm. H. L Bleek, Rese, &c....| 1857 [21536) ¢ | x| g ©
26 | C. F. Wurss, Manuscript....... 1857 j16.21 Aln n
27 | Ma ipt Notes 6.l tslkligkt| kt
-} 28 | J. W. Gibbs, Remarks, &c......j 1852 ) 174.]l O} 01 | &

Figure 9.2 Different ways of writing sounds. (From Bleek 1958.)
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this is often forgotten. Misconceptions regarding non-alphabetic systems have
long been the rule, such as believing in the totally non-phonetic nature of
Chinese writing (Goody and Watt 1972: 349-52) and assigning, by contrast,
to the alphabet the property of developing logical methods. As De Francis
rightly comments: “There is in this approach [Goody and Watt’s] no concrete
analysis of why . ..the consonant-plus-vowel system should be singled out
as the primary factor in the intellectual ascendancy of Greece over its Near
Eastern neighbors, who had achieved their inferior literacy half a millennium
earlier” (De Francis 1989: 245). These Manichean oppositions marked by rem-
nants of an Orientalist posture have been even stronger in the African case
and have prevented research from looking at the Egyptian data in an African
context.

Going back to our inclusivist position we can safely say that the African
chapter in the history of writing is probably one of the longest in human
history and that the obsession with orality — what Leroy Vail and Landeg
White (1991) call “the invention of oral man” — is more an ideological and
political posture than a well-informed theoretical stand.
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TEODROS KIROS

Ethiopian literature fallsinto three broad categories: classical literature, includ-
ing historical narratives, heroic poetry, and works of philosophical reflection
cast in an imaginative mode; romantic and political literature in Amharic, and,
since the Second World War, the new literature in English. The classical liter-
ature is expressed in Ge’ez, a Semitic language that is also the oldest written
language in Africa, with its unique orthography going back nearly two thou-
sand years. The Holy Bible and all other Christian texts have been translated
into Ge’ez, which survives today as the language of the Ethiopian clergy; in
this respect, it has a status similar to Latin in the western world. Ordinary
Ethiopians neither spoke nor wrote in Ge’ez. Therefore, the texts written
in that language did not seep into the soul of the people, and did not pro-
duce a national literary culture. The classical literary texts, hymns, and songs
circulate today only among the priestly class and highly specialized students
and teachers of Ge’ez. This is part of the reason that the modern Ethiopian
state which emerged in the late nineteenth century had to forge a new lan-
guage aimed at producing a popular national culture through the medium of
Ambaric.

Classical literature

This category comprises a substantial number of devotional books, many of
them works translated from foreign sources. They include biblical scriptures,
exegesis, service books of the Coptic church, texts detailing the lives of saints
of the Universal Church who flourished before the schism at the Council of
Chalcedon in 451 cg and of saints of the Coptic church, especially the Desert
Fathers," and homilies by the early Church Fathers, such as John Chrysostom,
Athanasius of Alexandria, Severus of Antioch, and Cyril of Alexandria (Haile
1995: 40). It is widely believed that the translation of the Bible into Ge’ez began
in the fifth century, one hundred years after the conversion of the Aksumite
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kingdom to Christianity, and that it was completed by the seventh century
(Knibb 1999: 2). This translation, based on a Greek text, was revised in light of
Arabic and Hebrew texts during the literary revival that marked the reign of
Amda Tseyon (1314—44) in the fourteenth century. Literary activity, which had
stopped with the decline of the Aksumite kingdom in the seventh century, was
revived with the establishment of the Solomonic dynasty (1268-1975). Ge’ez
versions of many sacred books have disappeared (Haile 1995: 43), but some have
survived. The main religious books of this period are the Book of Enoch; the
Book of Jubilee (on the Sabbath), and the Book of Joseph and Asenath. These books
were unknown to the authors of the Old Testament but were apparently well
known by the authors of the New Testament. They have now become fully
incorporated into the body of Ethiopian sacred books; thus, they form the
Bible, which for Ethiopians consists not of sixty-six but of eighty-one books.
In the Ethiopian Christian community, all the texts grapple with distinctly
Ethiopian problems, out of which develops a distinct Christian literature by
Ethiopians and for Ethiopians. This was the first exercise in the indigenization
and localization of Christianity in the African experience. A broader view of
this interpretive literature must include these texts as contributions to global
Christian literature.

Classical Ethiopian literature also includes a large body of philosophical
writings in literary language, in genres such as fables and poetry, deriving
from different external and internal sources. Classical Ethiopian philosophy
itselfresults from a confluence of Greek, Egyptian, Aramaic, and Arab sources.
The Fisalgos (second century cE) is a transcription from the Greek Physiologos.
It is primarily symbolic of moral values. In these texts, various animals, plants,
and natural objects function as symbols of moral instructions, and thus com-
pose a distinctly Ethiopian interpretation of the Bible. They revolve around
a discourse that emphasizes the duties of children toward their parents, as in
this passage from the Fisalgos:

The young one of the hipwopas,* when their father grows old, pluck off his
molting feathers, peck his eyes, keep him in a hot place, welcome him under
their wings, feed him, and guard him, as if they were saying to their father: "As
a reward for having kept us, we shall do likewise to you.” And they do so until
(these aged birds) are imparted with renewed vitality; they are rejuvenated
and are young once more. (Sumner 1994: 25—26)

The Book of the Philosophers also uses images in the same way as the Fisalgos.
In contrast to the Fisalgos, The Book of the Philosophers is a collection of say-
ings that illuminate tradition as a source of philosophy, in other words,
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that consecrate philosophy as a product of orality. Most of the sayings are
Ethiopianized interpretations of classical Greek philosophers — Pythagoras,
Plato, and Aristotle — but the texts retain their Ethiopian roots and cadence.
They are not merely appropriations, but rather transformed interpretations. As
Claude Sumner has argued, Ethiopians never translate literally: they adapt and
modify, add and subtract; thus, a translation always bears a typical Ethiopian
stamp. The results are always texts that distinguish themselves from the orig-
inal sources.

One of the outstanding texts of the fourteenth century concerns the story
of Skendes (Greek, Sekondos), a story that has fired the imaginations of Greek,
Syrian, Arabic, and Ethiopian scholars over the centuries. The Ethiopian text is
based on the Arabic, although some scholars contend that its style is modeled
on the Greek. The Ethiopian version recalls the story of Skendes, the son of
sagacious parents, who decided to send him to Berytus (modern Beirut) and
Athens for a classical education. Skendes was thirteen years old at the time
of his departure to the foreign lands. While he was abroad, he encountered a
statement of the wise philosophers that declared, “All women are prostitutes.”
He was greatly perturbed by the statement and determined to verify it. After
staying abroad for twenty-four years he returned to his homeland. He recalled
that disturbing statement about the nature of women, and decided to test his
own mother. Through the services of a maidservant whom he met at a public
well, he managed to trick the maid into letting him into his mother’s house,
to spend the night with her mistress in exchange for one hundred dinars. So
he spent the night with his own mother. In the morning he revealed himself
to his mother as her very own son. Shocked by the discovery, she hanged
herself

Skendes regretted his words that had caused the death of his mother, and
vowed never to speak again; from that moment on, he became permanently
silent. The emperorat the time was Andryanos, and when he heard the extraor-
dinary and tragic story of Skendes, he invited him to his court. When Skendes
was ordered to speak, he refused; instead he wrote down his thoughts, and
the king also communicated with him through writing. His responses were
organized into two books, with fifty-five questions in the first and 108 ques-
tions in the second. After the emperor had carefully read his responses, he was
deeply impressed, and did not order the philosopher to speak. Instead, it was
officially decided that the work of Skendes be treated as a national treasure
and be preserved in the priests’ archives.

The philosopher developed in his discourses systematic theories about the
essence of God, the angels, the universe, and the elements, and about the soul,
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human nature, and the spirit. Many of his other discourses speculate about
the emotions and states of being. According to Sumner, the obstinate silence
of Skendes produced an implacable dialectic of speech and silence in classical
Ethiopian philosophy. The importance of silence and wisdom, the need to
control the tongue, became powerful ethical and sapiential themes in classical
Ethiopian philosophy.

The Book of the Philosophers, Fisalgos, and Skendes’s sayings are both literary
and philosophical. At issue is not the status of the texts. They are broadly
speaking philosophical in their own right. It is the case, however, that they are
derivative transformations of non-Ethiopian texts to which Skendes and many
others contributed. Some of the sayings are natively Ethiopian, based on ob-
servation, reports, readings of the Bible, and other sources. Given Ethiopia’s
location and history, it is not an accident that the sapiential themes are at
once Arabic, Syrian, biblical, and Greek. Ethiopia is clearly at the conflu-
ence of world cultures, and its philosophical tradition precisely reflects that
confluence.

These philosophical reflections are interesting in several senses. To be-
gin with, the ethical counsels become transformed by Ethiopian thinkers
into much more than their original form. The various traditions, cus-
toms, and belief systems impose themselves on the original forms and rad-
ically alter them. Furthermore, they provide us with a novel opportunity
to inspect closely the meaning of tradition in the Ethiopian context. The
inner architectonics of the Ethiopian texts can be understood and appre-
ciated only if we take account of the multicultural tapestry out of which
they are woven and which they radically transform into their very own
African literary forms. Sumner offers a striking example of this process of
integration:

One example taken from The Book of the Philosophers will suffice to drive
this point home. The well-known conversation between Diogenes and
Alexander of Corinth, which is recorded by Diogenes Laertius, is found in
our Ethiopian work. But it is transformed beyond recognition. “Move away
from my shadow” of Diogenes is ascribed to Socrates in Ethiopic, as it al-
ready was in the Arabic. The whole passage has been given such a specifically
Christian form and development that one seems to be listening to an Oriental
monk speaking through the mouth of Socrates. Alexander the Great is simply
called “The King” — and the Arabic does as well. As in most other passages
in our manuscript, he is placed in an inferior position in relation to the wise
man. The whole dialogue hinges around one point: life. For Socrates the real
life is the spiritual one. But the king misses the point, and thinks that Socrates
is speaking of the temporal life. (Sumner 1994: 51-52)
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Royal chronicles

The Kebra Nagast (Glory of the Kings), dating to the early fourteenth century, is
a characteristically original text that traces the origin of the Solomonic dynasty
in Ethiopia as part of the elaboration of the Judeo-Christian tradition. The text
can be read as a legitimation of the dynasty, a justification of its right to rule
based on the divine rights of kings. In marvelous poetic-analytic language, it
describes the amorous relationship between Sheba, the beautiful and shrewd
Ethiopian queen, and the wise Solomon (Bezold 1909). Another section of
the work describes the military genius of Alexander the Great. Kebra Nagast
is simultaneously mythical, allegorical, and more fundamentally apocalyptic.
This story gives Ethiopia the first legendary king, Menelik, who became the
first self-conscious founder of the Ethiopian dynasty. He is purportedly the
son of Solomon and Sheba. A long line of kings traces their genealogy to
this legendary story. Different books of this period also describe the deeds
of heroes, such as during the wars of the Ethiopian emperor Amda Tseyon
(1314—44), celebrated in The Glorious Victories of ’Amda Tseyon, king of Ethiopia
(Huntingford 1965).

These texts are one source from which Ethiopian historians chronicle
Ethiopian history; they represent one of the two fountains from which
Ethiopian history flows. The other source is Gedlat (Acts of Saints). Getatchew
Haile finds the Gedlat exceptionally useful, the simplicity of the Ge’ez in
which they are written being one its attractions; while the rich tapestry of
the Ethiopian setting that grounds the texts is another (Haile 1995: 50). This
period also gave Ethiopia one ofits finest emperors, Zara Yacob, who was also
an accomplished literary figure.

Hymns and poetry

The emperor Zara Yacob (1434—68) is remembered for his vivid hymns and
his devotion to the cult of Mary. He pleaded that the “goddess” should be
revered by the faithful; painters heeded to his demands and personified her
in breathtaking paintings. According to Haile, “The king ordered thirty-three
feasts to be observed in Mary’s honor, some monthly and some annually” (199s:
50). Zara Yacob’s literary texts are filled with hymns to Mary. A foundational
hymnody called Igziabher Negse, is considered his main literary output. The
following passage from Zara Yacob’s Book of Hours is representative of its style
and atmosphere of devotional piety:

What should we call you, O full of grace;
You are the gate of Salvation;

168



Ethiopian literature

You are the portal of light;

You are the daughter of the palace

Should we call you a golden basket?

Your son is the bread of life;

His apostles are your stewards,

The sacrifices of the body of your First-born.
(Haile 1995: 52)

One of the genres of Ge’ez poetry is that associated with Qine. These poems
are employed as panegyrics and eulogies of political and religious persona-
lities, to honor the saints and as hymns to celebrate particular religious cere-
monies. The poems are rhymed and rhythmical, and are performed by trained
singers. The composers must follow strict rules of composition as regards
the length of the lines, rhythm, and grammatical structure. The singers are
expected to display exceptional powers of expression. Students are carefully
instructed in the mastery of the genre, before they can aspire to compose these
intricately woven Qine poems. One such book of rhymes is Diggua, a book of
hymns attributed to a sixth-century Aksumite priest (Haile 1995: 51). Aksum
Tsion, a famous church, uses Qine to celebrate “the conception of Mary” as
a special religious event; this church prohibits the use of Qine for any other
purpose. The most famous poem in this genre is Mezmure Dawit, which closely
follows “Psalms of Dawit,” written by an anonymous poet who lived probably
in the sixteenth century.

The fifteenth century witnessed ferocious conflicts between Orthodox
Christians and other denominations. Islam was also seeking to penetrate
Ethiopia by force, and Ethiopian Christianity was asserting its autonomy and
repelling foreign intrusion. The greatreligious books of the century are literary
documentations of these conflicts. Among them can be mentioned Egiazhar
Ngse (The God King); Kisaitan Herdet (Satan’s Dance); and finally the Gedlat, a
book that narrates the “deeds and miracles” of the saints. The fifteenth century
was also a century of king worship. Divinized Ethiopian kings are praised in
literary homilies. The most powerful literary figure of the time was Enbakom,
a Muslim merchant who converted to Christianity and became prior of the
monastery of Debre Libanos. He is the author of Anqas’a amin (Gate of Faith);
Fetha Nagast (Justice of the Kings); and Hawi Mesthafe, a theological encyclo-
pedia translated by Salik of Debre Libanos.

Unfortunately, the fifteenth century also witnessed the destruction of
books consequent upon the Muslim incursion (1527—43). As Islamization
spread, the destruction of Christian books increased, crippling Ethiopian
literary life. All this resulted in mitigating the verve and imagination of

169



The Cambridge History of African and Caribbean Literature

those who wrote in Ge’ez, which lost its expressive vigor and presence. It
became reduced to a “liturgical” language of the Church. Except among
Ethiopian Falashas, Ethiopian Jews who continued to use Ge’ez, the lan-
guage has been replaced in all the secular sectors of Ethiopian national life by
Ambaric.

Romantic and political literature in Amharic

It took several centuries before Ambharic replaced Ge’ez as the language of
writing. Amharic had emerged by the fourteenth century as an indepen-
dent language, replacing classical Ge’ez as the spoken language of the royal
court under the Solomonic dynasty (Molvaer 1997: xiii). The oldest writings
in Ambharic are poems and songs in praise of Emperors Amda Tseyon and
Emperor Ghelawdewos; these writings appeared in the fourteenth century.
Ambharic achieved official status as the literary language of Ethiopia during the
reign of Emperor Menilik (1881-1913); Menilik’s own extensive chronicle was
written in Amharic (Demoz 1995: 17). Emperor Tewodros (1855-68) introduced
the idea that the unification of Ethiopia required the use ofanationallanguage.
Ambharic thus gained prominence in the late nineteenth century, opening the
way to the flowering of a new national literary culture. Amharic became the
official language of Ethiopia in 1955, as promulgated in the country’s revised
constitution.

The establishment of the first government press in 1906, and the setting
up of more presses later on, facilitated the publication of the books that
were beginning to be written (Molvaer 1997: xiv). Scholars have described
the years between 1900 and 1935 as “the renaissance of Ethiopian writing.” A
new crop of Ethiopian writers emerged during this period, writers who were
experimenting with new forms of fiction. Afework Gebra Yesus published his
first novella in 1908. Hiruy, “the father of Ambharic literature,” is reputed to
have written about twenty-eight books. Among these books, Wedaje Libbe
(I Am My Own Best Friend, 1925) is the most popular. Tekle Hawariyat pro-
duced the first Ethiopian play in 1930 (Molvaer 1997: 48). After the restora-
tion of Ethiopian independence, following the Italian invasion (1936—41), and
spurred by the support of Emperor Haile Selassie, Ethiopian writers began
to produce poetry and novels of considerable literary merit. Reidulf Molvaer
has featured some of these Ethiopian writers in his collection of interviews
(Molvaer 1997).

T’obbiya Lebb Wallad Tarik (literally, “history born of the heart™), by Afework
Gebre (1868-1947), is perhaps the most famous work of this period. It
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announces the arrival of the novel written in Amharic. Gebre recalls in this
novel the perennial conflict between Christianity and Islam. As Yonas Admassu
has observed,

this foundational novel confronts us, at first sight, with the simplicity of
a tale. Yet, it would be difficult, even erroneous, to classify it as a simple
tale. If anything, the work defies classification. It reads at once as myth, leg-
end, adventure, romance, fantasy, all put together rather hastily, but with a
clearly defined moral and political intent that only invites (indeed, demands
at every turn it negotiates), the reader’s serious interpretive participation.

(Admassu 1995: 95)

Afework is followed by a string of great novelists such as Haddis Alemayehu
(b. 1902), the author of the modern classic, Fikir Eske Mekabir (Love until
Death), first published in 1958. This powerful novel contains a scathing crit-
icism of the static institutions of feudal Ethiopia. The story of a forbidden
love between the peasant Bezzabeh and the aristocrat Seble, the novel is at
once romantic and realistic. The tension between the demands of love and
the dead weight of backward institutions is resolved in favor of the rights
of the peasant to love, and Seble, the slave of honor, sings the language of
freedom.

Other novelists have taken the path opened up by Afework. Mangestu
Lemma’s Yegitim gubae (Synod of Poetry) was published in 1955. Kebede Mikael,
also known as “the grand old man of Amharic” reportedly wrote more than
a hundred books, but only twenty-two have been published. He adapted and
translated Romeo and Juliet, as well as Faust (Molvaer 1997: 74). Belau Girma’s
first novel, Ke Admas Bashager (Beyond the Horizon) is another novel of dis-
illusionment, widely admired for its narrative of the misery and deprivation
of the Ethiopian poor. Germachew Tekle Hawariyat's Araya is an educational
novel that recounts in a captivating style the adventure of a gifted boy, Araya,
who is presented to a French visitor, Mme. Dubonne Foi. He is taken to France
by her, is educated there, and returns home as a young man. Araya has devel-
oped a profound respect for western technology and efficiency, but he prefers
and admires the values of discipline and self-control, which are heralded as
Ethiopia’s own cardinal virtues.

The novels cited above are now classics of modern Ethiopian literature in
Ambharic. The succeeding generation of writers was to focus on Ethiopian life
under Emperor Haile Selassie. Abe Gubenya (1933/34-1980) is the author of
the longest novel (602 pages) in Amharic, And lennatu (His Mother’s Only Son),
about the famous Ethiopian Emperor Tewodros. Another novel, Alwelledim
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(IRefuse / Do Not Want to Be Born), is a social novel that confronts the feudal
regime of Haile Selassie’s Ethiopia, by exposing the vacuity of religion insofar as
religionis used to mystify and justify the oppression of the peasants by absentee
landlords. The novel is notable for its prophetic anticipation of the socialist
autocracy of the Ethiopian Derg (or “Committee”), the repressive regime that
ruled the country from 1974 to 1991 under Colonel Mengistu. In its depiction
of a repressive state, the novel can be considered an Ethiopian equivalent to
Orwell’s acclaimed 1984. The Israelis in Alwelledim are represented as a people
living under a garrison state, as this was to be perfected later by the Derg. The
novel was banned during Haile Selassie’s reign, and the Derg briefly embraced
it, during its short-lived democratic phase. But once the Derg consecrated
repression as a way of life, its leaders quickly realized that the novel was after
all a perfect representation of the State they had created. So the novel was
banned again. Abe Gubenya’s death coincided with the rise of State terrorism
under the Derg.

The implicit indictment of the Derg in Abe Gubenya’s work is extended
by the direct attack of the regime in Belau Girma’s novel Derasiw (1980, The
Writer), which examines the life of a writer who confronts oppressive regimes
and cannot speak truth to power. Following the footsteps of Gubenya, Girma
examines the inner workings of repression by focusing on the vulnerability of
the writer who dares to speak the truth. His characters are modeled after the
inept and incompetent officials he knew, and his novel documents their
lust for power, their unscrupulous methods, and indeed some of their crimes.
The failed campaigns in Eritrea and the derogation of the idea of state socialism
itselfform part ofhisindictment. Girma’s second novel, Oromai (Enough), even
goes further. Oromai is the work of a witness who has seen all and decided he
had had enough of the perversities of political life in contemporary Africa, in
which the writer speaks truth to power at the risk of his life. Indeed, Oromai
is said to have sealed Girma’s fate. The writer, who was director-general of
the Ministry of Information after having been an editor of the government’s
newspaper, Addis Zemen, was summarily dismissed by the Mengistu regime
and barred from holding any further employment. Predicting his own death
in Derasiw, Grima wrote,

I do not have any plans on how to live life except simply existing. The purpose
of life is merely living. I live this precious piece of life, like Abraham without
dwelling in a house, and like Moses, nobody knowing the site of my grave.
I survive and write with the hope of living in the future and looking back at
the past. (Girma 1980: 209)
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Ethiopian writing in English

There is a dearth of fiction writing in English across the Horn of Africa. In
light of this well-known fact, the emergence of writing in English in Ethiopia
is an impressive new development. Although French was for a long time the
lingua franca of the Ethiopian intelligentsia, it was superseded by English after
1941 (Zewde 1991: 108—09), a position that was consolidated after the return of
the emperor, Haile Selassie, who had taken refuge from the Italian invasion,
during the war, in England. After the war, English was introduced to the court
and became the language of instruction in the schools and at the University
of Addis Ababa.

Some limited writing in English began in the early 1960s, inspired by a new
sense of curiosity about other cultures and ways of being that the postwar
period initiated. Some Ethiopian writers who have lived abroad and become
diasporic writers have adopted English as a second language. Others have
managed to write both in English and their native tongues. These writers have
internalized the contours of European literature, and can only write in its
conventional forms. The reasons for the choice of English by Ethiopian writers
are as varied as the writers themselves. For some, it is simply a matter of taste,
a preferred medium of esthetic form,; for others, it is a matter of convenience,
of gaining access to a wider public through a language of wide international
diffusion. However, all these authors write about aspects of Ethiopian life,
thereby staying true to their Ethiopian/ African origins even though they write
in English.

B. M. Sahle-Sellassie has dominated Ethiopian writing in English. His fourth
novel in English, Firebrands, is considered his best work; because of its uncom-
promising stand against politicians, Tadesse Adera has compared the work to
Ayi Kwei Armah’s The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born (Adera and Ahmed 1995b:
164). Other lesser known but very able writers have written novels and plays
in English. Abe Gubenya wrote two books in English, in addition to twenty
books in Amharic (Molvaer 1997: 183); Mengistu Lemma translated two of his
pre-revolutionary plays into English, Telfo bekise (Marriage by Abduction) and
Yalaccha gabiccha (The Marriage of Unequals) (Molvaer 1997: 278); Daniachew
Worku, who studied creative writing at Iowa University in the US, wrote
a novel, The Thirteenth Sun, published in 1973; Tsegaye Gebre-Medhin wrote
plays and poems in English and Amharic (Molvaer 1997: 272). The contribution
of this major poet and dramatist have been been well summed up by Biodun
Jefiyo in these terms: “All told within the social context of pre-Revolutionary
Ethiopia of the Emperor, his ecclesiastical potentates, and their aristocratic,
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anti-people pretensions, Gebre-Medhin’s plays constitute an intense, passion-
ate ideological contestation of the religion which underpins and sustains
the misrule of the oligarchy and the denigration of the governed” (Jefiyo
1995: 186).

In Collision of Altars, the poet sings:

I am a Kush, and of this land of Ra
On whose roots the first sun rose,
My body living

As my head is true.

Mine is unlike your hybrid
Devious, little Sabean mind
Where the quibbles of your Ge’ez tongue
Outlive the living body by far.
With us, the body has language
The mind cannot speak.

Both live. Without the one

The other is dead: and

The one cannot live

The other’s complete life.

His other work, Oda Oak Oracle, calls for a new humanism built on the founda-
tions of compassion and reciprocity (Jefiyo 1995: 187). The principal character
Shanka represents this new consciousness, as indicated by this passage from

the play:

We cry
Only to join your hands
Come
Abortive cry against darkness
Come
The truer the love
The thornier the fate
And the more reason to die
Come darkness, come.

The development of Ethiopian literature in English has been brought to a
new and exciting high point with the publication of Nega Mezlekia’s novel,
Notes From the Hyena’s Belly (2000). In a powerful blend of autobiography and
social history, the novelist explodes the contemporary stereotypes of Ethiopia
and incites our imagination to revisit the grandeur and stubborn sovereignty
of thisancient empire. In intricately woven stories told with verve and imagina-
tion, Mezlekia treats Ethiopia as the site of a classic conflict between modernity
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and tradition. Along with a gripping story of his childhood, he introduces us
to a living Ethiopian culture: its customs, religious traditions, and the nuanced
ways of seeing and knowing. The book’s beginning with his birth “in the year
of the paradox,” in the labyrinthine city of Jijiga, displays the author’s textual
mastery, in a narrative texture that frames local myths, beliefs, and practices
in powerful evocative language. As the young Mezlekia navigates the com-
plexity of family and culture, he leads us through the local scene — its ethnic
tensions and its religious universe — all the while focused on a vision that incor-
porates the classical Ethiopian metaphors of the human world as an animal
world, with its central characters: the vicious hyena, the brave lion, the shrewd
fox, and hardworking donkey. This work is without question a monumental
contribution to the modern Ethiopian literary culture.

Ethiopian literature in English is a recent development, but it already
includes some of the most significant works in African literature today,
most notably the plays of Tsegaye Gebre-Mehdin. Moreover, as Mezlekia’s
remarkable work demonstrates, it is a literature that remains in close
touch with its roots in the literary and poetic tradition of the national
community, as this community has evolved over millennia of a dramatic
history.

Notes

1. Thisisa collection of sayings known in the Coptic Church as “bustan al-rohban”
“the monk’s garden,” also known in English as “the paradise of the Desert
Fathers.” It consists of accounts of the lives of Desert Fathers of Egypt.

2. A species of bird.

3. The parallel with the Greek tragedy of Oedipus is of course obvious.
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II
African literature in Arabic

FARIDA ABU-HAIDAR

The Arabic language is a rich and flexible tool that, over the centuries, has
been shaped and molded by the many different peoples that came to express
themselvesinit. In Africa, Arabic spread with the advent of Islam. It became the
official language throughout northern Africa, from the Sudan to the western
Sahara, and as far south as Mauritania. The first Arabic works in Africa date
from about the tenth century and are mostly religious treatises written by
Muslim jurists. Creative writing in Arabic initially consisted of poetry, a genre
much esteemed and perfected by Arabs since pre-Islamic times. Prose works
continued to be scholarly and religious, right up to the end of the nineteenth
century when genres new to Arabic literature, like the novel, the short story,
and drama emerged.

The region now has a thriving national literature in Arabic. Egypt, in par-
ticular, has a rich tradition of Arabic creative writing, predating the emergence
of modern Arabic literature elsewhere in Africa. The Maghreb countries, once
under French rule, have a globally renowned francophone literature. It was
only after independence that the Arabic creative writing of the Maghreb be-
gan to reach a wide readership in other parts of the Arabic-speaking world. In
sub-Saharan Africa, and particularly in West Africa, where Islam is the main
religion, Arabic is a religious language, introduced by Muslim scholars. It
spread with the establishment of centers of Arabic learning in several African
cities. Some parts of sub-Saharan Africa have been prolific in the production
of Arabic works. In Nigeria, Muslim scholars were producing works in Arabic
as early as the thirteenth century. But throughout the sub-Saharan region, any
literary production in Arabic, whether in prose or verse, has been concerned
primarily with religious themes. It is generally folk poetry and legends, orally
transmitted from one generation to the next, that focus on secular topics,
notably the history of famous tribes and the heroic deeds of warriors.

Oral poetry and storytelling have always been part of the African cultural
heritage. It is not surprising, therefore, that some Arabian romances and epic
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poems, introduced into Africa through various channels, butlargely via Egypt,
became part of African folklore. Foremost among these is the romance of the
Banu Hilal, an Arabian tribe who, in the tenth century, moved first to Egypt
and later to Tunisia. Their exploits in battle, particularly those of their heroes,
among them Abu Zayd al-Hilali, fired the imagination of later generations of
folk-poets and storytellers. The wanderings of the Banu Hilal in the Arabian
Desert, their seeking new territory, and their settlement in northern Africa
constitute the main themes of a voluminous epic known in Arabic as Sirat
Bani Hilal. Stories interspersed with poems from this romance are to this day
related in coffee houses and other public places throughout northern Africa
and in some parts of sub-Saharan Africa, by storytellers often referred to as
poets, who, in a way, performed and continue in many places to perform the
roles of medieval jongleurs.

Another well-known popular epic, Sirat ’Antar (The Adventures of ‘Antar),
whose hero is "Antara ibn Shaddad, the sixth-century Arabian warrior-poet,
was just as popular in Egypt, the Sudan, and the northern African countries
as it was in the rest of the Arab world. Its central character *Antara is, af-
ter all, half-African. "Antara, the poet, is moreover the author of one of the
seven Mu’allagat, the well-known select qasidas (odes) of pre-Islamic Arabia. A
qasida is a long poem — often of more than sixty or seventy verses, all having
the same meter and rhyme scheme — that became formalized in the eighth
century.

As pre-Islamic Arabic poetry held the fascination of the numinous for Arabs
everywhere, Arabic poetry, imitative of the style of the classical Arabian gasida,
became popular in territories conquered by the Arabs, like northern Africa
and Spain. From about the tenth century, cities in the region now known
as the Maghreb, among them Fez, Tlemcen, and Tunis, became important
centers of Arabic learning, and produced a number of scholars and poets who
looked to the Arab east for guidance and inspiration. The eleventh-century
poet and scholar Ibn Rashiq (1000 — ¢.1070), who was born not far from the
present city of Constantine in Algeria, urged fellow poets to give up imitating
the classical qasida with its descriptions of imaginary desert journeys, and to
concentrate on depicting the environment they lived in and knew best. Ibn
Rashiq’s major contribution to Arabic literature is his encyclopedia of poetry,
Al-’Umda fi Sighat al-Shi’r (The Sourcebook on the Art of Poetry), describing
the function, structure and forms of Arabic poetry. It is a work that has been
praised by a number of later scholars, among them Ibn Khaldun (1332-1406),
one of the best-known medieval historians and thinkers, who described Ibn
Rashiq’s Al-’Umda “as an epoch-making work” (Nicholson 1956: 288).
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Ibn Khaldun was born in Tunis to a family of Arabian descent who had
lived in Islamic Spain. He is considered to be “the greatest historical thinker of
Islam” (Nicholson 1956: 417). His renown rests on his Mugaddimah (Prolegom-
ena), the introduction to his monumental work, Kitab al-’Ibar (The Book of
Examples), on the history of Arabs, Berbers, and neighboring races, as well as
all the Muslim dynasties of northern Africa. In the Mugaddimah, Ibn Khaldun
presents his readers with a philosophical theory of history, tracing the reli-
gious, economic, scientific, and artistic developments of the civilizations he
knew. He states at the outset that the true purpose of history is to make people
aware of different societies and civilizations. He firmly believes that history
is subject to universal laws. And it is in these laws that truth can be found.
He divides the human race into nomads and citizens, claiming that all races
are originally nomadic before they inevitably become settled. Once they are
fully urbanized, they form states and conquer new territory. When they have
achieved all that they set out to do they become effete and corrupt and begin
to lose the very qualities that had helped them to develop and prosper. It is
then that they turn weak and defenseless and become a prey to other less
developed civilizations who in time conquer them. R. A. Nicholson states that
no one before Ibn Khaldun took such a comprehensive and analytical view of
history or “attempted to trace the deeply hidden causes of events, to expose
the moral and spiritual forces at work beneath the surface, or to divine the
immutable laws of national progress and decay.” Nicholson goes on to say that
Ibn Khaldun’s “intellectual descendants are the great mediaeval and modern
historians of Europe — Machiavelli and Vico and Gibbon” (1956: 438-39).

Pilgrimage to Mecca, the hajj, being one of the five pillars of Islam," most
Muslim scholars attempted to make the journey to the holy city of Islam atleast
once in their lifetime. For those in the western extremities of Muslim lands,
the journey entailed traveling through unfamiliar landscapes and terrains,
often fraught with danger. Some scholars chose to describe their journeys
and adventures in writing. This trend during the Middle Ages gave rise to a
wealth of geographical and travel literature in Arabic. Among the best-known
geographical works that display a good deal of originality are those by al-Bakri
(d. 1094) of Cordova, al-Idrisi (1100 — ¢.1162) who was born in Ceuta and studied
in Cordova, and Ibn Jubayr (1145-1217) who was born in Valencia and died in
Alexandria. Al-Bakri was a prolific writer whose works, many of which have not
survived, cover different subjects, among them theology, botany, and philology.
He is said to have written also a number of wine poems. Among al-Bakri’s
surviving works are a dictionary of the place names that occur in pre-Islamic
Arabicpoetry, and extracts of a work titled Al-Masalik wa al-Mamalik (The Book
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of Roads and Dominions), which contains valuable descriptions of West Africa.
It is because of these two works that al-Bakri has gained a prominent place
among medieval Arab geographers. Al-Bakriinfluenced younger geographers,
among them al-Idrisi who settled in Palermo where he worked under the
patronage of Roger II, King of Sicily. In compiling his geographical works,
al-Idrisi used European maps and relied on the verbal reports of European
travelers. He was also influenced by the works of Ptolemy. Al-Idrisi’s younger
contemporary, Ibn Jubayr, was a prolific traveler who wrote at length of his
journeys (The Travels of Ibn Jubayr), leaving for posterity valuable documents
of medieval life in Spain and North Africa. Like many another geographer and
travel writer, Ibn Jubayr’s first venture eastwards occurred during a pilgrimage
to Mecca.

The works of geographers who came after al-Idrisi and Ibn Jubayr showed
little originality. From about the thirteenth century, travel literature became a
popular genre. Perhaps the best-known medieval Arab traveler is Ibn Battuta
(d. 1368—69 or 1377) who was born in Tangier. In 1325 Ibn Battuta traveled
across North Africa to Egypt and Syria. His journeys east took him to Iran and
the heartlands of Asia, as far as China. Arriving in the Indus Valley in 1333, Ibn
Battuta spent some time in the Indian subcontinent. He visited Constantinople
and southeastern Europe. He first made the pilgrimage in 1326, and was to
return to Mecca several times after that. He traveled into the interior of Africa,
reaching East Africa. The account of his numerous journeys was dictated by
him to Ibn Juzayy, a secretary of the sultan of Fez. Much of what he related
to Ibn Juzayy was reconstructed from memory. Ibn Battuta also drew on
the works of earlier geographers and travel writers. In spite of the fact that
he may have been given to exaggeration, his descriptions of the people and
places he came across constitute a highly important landmark in Arabic travel
writing and provide valuable information on the social geography of Muslim
territories in the fourteenth century (Ibn Battuta: Travels in Africa and Asia
1325-1354). Another writer who left important records of his time and milieu is
al-Magqgqari (c. 1577-1632). Born in Tlemcen, he spent most of his life in Morocco.
Al-Maqqari wrote a number of works, some of which are considered to be
valuable documents, describing the people and places he knew. His Rawdat
al-As (Meadows of Myrtle) consists of biographies of Moroccan scholars and
also describes his own life and education. Al-Maqqari’s masterpiece, Nafh al-
Tib (The Rich Fragrance), provides a wealth of information on the political
and literary history of Muslim Spain.

In sub-Saharan Africa where there is a long-standing tradition of Arabic
religious and didactic writing, Sufism (Islamic mysticism) played a significant
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role in the development of Arabic scholarship and literature. The majority of
scholars who wrote in Arabic were followers of Sufi orders known as tarigas
(paths, ways). Their works cover a wide range of Islamic disciplines, comprising
figh (jurisprudence), tafsir (Qur’anic exegesis), hadith (Prophetic traditions),
and ’ilm al-tawhid (theology). Their poetry, also with a religious bias and
moralistic overtones, is of several types, including madih (eulogy), often in
praise of the Prophet Muhammad, ritha’ (elegy), and hija’ (satire). Among
the Sufi orders that flourished in West Africa and had many followers are the
Qadiriyya and the Tijaniyya. In Senegal, Shaykh Ahmadou Bamba (1853-1927),
originally a member of the Qadiriyya brotherhood, established the Muridiyya
order. The Muridis distinguished themselves in Islamic scholarship. In 1866,
under the leadership of Shaykh Bamba, they founded the city of Touba, which
became a center of Islamic pilgrimage and Arabic scholarship. A good number
of Shaykh Bamba'’s writings were motivated by his nationalist feelings against
the French colonial powers. One of his best-known works, Masalik al-Jinan
(The Roads to Paradise), explains the various Sufi stages. Shaykh Bamba chose
to write in Arabic because he felt that the Arabic language “reflected a spiritual
obligation due to his own initiation into Sufism, and to an ardent desire to
commune with God and with the prophet Muhammad” (Camara 1997: 170).
A prolific writer and educationalist, Shaykh Bamba’s works, and especially his
religious poems, written in classical Arabic, have inspired younger generations
of Senegalese Wolof-language poets, while he himself is mentioned in some
Wolof poems.* The Tijaniyya tariqa, founded by Ahmad al-Tijani (d. 1815), also
played an important role in the development of Arabic literature in Senegal.
One of the leading followers of this tariga was the twentieth-century scholar
Ibrahim Niasse (d. 1975) who published several books and also wrote poetry.
Niasse had followers in other parts of West Africa, and especially in northern
Nigeria, where in Kano a local literature emerged, inspired primarily by his
teachings.

Arabic scholarship in what is now Nigeria dates from the thirteenth century.
One of the first known writers is thought to have been Abu Ishaq Ibrahim of
Kanem (d. c.1212) who was a grammarian and poet. Until the end of the eigh-
teenth century, Nigerian Arabic writing consisted only of religious works. It
was shortly before the beginning of the nineteenth century that Arabic writing
received a new impetus following an Islamic revivalist movement, led by Fulani
scholars. Shaykh ‘Uthman ibn Muhammad Fudi (d. 1817), his brother ‘Abdullah
(d. 1829), and his son Muhammad Bello (d. 1837) together produced a large
number of prose works and poems. *Abdullah ibn Fudi wrote a commentary on
the Qur’an under the title, Diya’ al-Ta’wil (Lucid Interpretation). Muhammad
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Bello wrote several biographies of Sufi saints. These three scholars tried to
free Islam of the non-Islamic elements that they felt had crept into it over
the years. "Uthman ibn Fudi fought neighboring rulers who did not prohibit
pagan practices infiltrating Islam. Other notable Nigerian scholars include
al-Mukhtar al-Kunti (d. 1811) and his son Muhammad (d. 1826), followers
of the Qadiriyya order, who wrote extensive prose works. Their teachings
helped to spread Arabic learning in the region. In Yorubaland, in southwestern
Nigeria, Ilorin became a prosperous center of Islamiclearning, attracting schol-
ars from other parts of Africa, including Arab settlers. The prose works they
produced deal with all the disciplines of Islamic scholarship. A number of
scholars wrote religious poetry also. Secular oral poetry, particularly praise
poetry, has always been popular in Yoruba culture. In the nineteenth century,
written praise poemsin Yoruba, modeled on classical Arabic poetry, were intro-
duced by Muslim scholars. These, together with animal fables and other texts
in Yoruba, were translated into Arabic, introducing a new trend in Nigerian
Arabic scholarship.

In Mauritania, which became a French protectorate in 1903 and a French
colony in 1920, gaining independence in 1960, Arabic scholarship has always
been highly esteemed. Sufism in Mauritania also played a significant role in
the development of Arabic writing, just as it did in Senegal and Nigeria. As
far as creative writing is concerned, poetry, both written and oral, has always
been a highly popular art form in Mauritania, as it has been in most of the
western Sahara. Mauritanian written poetry in classical Arabic follows the
meters and rhyme schemes of the Arabic qasida. Poetry is also composed in
Hassaniya, a colloquial variety of Arabic whose use is widespread in Mauri-
tania. Hassaniya verse is syllabic and draws on local folksong rhythms. It is
either recited or sung, and is known in its latter form as leghna (from Arabic
al-ghina’, or “song”). Although poetry in the region was composed as far back
as the fifteenth century, some of the best-known poets lived during the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries, foremost among them being the Sufi poet
and scholar Shaykh Muhammad al-Mami (d. 1865). A comprehensive account
of Mauritanian poetry can be found in Al-Wasit by al-Shingiti (d. 1913). Apart
from being a compendium of poems in classical Arabic and Hassaniya, the
work consists also of important data on the history, geography, and folklore
of the region.

A younger contemporary of Shaykh Bamba, who was also a Sufi and a
committed nationalist, was the Algerian Emir Abdelkader (1808-83), who led
anunsuccessful rebellion against the French. Abdelkader was a notable scholar
and poet. The author of a number of prose works on military and religious
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issues, his writings paved the way for the next generation of Algerian scholars
and reformists. The Arabic works that were published in Algeria during the
first decades of the twentieth century are nearly all didactic. Apart from his
prose works, Abdelkader left a number of patriotic poems, most of which were
collected and published posthumously. His nationalist sentiments, expressed
in the poems, inspired Arabic-language poets throughout the Maghreb in the
early decades of the twentieth century when feelings of national awakening
began to be openly expressed in writing.

It was in Arabic newspapers and periodicals that the beginnings of modern
Arabic literature in Egypt and the Maghreb emerged. A number of Arabic
newspapers appeared in Egypt at the start of the nineteenth century. One of
the best-known Arabic newspapers, which is still printed today, is the Egyptian
Al-Ahram, founded in 1876 as a weekly. It became a daily in 1881. Al-Ahram’s ser-
vice to modern Arabic literature has been immeasurable and unprecedented.
The newspaper has always carried articles dealing with literary topics, as well
as book reviews, poems, and short stories. It was in its pages that a number of
outstanding literary works were first serialized, including some of Naguib
Mahfouz’s award-winning novels. The earliest newspaper in the Maghreb
is thought to have been the Tunisian al-Ra’id al-Tunisi (1860, The Tunisian
Pioneer), which was an official publication. It was not until the beginning of
the twentieth century, however, that independent newspapers in Arabic began
to appear in the Maghreb. In Algeria, which was a French colony (1830-1962),
and not a protectorate like Morocco (1912—56) and Tunisia (1881-1956), the first
decades of the twentieth century are marked by the publication of three Ara-
bic periodicals, Al-Muntaqid (1925) (The Critic), Al-Shihab (1925) (The Meteor),
and Al-Basa’ir (1936) (Insights), founded by the Association of Ulema (“learned
men”). The Ulema were a reformist group who, under theirleader Abdelhamid
Ben Badis (1889-1940), adopted the slogan “Islam is my religion, Arabic is my
language and Algeria is my homeland.” The articles they published in their
newspapers were mostly religious or didactic, calling for social and political
reforms. The Ulema advocated spreading the true message of Islam, freeing it
of any superstitious beliefs, and encouraging Arabic scholarship throughout
French-occupied territories. Among Ben Badis’s many works was a commen-
tary on the Qur’an that appeared in Al-Shihab. The Ulema included two poets
among their founding members, Tayyib al-'Uqbi (1888-1960) and Muhammad
al-'Id Khalifa (1904-79). They frequently published selections of classical po-
etry in their newspapers and also welcomed original new verse. Much of the
poetry written during the first decades of the twentieth century, however, is
imitative of the style of classical poetry and hence lacking in originality.
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Twentieth-century Arabic poetry is usually divided into three main stages:
neoclassical, which began in the nineteenth century and continued until the
early years of the twentieth; romantic, which was fashionable during the first
half of the twentieth century; and modernist, which became widespread from
about the 1950s. In Egypt neoclassical poetry enjoyed considerable popular-
ity. The leading exponent of the neoclassical movement was Ahmad Shawqi
(1868-1932), whose poems include eulogies and panegyrics, imitative of the
style of Arab poets of the classical era. Known in the Arab world as the “Prince
of Poets,” Shawqi also wrote a number of plays in verse, mainly with classical
themes, including Masra’Kilyobatra (1929) (The Death of Cleopatra) and "Antar
(1931) based on the hero of the Adventures of ’Antar. Neoclassical poetry was also
popular in the Maghreb countries. In Algeria al-"'Uqgbi and Khalifa wrote in the
neoclassical style. As the new trends that were being introduced into Arabic
poetry were of western provenance, Algerian poets were reluctant to allow
what they considered to be non-Arab influences into their compositions. In
Morocco also, the salafiyya (“return to the past”) movement, which had a num-
ber of followers from among scholars and poets, was opposed to any literary in-
novation. Some distinguished Moroccans, among them "Allal al-Fasi (1910-74),
ahighly respected Moroccan academic and writer who was also a poet, encour-
aged the development of patriotic poetry known as al-Shi’r al-Nidhali (“protest
poetry”). Written in the classical mode, patriotic poetry became widespread in
other African countries. In Algeria the best-known patriotic poems are by the
nationalist poet Mufdi Zakaria (1913—77), who wrote the famous exhortative
song Min Jibalina (1932, From Our Mountains). Apprehended by the colonial
authorities for his anti-French writings, he was imprisoned. It was from his
prison cell, in 1955, that he composed the poem Qasaman (An Oath), which
has become the Algerian national anthem. Qasaman has been published in
a collection entitled Al-Lahab al-Mugaddas (The Holy Spark) that comprises
Zakaria’s best-known poems. Tunisians also wrote protest poetry in the first
decades of the last century, when poets joined forces with essayists and reli-
gious leaders to protest against the French occupation of their country.

The “first major literary figure from the Maghreb to make an impact on
Arabic literature is undoubtedly the Tunisian poet Abu’l-Qasim al-Shabbi
(1909-34)” (Martinez Montavez 1974: 99), who was hailed as a nationalist. The
poems he wrote during his short life have been published in a collection, Aghani
al-Hayat (1955) (Songs of Life). Written in a spontaneously simple, yet lyrical
style, they convey the poet’s feelings of love, his veneration of nature, and his
longing for freedom. Al-Shabbi was influenced by western literature, which
he read in Arabic translation. His poetry, in which mystical elements can be

185



The Cambridge History of African and Caribbean Literature

detected, is representative of the romantic movement in Arabic poetry that was
then emerging. The initiators of the romantic movement in Egypt founded
a monthly periodical in 1932 that they called Apollo. They also established
the Apollo Society, whose first president was Shawqi. The society welcomed
members from all over the Arabic-speaking world whose contributions they
publishedin their periodical. Although Apollo was founded just two years before
al-Shabbidied, some ofhislater poems were published in it. Anotherimportant
poet who emerged during this period is the Sudanese Yusuf Bashir al-Tijani
(1912—37). Like al-Shabbi, he too venerated nature and “enriched Arabic ro-
mantic poetry by his moving accounts of his mystical experiences” (Badawi
1993: 50). Al-Tijani’s poems reflect influences of an Arabic literary tradition,
western romantic poetry, and Sudanese sung poetry with its African rhythms.
Although not as dominant a figure in Arabic literature as al-Shabbi, al-Tijani
made a worthy contribution to Sudanese literature, which, three decades later,
gained international acclaim with the fictional works of Tayeb Salih.

Al-Shabbi paved the way for future generations of poets from the Maghreb
who gradually turned away from the traditional meters and rhyme schemes
of classical Arabic poetry. His successors began to introduce new forms and
meters, drawing inspiration from western models, as well as from the free
verse movement which gained momentum in the Middle East in the early
years of the 1940s, and which was highly influenced by western norms. From
about the 19508 a number of outstanding Moroccan poets emerged. They
include Muhammad al-Habib al-Furqani (b. 1922), Muhammad al-Sabbagh (b.
1930), ’Abd al-Karim Tabbal (b. 1931), and Muhammad Bannis (b. 1950), who all
write innovative verse that is free of the rigid rules of classical Arabic poetry.
Tunisia also boasts anumber of outstanding contemporary poets, among them
Salah Garmadi (1933-82), Abdelaziz Kacem (b. 1933), and Tahar Bekri (b. 1951),
who have all written poetry in both Arabic and French. In Algeria, apart from
Zakaria, a number of poets emerged during the war of independence and in
the first years of independence, although none among them has to date made
much of an impact on modern Arabic poetry. Much of contemporary Algerian
poetry is imitative of Middle Eastern poetry, dwelling on patriotic themes and
particularly the Algerian war of independence.

Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia have a wealth of oral poetry in both Arabic
and Berber. Many of these poems are now in print. Arabic oral poetry, com-
posed spontaneously and transmitted orally, is usually in the vernacular, al-
though some oral verse is composed in literary Arabic. The themes of oral
poetry are varied. Apart from relating legends and histories of local popula-
tions, and celebrating the lives of local heroes, there are also exhortative war
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poems and amatory verse, the latter describing the poet’s yearning for the
beloved. Some poems, particularly those in a more literary language, are in
praise of the prophet. In the twentieth century, oral poetry came to contain
political and nationalist themes, evoking each country’s history and the way
of life of its people. A type of traditional oral verse in colloquial Arabic that
has always been popular with audiences, and is sometimes set to music, is
the malhun (“vernacular”), an important aspect of the cultural heritage of the
Maghreb.

Twentieth-century Egyptian literature is one of the earliest, and to date the
most prolific, in the Arabic-speaking world. Most studies of Arabic literature
tend to focus on Egyptian writers, to the exclusion of authors from some
other Arab countries. In the Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature (Meisami and
Starkey 1988), for example, there is no mention of Libyan or Mauritanian
writers. In this chapter, however, I propose to include very few Egyptian
writers and to concentrate on a more general survey of Arabic writing in Africa,
focusing on literatures that are often overlooked. Before the twentieth century,
Egypt, which was occupied by the British (1822-1914) and subsequently made
a British Protectorate (1914—22), led the way in modern Arabic literature and
thought. Napoleon’s invasion in 1798 and the British occupation of the country
turned the Egyptian outlook towards Europe. Literary works in English and
French were translated into Arabic, giving Egyptian intellectuals an insight
into western letters and culture. Western influence on Arabic literature was
further enhanced by the arrival of Syrian Christian intellectuals who, fleeing
religious persecution in their country, settled in Egypt, which they found to
be a safe haven. They established publishing houses and founded newspapers
and magazines. They were also instrumental in introducing genres hitherto
unknown to Arabic literature, like the short story and drama.

Among the earliest writers to make an impact on modern Arabic litera-
ture are the Egyptian writers Muhammad Husayn Haykal (1888-1956), Tawfiq
al-Hakim (1898-1987), and Taha Husayn (1889-1973), whose literary careers
span the beginnings and development of twentieth-century Arabic literature.
All three, who were sent to France to complete their studies, succeeded in
introducing western ideas into Arabic literature. Haykal was a novelist, critic,
and politician. Early in his career he wrote what could be described as a pastoral
novel, Zaynab (1913), credited with being the first truly Egyptian novel, and an
important landmark in the development of Arabic fictional writing. Haykal
was a strong believer in an Egyptian national literature. Both Zaynab and his
second novel, Hakadha Khuliqat (1955) (She Was Born Thus), are set in rural
Egypt and give a romantically nostalgic depiction of the Egyptian countryside
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and the way of life of the people. Al-Hakim, who was a playwright, a novelist,
and short-story writer, also believed in the importance of national literature.
He composed patriotic songs during the nationalist revolt of 1919. Al-Hakim,
however, is best remembered for being one of the most prolific playwrights in
the Arab world. Having begun by publishing novels and collections of short
stories, he took up drama, with which his name has become synonymous in
the Arab world. Taha Husayn was one of the advocates of the purity of the
Arabic literary language. He was totally opposed to any colloquialism in cre-
ative writing and shunned folk literature. Husayn’s works of literary criticism
are highly influenced by western norms. Husayn, who had a long and distin-
guished literary career, wrote several novels in which he introduced characters
drawn on people from the poorer walks of life, a theme that characterizes the
prolific output of Naguib Mahfouz.

Naguib Mahfouz (b. 1911), who was awarded the Nobel Prize for literature in
1988, is considered to be the writer who almost single-handedly made modern
Arabic literature globally known. Mahfouz far outstrips most Arab writers in
the quality and quantity of his output, produced over a period of fifty years.
In spite of the fact that he wrote short stories and plays, his name is associated
with the development of the Arabic novel. Mahfouz began by writing historical
novels set in the Pharaonic era, before turning to sociorealistic themes. He
wrote a number of works that portray the Cairo lower middle classes among
which he was born and raised. His highly acclaimed family-saga trilogy —
Bayn al-Qasrayn (1990) (Palace Walk), Qasr al-Shawq (1991) (Palace of Desire),
and al-Sukkariyya (1992) (Sugar Street), whose titles are Cairo street names —
concentrates on three generations of a traditional Egyptian family between the
years 1917 and 1944. Published between 1956 and 1957, all three volumes were
written before the 1952 revolution that overthrew the Egyptian monarchy. In
all his works Mahfouz excels in depicting convincing scenes and dialogue. In
his inimitable way he succeeds in turning literary Arabic into a language that
approximates spoken Arabic, making his works easily accessible to a wide
readership. Mahfouz has not been without his critics. His allegorical novel
Awlad Haratina (1959) (Children of Our Quarter, trans. Children of Gebelawi, 1981)
was the subject of a great deal of controversy when it was initially serialized
in the Egyptian press. Set in an imaginary quarter of old Cairo, inhabited by
characters whose names evoke Adam, Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad, among
others, the novel was condemned by religious authorities and Mahfouz accused
of blasphemy. The work was later published in book form in Lebanon in 1967,
and has since been reprinted and translated into other languages, including
English.
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Another Egyptian writer who has become internationally known is Nawal
El Saadawi (b. 1931). Born in a small village north of Cairo, El Saadawi trained
as a doctor. She was subsequently posted to a village in a rural area in 1955. It
was there that she began her literary career, publishing her first collection of
short stories in 1957. A year later her first novel, Mudhakkirat Tabiba (1958) (The
Memoirs of a Woman Doctor, 1988), appeared. The novel is an autobiograph-
ical work, based on her life and experiences as a doctor in rural Egypt. Itis also
a controversial work that criticizes, in uncompromising language, the malaise
affecting Egyptian society, particularly in the countryside. This theme was to
recur in her other works, most of which have been translated into the major
world languages. Her nonfictional work Al-Mar’a wa al-Jins (1972) (Woman
and Sex) appeared while she was working as Director of Health Education
in the Egyptian Ministry of Health. Soon after its publication, the book was
censored and El Saadawi dismissed from her post at the ministry. She contin-
ued to write controversial novels, among them Imra’a inda Nugtat al-Sifr (1975)
(Woman at Point Zero, 1983) and Mawt al-Rajul al-Wahid ’ala “I-’Ard (1976) (The
Death of the Only Man on Earth, trans. God Dies by the Nile, 1985a). In all her
works, whether fictional or factual, El Saadawi speaks openly of the plight of
women in patriarchal societies. What emerges in nearly all her writings is her
“authorial domination” that “encloses her protagonists within a monologous
discourse in which there is little sign of interior development” (Manisty 1993:
268).

El Saadawi’s may be the only Egyptian woman’s voice to date that has made
animpact globally on feminist literature and women'’s studies. Yet in Egypt she
is not the only woman writer expressing utter dissatisfaction with the status
of women. Several other Egyptian women writers have challenged gender
roles and patriarchal values within their society, among them Sakina Fu’ad
(b. 1942), Radwa "Ashur (b. 1946), and Salwa Bakr (b. 1949). Bakr, some of whose
works have already been translated into other languages, including English, is
set on challenging the power of patriarchy and presenting female characters
in a new light. In her novel Al-’Araba al-Dhahabiyya la Tas’ad ila al-Sama’ (1991)
(The Golden Chariot Does Not Go Up to Heaven, trans. The Golden Chariot,
1995), she depicts several women from different walks of life, presenting her
readers with the many faces and viewpoints of Egyptian women.

Despite the fact that Sudan has a fairly rich literary tradition, it was not until
the latter half of the twentieth century that the country gained a place on the
literary map of the Arab world, thanks to the efforts of one writer: Tayeb Salih
(b. 1929). Salih became one of the best-known writers from Africa, following
the publication in English of his award-winning novel, Mawsim al-Hijra ila
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al-Shimal (1966) (Season of Migration to the North) in 1969. The setting of Salih’s
novels and short stories is Wad Hamid, an imaginary Sudanese village by the
Nile. The Nile is depicted as both generous and cruel. As a navigable river, it
provides a link with the outside world, and waters the doum-palms that are
an essential part of the landscape. Yet it also claims lives. In Mawsim, Mustafa
Sa’eed, the stranger who settles in Wad Hamid, drowns in the Nile, and his
body is never recovered. In Daw al-Bayt (1971), the eponymous character, a
white stranger, washed up on the riverbank in Wad Hamid, disappears in the
Nile when he is engulfed by its waters. Salih’s storytelling, in all his works, is
reminiscent of the oral narratives of African griots. When he first began writing
in the 1950s he developed the technique of the oral storyteller, talking directly
to his readers and relating the events in a tone of intimacy and confidentiality.
In this way the reader becomes not only an observer, but is directly involved
in the narrative and the events described. The journey or migration motif in
Salih’s works is another aspect that is evocative of African folklore. In spite of
the fact that Salih presents other settings, as in Mawsim, when the plot moves
to England in flashbacks, Wad Hamid and the Nile remain the pivots around
which the characters and the events revolve. For Salih, as for the majority of
African writers, “life begins in the village” and wherever the characters go,
“they carry the village with them” (Obiechina 1972: 201).

In the Maghreb, the short story was the first Arabic fictional genre to emerge
during the early decades of the twentieth century. Short stories developed
from the didactic prose pieces that appeared in newspapers during the first
half of the twentieth century. The novel, a much later genre than the short
story, developed in Tunisia and Morocco in the 1940s, while in Algeria it did
not make its appearance until the 1970s. The person who is considered to be
instrumental in preparing the ground for the Algerian Arabic novel is Réda
Houhou (1911-56), a member of the Association of Ulema who was educated
in Saudi Arabia. On his return to Algeria, Houhou joined the association
and began to publish in their periodicals. The earliest pieces he wrote were
essays, similar in vein to those written by Ben Badis and other Ulema, urging
Algerians to rid Islam of the superstitions that had crept into it. Houhou also
called for the emancipation of women and for secular education in Arabic
for all Algerians. He gradually turned his essays into short narrative pieces to
make them more appealing to readers. It was not until the war ofindependence
(1954—62), that the Arabic short story became a full-fledged genre in Algeria
when some Algerians, moved by events in their country, felt the need to
express themselves in writing. Several writers who emerged during the war of
independence abandoned writing after independence. The few who continued
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to produce short stories were instrumental in the emergence of the Algerian
Arabic novel.

The two best-known authors who have had a lasting influence on the devel-
opment of Arabic fictional literature in Algeria are Abdelhamid Benhedouga
(1925-96) and Tahar Ouettar (b. 1936). Rih al-Janub (1971) (South Wind) by
Benhedouga is considered to be the first important example of Arabic novel
writing in Algeria. Set in the countryside in the first years of independence, it
introduces a variety of characters, including a young educated woman who
is torn between the traditional world of her environment and the more liber-
ated one that she discovers as a student. Benhedouga in this and later novels
succeeds in tackling the question of women'’s rights and other important so-
cial issues. His novels are nearly all written in a linear style with the events
set out in chronological order. Tahar Ouettar, on the other hand, adopted at
the outset an experimental technique that has continued to characterize his
fictional production. The war of independence, social malaise, and injustice
are the themes that recur in his works. A committed Socialist, he documents
important developments in post-independence Algeria, notably the Agrarian
Revolution of the 1970s. Benhedouga and Ouettar dominated Arabic fictional
writing in Algeria before they were joined by Rachid Boudjedra (b. 1941), a
well-known francophone author who began to write in Arabic from 1981.
Boudjedra’s Arabic novels echo the iconoclastic, anti-patriarchal diatribes
voiced in his francophone works. Boudjedra tends to experiment with the
Arabic language, often coining his own expressions. For both Ouettar and
Boudjedra, introducing innovation into language symbolizes a complete break
from the established norms of classical Arabic. It is their way of forging a new
Algerian identity in literature paralleling the country’s emergence as an inde-
pendent nation after years of colonial rule.

Arabic fictional writing in Algeria flourished during the 1980s when there
was a certain freedom of expression in the country. A number of bilingual
Algerians chose to write in Arabic, thus giving Algerian writing of Arabic ex-
pression a new verve. Nearly all these writers are men, the only two women
to date being Zhor Ounissi (b. 1936) whose writings have been greatly influ-
enced by Houhou'’s works, and Ahlem Mostaghanmi (b. 1952). Both Ounissi
and Mostaghanmi are concerned mainly with political issues. They devote
little space in their novels and short stories to feminist themes. With the
rise of Islamic fundamentalism in the country many Algerian writers were
threatened with death for daring to broach the taboo subject of sex and to
question religious beliefs and practices. Several of those threatened fled the
country. Some, like Waciny Larej (b. 1954) and Amin Zaoui (b. 1956), both
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well-established writers of Arabic fiction, now live in France where they have
begun to write in French.

In Morocco, where Arabic continued to be written while the country was a
French Protectorate, novels began to appear from about the 1940s. Abdelmajid
Benjelloun’s (1915-81) two-part autobiographical work, Fi al-Tufula (1957, 1968)
(On Childhood), is considered to be one of the earliest examples of the Arabic
novel in Morocco. There are a number of outstanding Moroccan novelists,
foremost among them being *Abd al-Karim Ghallab (b. 1919), whose works
portray Moroccan social reality. In one of his best-known novels, Dafanna
al-Madi (1966) (We Have Buried the Past), he describes how Moroccans be-
came politically conscious in the twentieth century. In an earlier novel, Sab’at
Abwab (1965) (Seven Doors), Ghallab depicts the world of political prisoners,
imprisoned merely for daring to criticize the status quo. Ghallab tackles a
number of important topics, like the exploitation of poor rural workers who
flock to the city in search of their livelihood. He stresses the importance of
secular education on the eve of the twenty-first century. Issues of paramount
importance in the Arab world, like the Palestinian question, are also themes
that occupy Moroccan writers. Mubarak Rabi’ (b. 1935), in his novel Rifgat
al-Silah wa al-Qamar (1976) (The Companions of Arms and the Moon), focuses
on the 1973 Arab-Israeli war. The novel won the prize of the Arab League
Academy in 1975.

Both Ghallab and Rabi’ have distinguished themselves as short-story writers,
a genre that continues to flourish in the hands of able writers, among them
Mohamed Berrada (b. 1938). Berrada began to write novels in the 1980s. His
first novel, Lu’bat al-Nisyan (1987, reprinted 1992) (The Game of Forgetting, 1996)
hasbeen translated into English, French, and Spanish. Set during the last years
of the protectorate, the work explores the ways in which childhood memories
affectadultlife. Narrated by several voices, it vividly depicts Morocco’s modern
history. Berrada is one of the co-founders of the Union of Moroccan Writers,
some of whose members have gained international recognition.

A writer who distinguished himself both in the field of the short story
and the novel was Mohamed Zafzaf (1944—2001). One of the most prolific of
present-day Moroccan authors, Zafzafbegan writing in the 1970s and published
more than twenty volumes of fiction. His work portrays both positive and
negative aspects of Moroccan society. Early in his career Zafzaf came in for
a lot of criticism because he dared to speak openly about sexual matters,
especially in his novel Al-Mar’a wa al-Warda (1972) (The Woman and the Rose)
where he presents a central character who is obsessed with sex, drink, and
drugs. In most of his works Zafzaf succeeded in presenting his readers with
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tormented individuals desperate to express themselves freely in a taboo-laden
society.

As in Algeria, Moroccan women authors of Arabic expression are still too
few and relatively unknown. The two women who are known outside Morocco
are Khannata Bannuna (b. 1940) and Leila Abouzeid (b. 1950). Bannuna’s works
are concerned mostly with political issues. She too has dealt with injustices
committed against Palestinians. Abouzeid often introduces assertive women
characters who are determined to establish themselves as individuals in a
society that still sees women as dependent on men.

Tunisia is, without doubt, the largest producer of Arabic works in the
Maghreb, despite its having been a French protectorate for three-quarters
of a century. Perhaps the first Tunisian to become well known as a short-
story writer is "Ali al-Du’aji (1909—49) who also wrote radio plays and song
lyrics. One of the most important novelists is al-Bashir Khurayyif (1917-83),
who also wrote short stories. His highly acclaimed novel Al-Digla fi ’Arajiniha
(1969) (Dates in Their Clusters) is set in the oasis of Nefta where the au-
thor himself was born. The novel describes the harshness of life in rural ar-
eas in southern Tunisia, and the animosity that develops between people
because of deprivation and poverty. Khurayyif takes up a number of social
issues. He is particularly concerned with the way women are treated, and
this is vividly brought out in his works. A great believer in racial equal-
ity, he condemns racism in his novel, Barq al-Layl (1961), which tells the
story of the eponymous character, a sixteenth-century black slave. Khurayyif
was the first Tunisian novelist to introduce extracts of Tunisian colloquial
Arabic into his narratives, a technique adopted by younger writers, among
them Alia Tabai (b. 1961) in her first novel, Zahrat al-Subbar (1991) (Cactus
Flower). Tabai is one of a number of Tunisian women writers, which in-
cludes Arusiyya al-Naluti (b. 1950), who explore contemporary issues af-
fecting Tunisian society in their novels, collections of short stories, poems,
and plays.

In Libya, scholarly prose and poetry in Arabic continued to be written dur-
ing the Italian colonial period (1912—47). Fictional writing began in the mid-
1930s. It did not become fully established, however, until well after Libya was
declared independentin 1951. Yet Libyan literature remains purely for the home
market. Libyan authors are rarely known beyond the country’s borders, with
the exception of Ibrahim al-Kawni (b. 1948) and Ibrahim al-Fagih (b. 1942).
Al-Kawni, who began writing in the 1970s, has established himself as the best
representative of contemporary Libyan literature. His many novels and col-
lections of short stories have been translated into several languages. Al-Faqih
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also began writing in the seventies. He published fictional and nonfictional
pieces in various Arabic periodicals. It was not until the 1990s when his trilogy,
Hada’iq al-Layl (1990) (Gardens of the Night, 1991), was published that he became
well known in the Arab world.

Al-Kawni’s works are steeped in African mythology and history. The ma-
jority are set in the vast desert that stretches westwards to the Fezzan, east-
wards to the Hoggar Mountains, and southwards to Lake Chad, Kano, and
Timbuktu. Al-Kawni, who is a Tuareg, was born in the desert but moved
to Tripoli where he received Arabic formal education. His novels and short
stories are written in Arabic, yet they resonate with the rhythm of Tamasheq
speech, his Berber mother tongue. He often introduces Tamasheq words and
expressions, which add color and authenticity to his works. Just as the Nile
in Tayeb Salih’s works is both bounteous and treacherous, the desert in al-
Kawni’s fiction can be welcoming and at the same time menacing. Travelers
find refuge in it. Yet it is also the place where many of them die of thirst or
are buried in the sand when the ferocious East Wind blows without mercy.
The desert in al-Kawni’s short stories and novels, notably his two-volume
novel Al-Majus (1991) (The Pagans), is inhabited by both humans and jinn.
Mixing reality with mythology is characteristic of al-Kawni’s works. The hu-
mans are either white, nomadic, and Muslim, or black, sedentary, and animist.
There is a lot of violence in most of his stories, and he dwells on descrip-
tions of violent death. Living with nature, sometimes awake, and at other
times hallucinating or having nightmares, al-Kawni’s characters seem to be in
search of an ephemeral paradise, the illusory oasis of Waw, which they yearn
to reach.

The desert also plays a significant role in Ibrahim al-Faqih’s trilogy. The
first volume is set in Scotland, where the central character, Khalil, a Libyan, is
studying at Edinburgh University. The six main characters include an Indian
as well as a Frenchwoman, and two Arab men, one of them the central char-
acter. There are constant references to the desert where Khalil was born. The
desert predominates as a setting in the second and third volumes in which the
characters are all Libyan, with the main difference being that some of them
are real, while others appear only in Khalil's dreams and hallucinations. Khalil
is presented as a tormented, restless man, constantly in need of love, which he
is denied. In his search for happiness and peace of mind, he goes to the desert
to visit the tombs of his ancestors and to seek the advice of Sufis. By describing
Khalil’s dreams, the author is able to mix the real with the imaginary, and by
choosing the desert as a setting, he is able to delve into the mythical past of
Libya with its world of magic and holy men.
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The Arabicnovel in Mauritania dates from the early 1980s. Ahmad Wuld 'Abd
al-Qadir, in his two novels, Al-Asma’ al-Mutaghayyira (1981) (Changing Names),
and Al-Qabr al-Majhul (1984) (The Unknown Grave), evokes rural Mauritania in
the nineteenth century, before the onset of modernity transformed the country
and changed the way of life of its people. The first novel tackles the theme of
identity. It describes how the central character, a young boy sold into slavery,
changes his name several times during his life, in order to be accepted by the
various people among whom he has to live. The second novel is a nostalgic
evocation of pre-twentieth-century life in the Mauritanian countryside. Ahmad
al-Wadi (1087) by Shaykh Ma’ al-’Aynayn, set in the present, depicts the struggle
between urban and rural values. The central character, who is seduced by a
western way of life, is gradually convinced by Ahmad al-Wadi, a recluse, to
settle in the country and to lead a life totally removed from western influence.

Twentieth-century Arabic drama, drawing on both the western and African
oral genres, is a flourishing art form throughout most of Africa. In Egypt there
is a long tradition of modern drama in both classical and colloquial Egyptian
Arabic that is known and liked throughout the Arabic-speaking world. In the
Maghreb, theater has been an important medium, thanks to the efforts of
people of the caliber of Abdelkader Alloula (1939-94) in Algeria, Tayeb Saddiki
(b. 1938) in Morocco, and 'Izz al-Din al-Madani (b. 1938) in Tunisia, among
others. Alloula built a varied repertoire of plays in his native city of Oran.
He translated masterpieces of western theater and wrote his own plays, all in
colloquial Arabic. His theater and the ensemble he formed became well known
throughout the Maghreb. Tayeb Saddiki’s repertoire is as prolific as Alloula’s.
His plays are greatly influenced by the oral folk literature of Morocco. He
frequently introduces into his plays the character of the storyteller, a popular
sight in market places throughout Morocco. Saddiki writes and produces
plays in French, classical and colloquial Arabic. Al-Madani, who is known
for his avant-garde writings, is a leading playwright in Tunisia. He cleverly
camouflages contemporary social issues in his plays by setting them in an
historic era. In Nigeria the increase in Arabic-educated intellectuals and the
spread of institutes for the teaching of Arabic have givenrise to the translation of
modern English plays into Arabic, notably Wole Soyinka’s The Trials of Brother
Jero. The year 1994 saw the publication of the first original Arabic language
play, Al-’Amid al-Mubajjal (The Honorable Dean). Written by an academic,
Zakariyau I. Oseni (b. 1950), it describes corruption in Nigerian universities.

At the close of the twentieth century Egypt still dominates as the most
prolific producer of Arabic literature, whereas Arabic creative writing is still
in its infancy in Mauritania. In Libya, only al-Kawni and al-Faqih have to date
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made their mark internationally. In Sudan, Tayeb Salih is still the predominant
voice, despite the emergence of several other Sudanese writers. In the Maghreb,
Arabic writing is on the increase, and published material is becoming widely
available, with the exception of Algeria where works are rarely distributed
outside the country. In Nigeria, Arabic writing “seems to be well on its way to
broader forms of expression” (Abubakre and Reichmuth 1997: 205). Despite the
many stages of development Arabic creative writing in Africa has gone through
in the course of the twentieth century, it is difficult to predict at the present
time how it will develop and what the future holds for it in the twenty-first
century.

Notes

1. The other four pillars are: salat (prayer), sawn (fasting), shahada (the [Muslim]
creed), and zakat (almsgiving).

2. See for example Camara 1997, where he quotes and translates verses from Seri
i Musa Ka'’s poetry in Wolof in which Shaykh Bamba’s name occurs.
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The Swahili literary tradition:
an intercultural heritage

ALAMIN M. MAZRUI

Swabhili literature, broadly defined as that body of verbal art originally com-
posed in the Swah