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Figure 1. Dancer, West Africa (photo Sandra Bornand).



Foreword
Mark Turin

The study and appreciation of oral literature is more important than ever
for understanding the complexity of human cognition.

For many people around the world —particularly in areas where history
and traditions are still conveyed more through speech than in writing—the
transmission of oral literature from one generation to the next lies at the
heart of culture and memory. Very often, local languages act as vehicles
for the transmission of unique forms of cultural knowledge. Oral traditions
that are encoded in these speech forms can become threatened when elders
die or when livelihoods are disrupted. Such creative works of oral literature
are increasingly endangered as globalisation and rapid socio-economic
change exert ever more complex pressures on smaller communities, often
challenging traditional knowledge practices.

It was in order to nurture such oral creativity that the World Oral
Literature Project was established at the University of Cambridge in 2009.
Affiliated to the University of Cambridge Museum of Archaeology and
Anthropology, the project has been co-located at Yale University since 2011.

As an urgent global initiative to document and disseminate endangered
oral literatures before they disappear without record, the World Oral
Literature Project works with researchers and local communities to
document their own oral narratives, and aspires to become a permanent
centre for the appreciation and preservation of all forms of oral culture.
Through the project, our small team provides modest fieldwork grants
to fund the collecting of oral literature, and we run training workshops
for grant recipients and other scholars to share their experiences and
methodologies. Alongside a series of published occasional papers and
lectures—all available for free from our website —project staff have helped



Xviii Oral Literature in Africa

to make over 30 collections of oral literature (from five continents and dating
from the 1940s to the present) accessible through new media platforms
online.! In supporting the documentation of endangered oral literature and
by building an online network for cooperation and collaboration across
the disciplines, the World Oral Literature Project now nurtures a growing
community of committed scholars and indigenous researchers across the
globe.

The beautifully produced and fully revised new edition of Ruth
Finnegan'’s classic Oral Literature in Africa is a perfect illustration of the sort
of partnership that the World Oral Literature Project has sought to promote.
In this triangulation between a prominent scholar and her timeless work,
an innovative and responsive publisher and a small but dynamic research
project, we have leveraged digital technologies to offer global access to
scholarly knowledge that had been locked away, out of print for decades,
for want of a distribution platform.

Much has changed in the world since Finnegan handed in her original
typed manuscript to the editors at Clarendon Press in Oxford in 1969.
The most profound transformation is arguably the penetration of, and
access to technology. In the decades that followed the publication of her
instantly celebrated book, computers developed from expensive room-
sized mainframes exclusively located in centres of research in the Western
hemisphere, into cheap, portable, consumer devices—almost disposable
and certainly omnipresent. It seemed paradoxical that with all of the
world’s knowledge just a few keystrokes away, thanks to powerful search
engines and online repositories of digitised learning, a work of such impact
and consequence as Oral Literature in Africa could be said to be “out of print’.
The World Oral Literature Project embarked on its collaboration with Open
Book Publishers in order to address this issue, and to ensure that Finnegan’s
monograph be available to a global audience, once and for all.

Finnegan was patient as we sought the relevant permissions for a new
edition, and then painstakingly transformed her original publication,
through a process of scanning and rekeying (assisted and frustrated in
equal measure by the affordance of optical character recognition) into the
digital document that it is today. At this point, thanks are due to Claire
Wheeler and Eleanor Wilkinson, both Research Assistants at the World
Oral Literature Project in Cambridge, whose care and precision is reflected

1  To view our series of occasional papers, lectures and online collections, please visit
http://www.oralliterature.org
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in the edition that you are now reading. In addition, through the online
Collections Portal maintained by our project, we have given new life to
Finnegan’s audio and visual collection in a manner that was unimaginable
when she made the original recordings during her fieldwork in the 1960s.
The digital collection can be explored online at http://www.oralliterature.
org/OLA, and I encourage you to visit the site to experience for yourself the
performative power of African oral literature.?

In the Preface to the first edition, Finnegan writes that she found to
her ‘surprise that there was no easily accessible work’ on oral literature in
general, a realisation which spurred her on to write the monograph that
would become Oral Literature in Africa. This re-edition of her work gives
new meaning to the phrase ‘easily accessible’; not only does the author
demonstrate her clarity of insight through her engaging writing style, but
this version will be read, consumed and browsed on tablets, smart phones
and laptops, in trains, planes and buses, and through tools that are as yet
unnamed and uninvented.

The impact and effectiveness of digital editions, then, lies in the fact
that they are inherently more democratic, challenging the hegemony of
traditional publishers and breaking down distribution models that had
been erected on regional lines. While the digital divide is a modern reality,
itis not configured on the basis of former coloniser versus former colonised,
or West-versus-the-Rest, but primarily located within individual nations,
both wealthy and poor. Now, for the first time, Oral Literature in Africa
is available to a digitally literate readership across the world, accessible
to an audience whose access to traditional print editions published and
disseminated from Europe remains limited. Digital and mobile access is
particularly relevant for Africa, where smart phone penetration and cell
coverage is encouragingly high.

While it is beyond doubt that technology has transformed access to
scholarly information and the landscape of academic publishing, questions
remain about long-term digital preservation and the endurance of web-
based media. In a world of bits and bytes, what (if anything) can be counted
as permanent? Is there not something to be said for a traditional printed
artefact for the inevitable day when all the servers go down? Our partners,
the Cambridge-based Open Book Publishers, have developed an elegant
hybrid approach straddling the worlds of web and print: free, global,

2 For a video interview with Ruth Finnegan conducted by Alan Macfarlane in January
2008, please visit http://www.sms.cam.ac.uk/media/1116447
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online access to complete digital editions of all publications alongside high
quality paperback and hardback editions at reasonable prices, printed
on demand, and sent anywhere that a package can be delivered. This is
academic publishing 2.0: connecting a global readership with premium
knowledge and research of the highest quality, no matter where they are
and how far away the nearest library is.

Orality is often, but not always, open. Orality is also public, both in
its production, display and in its eventual consumption. It is fitting that
the ‘update’ of Ruth Finnegan’s essentially un-updateable text has been
digitally reborn, open to all, as relevant today as it was when it was first
published, and serves as the first volume of our new World Oral Literature
Series.

New Haven, Connecticut, May 2012






Figure 2. The author on fieldwork in Limba country,
northern Sierra Leone, 1964.



Preface

Ruth Finnegan

When I first became interested in research into one particular form
of African oral literature in 1961, I found to my surprise that there was
no easily accessible work to which I could turn to give me some idea of
what was known in this field, the various publications available, or the
controversies and problems that demanded further investigation. In fact,
I gradually discovered, there was an immense amount in print—but most
of it was not easy to find, it was not systematic, and there was relatively
little treatment of contemporary forms. It was true that there was plenty
of work on written African literature (which has received a lot of publicity
in recent years) and, of a rather speculative kind, on ‘primitive mentality’
or ‘mythopoeic imagination’. But on the oral side or on the actual literary
products of such minds much less was said. There therefore seemed a place
for a general work on oral literature in Africa, an introductory survey which
could sum up the present knowledge of the field and serve as a guide to
further research. It seemed likely that others too besides myself had felt the
need to consult an introduction of some kind to this subject. It is hoped that
the resulting book will be useful not only to those intending to do specific
research on African oral literature but also to those with a general interest
either in Africa or in literature generally.

The aim in presenting the material has been to strike a balance between
general discussion and actual instances. It has been necessary to include
rather more detailed descriptions and quotations than might be the case
with a book on European literatures, as the majority of African examples
are not readily accessible and too abstract a discussion would give little
idea of the intricacy and artistic conventions of many of the oral forms. It is
also an intrinsic part of the book to consider some of the social background
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as well as the more purely aesthetic and stylistic features. With African as
with other literature it is essential to treat both literary and social facets (if
indeed these two are ultimately distinguishable at all) for a full appreciation,
a point too often neglected by writers on this subject. This book is based
only on the more obvious sources and is intended as an introduction, not
as a comprehensive account. Only some examples are given from a huge
field and experts in particular areas will be able to point to exceptions and
omissions. Some of my conclusions too may turn out to be controversial;
indeed one of my hopes is to stimulate further publications and study. On
each chapter and each section more research could —and I trust will —take
the subject very much further. But in spite of these limitations, the general
purpose of the book will, I hope, be fulfilled —to show that African oral
literature is, after all, a subject worthy of study and interest, and to provoke
further research in this fascinating but too often neglected field.

Ibadan 1968



Preface to the Second Edition

Ruth Finnegan

Much has changed since the 1970 publication of the first edition of this
work. Despite the best efforts of the post-colonialists, Africa is no longer
automatically thought of as the land of colonies. African scholars take their
place alongside those from other countries, written, oral and broadcast
forms interact—and are at last seen so naturally to do so, And African arts
and culture receive their just and overdue worldwide acclaim. Now too
oral literatures flourish in multi-coloured frames, Oriental, African and
European, produced and performed in multiple new and old and wondrous
forms and in their full diversity of settings, with the same vibrancy as in the
past and their long trajectories into the foreseeable future.

This new edition is necessary. The first was written in the late 1960s—
nearly forty years ago—when the subject dearly needed greater visibility
as a focus for serious scholarly endeavour. Not that little was known of the
topic. Far to the contrary, as I tried to illustrate in the first edition, there
was a massive collected corpus of African narratives and prose forms.
Poetry too, if on a smaller scale appeared in anthologies, learned articles
and both more-or-less exact translations and romanticised approximations,
and in scholarly circles there was broad interdisciplinary interest in the
nature, details and potential of the subject. With newly emerging world
alignments, newly invigorated universities, and the benefits offered to
worldwide scholarship by digitisation and the internet, now seems to be
the time to revisit the work with fresh insights and a modicum of update.

To put it in context, let me first emphasise how immensely fortunate I
turned out to be in the time I—fortuitously —chose to embark on that first
work, mainly carried out between late 1963, the date of my marriage, and
1968-9, when I handed over my final version to the Clarendon Press in
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Oxford. They had lost the first typescript—no ‘not lost’, I seem to recall
Peter Sutcliffe, then the front man at the press, as saying in his high Oxford
tones, “‘we don’t lose manuscripts here: it will just have been put on a shelf
with the wrong label’. As far as I know it never did turn up; but in those
laborious days of typewriting I had kept and could amend the carbon copy.

As for how it began: after my initial stint of fieldwork I was working
on my Oxford doctoral dissertation in 1962-3 and longing for some kind
of overview to set my detailed Limba notes in some perspective. I still
remember the startling moment, sitting at a wide table in Rhodes House
in Oxford, when I found that yet another promising sounding title was
again just a detailed account with little or no wider perspectives. Could the
long self-motivated course of reading that I had necessarily embarked on
be turned instead to something of use to others? Could the short seminar
papers I delivered on the subject build up into something more useful?
Perhaps when I had completed my reading (as if one could . . .) and
gathered it into a larger volume, it might act in some way as a tool perhaps
even a kind of workbench for the better work of others? That at any rate
began to forge itself into my ambitious aspiration, a gadfly when the going
got tough and incentive to dispute the arrogant knowingness of those who
would yet again circulate their certainties about all African culture. Dare
I hope that something of that original aim might be achieved both in the
first edition and this more recent and more meagre offering?

When I came to read through the original edition again this year I was
surprised how much was based on my own earlier fieldwork. It underlays
my approach and interests throughout, as well as my confidence in
interpreting its miscellaneous and disparate sources. How much I owe to
those Limba story-tellers amidst the fought-over unhappy northern palms
of Sierra Leone! But in addition the direct use I made of Limba findings
in chapters 12 to 16, and in scattered references earlier, certainly adds to
the volume’s authenticity. All the inputs there might well have grown to
full books in themselves (as the narrative section had, in Finnegan 1967)—
especially, perhaps, the discussion of oratory. Better, I persuaded myself,
to use them for a volume that would help and incite others (would that the
same, I told myself, had been done with the many specialist ethnographies
destined to languish on the shelves of well-endowed university libraries
rather than adding to the wealth of collaborative human knowledge).
Perhaps more important, that deep experience of personal fieldwork, never
forgotten, was what informed and provoked the emphasis on performance
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throughout—in many eyes among one of the volume’s more original
contributions—and now developed in so many eye-opening and startling
contributions across the world.!

The background to the book antedates its overt beginning. But I now
see it goes back further still, drawing its inspiration from that bliss-
laden initiation into the audio and visual—the oral—qualities of ancient
classical literatures, referred to with some justice in the opening chapter of
this book—a key one as far as concerns my own approach and one that still
frames my thinking. And before that too was my Ulster upbringing with its
sensitivity to the artistries of language, my mother’s stories and my father’s
shy Ulster wit.

But to return to the context of my more immediate work on the volume:
I'was, as I have said, greatly fortunate in my timing. In 1964 the invaluable
Doke collection of works on southern African languages and cultures,
especially, with C. M. Doke’s specialism, on Bantu, had just been acquired
by the University College of Rhodesia and Nyasaland in Salisbury, where
I was then attached. It was due, I believe, to the good offices of George
Fortune, Shona expert and close friend of Doke’s. The library generously
allowed me unlimited access, even before cataloguing, and some of my
most valuable data and insights came from there (I think especially of
S. M. Mofokeng’s sadly unpublished dissertations and much material
by Doke himself, some also unpublished, the inspiration and basis of the
linguistic account in my Chapter 3). When my husband and I moved to
the great University of Ibadan in January 1965, complete with unborn
child, we discovered not only a bountiful university library but its then
unparalleled Africana collection on its airy top floor—now alas no more
(such is progress)—with its own unassuming and ever-helpful librarian.
This was a wonderful hunting ground. Looking back, I now feel that with
these resources of southern and western Africa, the book almost wrote
itself. In no other way can I account for its expeditious completion.

I was fortunate too—we all were—in the timing of its publication. This
was the period when many African countries were emerging out of what
was thought of as the colonial yoke and grip of Eurocentric education

1  Such as Barber and Farias 1989, Bauman 1977, 1992, 2012, Bauman and Sherzer 1974—
1989, Baumgardt and Bornand 2009a, 2009b, Ben-Amos and Goldstein 1975, Dégh 1995,
Drewal 1991, Foley 2002, Hanks 1996, Harding 2002, Honko 2000, Hughes-Freeland
1998, Hymes 1996, Mannheim and Tedlock 1995, Okpewho 1992, Paredes and Bauman
1972, Schechner 2002, Scheub 1977, Tedlock 1983.
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to found their own universities, create departments of African studies,
and forge national cultural identities. ‘Folklore’ and the naive primitive
offerings of communal tribal tradition, however glamorised, were, at least
in anglophone circles, no longer to be enough. A volume purporting to
offer an account of literature—that dear term so heralded in European
culture—could afford a more trusty route to national esteem. What is
more, it could be deployed as a textbook too, with many estimable courses
and projects following on from it. Perhaps it is no surprise after all that the
book remained in print for over thirty years. Happy was I—and I still feel
blessed —to have played some small part in such a cultural explosion.

It must have been hugely time-consuming completing the book in little
more than five years, with all its multiplicity of footnotes and references
(too many, I came to feel, as I ploughed through the OCR version to make it
computer-readable). ButIwas then under the influence of the Oxford Classics
and ‘Greats’ tradition, with the obligation that even the tiniest point should
have its citation and reference. I was determined then, and still I suppose
am now, that the documentation of African cultural products should be as
thorough and scrupulous as that for the great classical traditions. Nor, even
if no one now reads the footnotes, can I think I was wrong. The Clarendon
Press editors worried over the book’s length. Surely by the end the reader
would know only too well what I wanted to say (typical of that time, we
were later reconciled over an extended lunch in north Oxford: I was in no
way unwilling, I fancy, over the offered whitebait).

Nonetheless, or quite likely because of this deep engagement in my
subject, I recall those years as among the happiest of my life. Hugely busy
preparing first lectures for multiple weekly hours of teaching; combing
the libraries for works pertinent to African oral literature, often at first
apparently irrelevant; climbing high ladders, pregnant, to top shelves in
the beautiful breezy library to re-check references, usually to the alarm of
library staff (when I remarked in my 1970 Preface that | had seen most of the
works I referred to I was lucky enough to be speaking the truth); learning
a little about teaching (though scarcely fully recognised till I reached the
Open University some time later); learning from my mature students (one
of whose undergraduate essays on Yoruba names is drawn on in this book,
Omijeh 1966); and spending much of the summers exploring the further
reaches of the lovely Bodleian library in Oxford, the university’s Institute
of Social Anthropology in its memory-filled Keble Road building, and
the University of London’s great School of Oriental and African Studies
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Library then dispersed throughout London. I think as well of my mother’s
constantly ungrudging welcome to our growing family; and perhaps best
of all the birth of our three lovely daughters, two of them in the thriving
thronged Ibadan University Hospital. I remember too leaping with
excitement, morning sickness-stricken as I was, to pace the air-conditioned
coolness of our airy upstairs study as I worked on the chapter on proverbs—
only too obvious now and grounded in others’” insights not my own, but to
me a revelation that has shaped much of my later work.

This edition has been fully revised—in the sense, that is, that I have
checked all through and reflected on each page, corrected a number of minor
errors and infelicities, and re-ordered the references into a more modern
(though not fully contemporary) format. There is no way, however, that the
volume, as a whole, could be ‘updated’. The terminology and outlook are
inescapably those of the late 1960s and, though a few expressions now offend
me enough to demand changing, the vocabulary may well strike a modern
reader as perhaps over-dominated by that agentless passive voice of the
period, generalisation unfounded in evidence and, most of all, contaminated
by gender, age, and even, surprisingly, racial discriminatory expression
(though to tell the truth there was in fact less of that than I had expected: is
there perhaps something in the careful study of African oral literature that
somehow guards us from such blindnesses?). More important, a world—
nearly two generations—of research and thought have intervened between
1969 and 2011. I have tried to sum up some of the main tendencies of this
work, and my reflections on it, in earlier publications (Finnegan 2007, 2010a,
b) and a brief glimpse of the iceberg’s tip is provided here in the footnotes,
further expanded in the Integrated References at the end of the volume. But
the contributions are legion, and true researchers can have the pleasure of
scrutinising through a lifetime’s study.?

2 To mention just some of the more general publications and surveys (the specialised
monographs are legion): Abrahams 1983, Andrzejweski et al. 1985, Appiah and Gates
2005, Barber 1995, 1997a, b, 2006, 2007, Barber and Farias 1989, Barber et al. 1997,
1999, Baumgardt 2002, Baumgardt and Bounfour 2000, Baumgardt and Derive 2008,
Belcher 1999, Belmont and Calame-Griaule 1998, Ben-Amos 1983, Breitinger 1994,
Brown 1999, Conteh-Morgan and Olanyan 1999, Coulon and Garnier, 2011, Dauphin-
Tinturier A-M. and Derive 2005, Derive 2002, Diagne 2005, Ezeigbo and Gunner 1991,
Fardon and Furniss 2000, Fedry, J., 2010, Finnegan 2010c, Furniss and Gunner 1995,
Gérard 1981, 1990, 1996, Gorog-Karady 1981, 1982, 1984, 1992, Gunner 1994, Hale 1998,
Harding 2002, Haring 1994, Irele and Gikandi 2004, Johnson et al. 1997, Jones et al. 1992,
Kaschula 2001, Kawada 1998, Kesteloot 1993, 2004, Kesteloot and Dieng 1997, Kubik
1977, Leguy 2001, Lindfors 1977, Mapanje and White 1983, Mboyo 1986, Moélhlig et
al 1988, Mulokozi 2002, Newell 2002, Ngandu Nkashama 1992, Okpewho 1979, 1983,
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Let me, however, indulge myself by some remarks on one characteristic
about the book which has struck me—the way that oral literature and its
study leads rather than follows fresh insights into the nature and study of
the wonderful literatures of humankind. It demands both the humanistic
and the social scientific habit for its full appreciation. I was fortunate
enough to come from a tradition—the Oxford literary discipline—of a
humanistic respect for the beauties, properties and wonderful classical
qualities of great literatures, and then, superimposed on this, of the social
scientific propensity for asking the who, how, why questions, not least
those searching queries about ‘in whose name and to whose interests?’.
Both perspectives, particularly perhaps the latter, are now commonplace in
literary studies. But, at least in the context in which I was first writing, they
presented something of a fresh perspective, one which could better inform
our understanding of the rich products of the human imagination. It was
not then the convention to ask hard questions about audiences, reception,
settings, genres, historically changing assessments or differentiated
appreciations.

The situation has not so greatly changed as one might have expected.
One of the hopes I expressed in the first edition is that enough evidence
might in due course be gathered to enable detailed histories of particular
literary traditions on the same lines as those of better known cultures. To
my disappointment this has happened only to a limited extent. There is
B. W. Andrzejewski’s long study and appreciation of Somali literature—
oral, written and broadcast—a fraction of it gathered in the recent special
issue by myself and Martin Orwin (Finnegan and Orwin 2011); Graham
Furniss’s fine account of Hausa oral, written and popular culture (Furniss
1996); a number of works on the South African traditions by such scholars
as Jeff Opland, Isobel Hofmeyr, Russell Kaschula and Liz Gunner; and the
collective work of that remarkable group of collaborating French scholars
such as Genevieve Calame-Griaule, Jean Derive and Ursula Baumgardt on
what was once French West Africa. But beyond that very little. We have not
after all progressed so very far beyond the notable compendium on African
literatures by Andrzejweski, Pilaszewicz and Tyloch (1985).

1990, 1992, 2003, 20044, b, Orwin and Topan 2001, Peek and Yankah 2004, Prahlad 2005,
Ricard 2004, Ricard and Swanapoel 1997, Ricard and Veit-Wild 2005, Riesz and Ricard
1990, Scheub 1977, 1985, 2002, 2005, Schipper 2000, Seydou et al. 1997, Tarsitani 2010,
Vail and White 1991, White et al. 2001. See also general references and websites at the
end of this volume
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The silver lining is that this surely provides infinite opportunities not
only for further first-hand field research but also for further syntheses—the
topic perhaps for innumerable student projects and doctoral dissertations,
each one of them of value—in Africa and elsewhere. In 1969, I hazarded
a guess for the future. May I claim, with your help, to have been largely
right? And that, we must hope, will be made the more possible through the
widening sphere of open-access publication, the sharing and opening up of
world-wide intellectual and artistic resources online.

Partly for this reason we are now vastly more aware than a generation
ago of both the rich potential and the problematic of genre diversification.
One of the problems with which I had to tussle in the first edition was
of presentation. In the circumstances as they then were I think my final
decision to group the material, very roughly, in terms of subject matter (of
genre some might say) was probably unavoidable. But by now the subject
deserves, and must receive, greater critical attention, not least in the light of
changing cultural practices, perceptions and assessments.

One of the most famous passages in my original work was its short two-
page note, extending from pages 108 to 110, on what turned out to be the
uncontrollably emotive subject of epic. This, incredibly, has attracted more
debate, criticism and, dare I say it, misunderstanding than the rest of the
book put together —the more hyped up perhaps to market the book as a
stimulating student text. Many must have been the essays and examination
answers written to test students” mastery of the debate, with, no doubt,
expected and well-rehearsed answers! I hope the assertions in this new
Preface can form the occasion for others in the future. In the light of what
was then known I do not think I was wrong to express my frank opinion in
the 1960s. In fact I am proud to have had the honesty and clarity to pen it
and to have lived to see the outcomes in the intervening years.?

3 Onepicand épopée see further the collections, overviews and/or bibliographies in Barry
2011, Baumgardt and Roulon-Doko 2010, Belcher 1999, Ben-Amos 1983, Biebuyck and
Mateene 2002, Bornand 2005, Derive 2002, Derive and Dumestre 1999, Innes 1974, 1976,
Kesteloot and Dieng 1997, Johnson, Hale and Belcher 1997, Martin et al. 2008, Mbondé
Moangué 2005, Okpewho 1979, 1983, 1990, 1992, Seydou 1972, 2004, Towo Atangana and
Abomo-Maurin 2009; also—to cite only a small fraction of the burgeoning and varied
work —Austen 1999, Baumgardt 2002, Belcher 2004, Belinga 1977, Bird 1972, Clark 1977,
Conrad 2004, Diabate 1995, Diop 2004, Gayibor 1983, Hale 1998, Haring 2012, Jansen
20014, b, Johnson 2003, 2004, Keesteloot 1989, 1993b, Kesteloot and Dumestre 1975, Ly
1991, Meyer 1991, Mulokozi 2002, Ndong Ndoutoume 1970, Okpewho 2003, Pepper
and Wolf 1972, Seydou, C., 2008, 20104, b, Stone 1988, Thoyer 1995, Traoré 2000.
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Much has happened since then. Multiple epics have been collected —or
at least lengthy poetic texts that can be so described —from many places
in Africa, most notably ex-French West Africa. Collections, anthologies,
translations and annotated texts abound. Epic now has its place in the corpus
of recognised African literature, routing the once-predominance of prose
forms, the more firmly established as an unquestioned African form through
film and broadcast representation. The controversy—one I have always
been glad to start off (as I learned in my Oxford days, debate is what gives
a subject life) —has been productive indeed, not least in encouraging greater
critical scrutiny of the term (notably in Derive 2002) and the challenge, led
by Isidore Okpewho (1979), to the once taken-for-granted, but in practice
typographically and culturally constructed, of the apparent distinction
between prose and poetry, a re-assessment which has had such valuable
implications for the study of more obviously ‘written” literatures.

Other topics where to an extent I risked my neck, deliberately so, have
disappointingly attracted less interest. Few scholars have taken up my
provocative remarks about myth (though I welcome Isidore Okpewho's
typically well-documented Myth in Africa, 1983) and drama (see Breitinger
1994, Conteh-Morgan and Olanyan 1999). Let me offer them up as hostages
to fortune and suggest that these topics too might relay further critical
investigation. There will almost certainly be other possible misconceptions,
as yet unnoticed by myself, which I can only leave the diligent reader to
winkle out.

It will doubtless be clear to any careful reader of the first edition that
Iam sceptical about theidea of inevitable progress. I am therefore immensely
glad to see that one of the great changes since I first wrote is our increasing
awareness and, no doubt causally related to this, technological capture,
of the multisensory nature of human artistry. This must surely be noted
as one of the great advances of the last generation of scholars, aided but
not dictated by new technological devices. We can now document sound,
music, dance, movement and colour, and draw on brilliant many-sided
resources to experience them, not least in the webpages the publishers
are so illuminatingly adding to their print texts. By now we can gather to
oral literature forms that would once have been ruled out as imported or
"hybrid’—the bandiri Sokoto group, for instance, in which solo male-voice
performances accompanied by drums and a singing chorus blend standard
Islamic vocabulary with a delivery style reminiscent of both praise singers
and Indian film song, at once local and transnational (Bubu and Furniss
1999: 30); film representations of Sunjata and similar narratives (Hale 2003,
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Jorholt 2001); Zulu radio drama (Gunner 2000); or the 1998 CD by the
Xhosa praise poet Zolani Mkiva set to contemporary hip-hop in a mixture
of Xhosa and English (Kaschula 1999: 62, 2003). All these by now seem
as relevant as those gathered in the first edition of this volume from the
poetry and stories documented by nineteenth and early twentieth-century
scholars.

And alongside this too we must welcome with relief the move towards
the appreciation of performance which has given us so much more rounded
an understanding of the multidimensional arts of African, and not just
African, expression—and not just oral either. I think I can claim to have
anticipated a little of this a generation ago, one reason perhaps for my book
having received such a happy reception and circulated so long in African
circles and student courses (would that these might be resumed, now with
new resources). The rediscovery of performance alongside a reverence for
text is one of the great developments since the 1960s. Long may it continue,
tempered as it must be by the respect for the textual formulations of
humankind which give them presence and resonance.

One of the defects of the original volume, to modern eyes at any rate,
was its lack of illustrations. So on that note can I add that not the least
among the advantages of the forward-looking Cambridge publishers who
are producing this book is their multi-media resources, too small alas in
my case but, I hope, growing as the years develop and scholars around the
world add their materials. Let me at the same time note the lovely cover
image which I hope may have attracted you—including I hope some new
readers—to the book in the first place. I hope that that beautiful image,
found by Jean Derive in a doctoral thesis and ultimately of provenance we
know not what, will go some way to drawing attention to the genre of epic,
making some small amends for its neglect in my first attempt.

May I end on a shamelessly immodest note. I was quite surprised going
through the text of this book to find that even now it is still in some ways
pushing at the boundaries. That is perhaps what the study of African
oral literature, inspiring and challenging as it still is, can do for a scholar.
With its need for the humanistic approach of textual reverence working
alongside a social scientist’s touch of cynicism we are inevitably brought
face-to-face with its changing and elusive nature, the dissolution of those
long-established boundaries of prose and poetry, or of oral against written,
collegial versus individual to rediscover the boundless searching paths of
the human imagination.
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As it has turned out, this has been another supremely happy period in
my life. Still feeling well myself while dubbed ill by doctors, friends and
family, I have spent two blissful months engaged in this work following
my two weeks in hospital earlier in the summer. Guarded lovingly by
a glowingly-content husband and constant care from dear family and
friends, I have felt better than for years, and luxuriated in the small but
time-consuming tasks of finishing this edition—now to be consigned to the
tender inspired care of the team at Open Book Publishers. As the ancients
used to say, ‘Go on your way little book, and may the gods go with you'.

Old Bletchley, UK, August 2011
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Note on Sources and References

Only the more obvious sources have been used. Where I have come
across unpublished material I have taken account of it but have not made
a systematic search. The sources are all documentary with the exception
of some comments arising from fieldwork among the Limba of Sierra
Leone and a few points from personal observation in Western Nigeria;
gramophone recordings have also occasionally been used. In general, I have
tried not to take my main examples from books that are already very easily
accessible to the general reader. I have, for instance, given references to,
but not lengthy quotations from, the ‘Oxford Library of African Literature’
series or the French ‘Classiques africains’.

In time, I have not tried to cover work appearing after the end of 1967
(though references to a few 1968 publications that I happen to have seen
are included). This means that the book will already be dated by the time it
appears, but obviously I had to break off at some point.

References are given in two forms: (1) the general bibliography at the
end, covering works I have made particular use of or consider of particular
importance (referred to in the text merely by author and date); and (2) more
specialized works not included in the general bibliography (full references
given ad loc.). This is to avoid burdening the bibliography at the end
with too many references of only detailed or secondary relevance. With
a handful of exceptions I have seen the works I cite. Where this is not so,
I have indicated it either directly or by giving the source of the reference
in brackets. Where I have seen an abstract but not the article itself, this
is shown by giving the volume and number of African Abstracts (AA) in
brackets after the reference.

The bibliography and references are only selective. It would have been
out of the question to have attempted a comprehensive bibliography.






LLINTRODUCTION






1. The ‘Oral’ Nature of African
Unwritten Literature

The significance of performance in actualization, transmission, and
composition. Audience and occasion. Implications for the study of oral
literature. Oral art as literature.

Africa possesses both written and unwritten traditions. The former
are relatively well known—at any rate the recent writings in European
languages (much work remains to be publicized on earlier Arabic and
local written literatures in Africa). The unwritten forms, however, are
far less widely known and appreciated. Such forms do not fit neatly into
the familiar categories of literate cultures, they are harder to record and
present, and, for a superficial observer at least, they are easier to overlook
than the corresponding written material.

The concept of an oral literature is an unfamiliar one to most people
brought up in cultures which, like those of contemporary Europe, lay stress
on the idea of literacy and written tradition. In the popular view it seems to
convey on the one hand the idea of mystery, on the other that of crude and
artistically undeveloped formulations. In fact, neither of these assumptions
is generally valid. Nevertheless, there are certain definite characteristics of
this form of art which arise from its oral nature, and it is important at the
outset to point to the implications of these. They need to be understood
before we can appreciate the status and qualities of many of these African
literary forms.

It is only necessary here to speak of the relatively simple oral and
literary characteristics of this literature. I am not attempting to contribute
to any more ambitious generalized theory of oral literature in terms of
its suggested stylistic or structural characteristics' or of the particular

1 On which see e.g. Jousse 1924; Lord 1960; Propp 1958; cf. Olrik’s ‘epic laws’, 1965.
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type of mentality alleged to go with reliance on oral rather than written
communication.? These larger questions I leave on one side to concentrate
on the more obvious properties of unwritten literature.?

Figure 3. Nongelini Masithathu Zenani, Xhosa story-teller creating a dramatic and
subtle story (photo Harold Scheub).

I

There is no mystery about the first and most basic characteristic of oral
literature—even though it is constantly overlooked in collections and
analyses. This is the significance of the actual performance. Oral literature
is by definition dependent on a performer who formulates it in words on
a specific occasion—there is no other way in which it can be realized as
a literary product. In the case of written literature a literary work can be

2 E.g. Lévi-Strauss 1966; cf. also the discussion and references in Goody and Watt 1963.

3 For the general discussion in this chapter see particularly the valuable brief article by
Bascom in JAF 1955, also Chadwicks 1932—40 (especially vol. iii) and Chadwick 1939.
Some of the more detailed theories which have affected the study of African oral
literature are discussed in Ch. 2.



1. The ‘Oral’ Nature of African Unwritten Literature 5

said to have an independent and tangible existence in even one copy, so
that questions about, say, the format, number, and publicizing of other
written copies can, though not irrelevant, be treated to some extent as
secondary; there is, that is, a distinction between the actual creation of a
written literary form and its further transmission. The case of oral literature
is different. There the connection between transmission and very existence
is a much more intimate one, and questions about the means of actual
communication are of the first importance —without its oral realization and
direct rendition by singer or speaker, an unwritten literary piece cannot
easily be said to have any continued or independent existence at all. In this
respect the parallel is less to written literature than to music and dance;
for these too are art forms which in the last analysis are actualized in and
through their performance and, furthermore, in a sense depend on repeated
performances for their continued existence.

The significance of performance in oral literature goes beyond a mere
matter of definition: for the nature of the performance itself can make an
important contribution to the impact of the particular literary form being
exhibited. This point is obvious if we consider literary forms designed to
be delivered to an audience even in more familiar literate cultures. If we
take forms like a play, a sermon, ‘jazz poetry’, even something as trivial as
an after-dinner witty anecdote—in all these cases the actual delivery is a
significant aspect of the whole. Even though it is true that these instances
may also exist in written form, they only attain their true fulfilment when
actually performed.

The same clearly applies to African oral literature. In, for example, the
brief Akan dirge

Amaago, won't you look?

Won't you look at my face?

When you are absent, we ask of you.

You have been away long: your children are waiting for you (Nketia 1955: 184)

the printed words alone represent only a shadow of the full actualization of
the poem as an aesthetic experience for poet and audience. For, quite apart
from the separate question of the overtones and symbolic associations of
words and phrases, the actual enactment of the poem also involves the
emotional situation of a funeral, the singer’s beauty of voice, her sobs,
facial expression, vocal expressiveness and movements (all indicating the
sincerity of her grief), and, not least, the musical setting of the poem. In fact,
all the variegated aspects we think of as contributing to the effectiveness
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of performance in the case of more familiar literary forms may also play
their part in the delivery of unwritten pieces—expressiveness of tone,
gesture, facial expression, dramatic use of pause and rhythm, the interplay
of passion, dignity, or humour, receptivity to the reactions of the audience,
etc., etc. Such devices are not mere embellishments superadded to the
already existent literary work—as we think of them in regard to written
literature—but an integral as well as flexible part of its full realization as a
work of art.

Unfortunately it is precisely this aspect which is most often overlooked
in recording and interpreting instances of oral literature. This is partly
due, no doubt, to practical difficulties; but even more to the unconscious
reference constantly made by both recorders and readers to more familiar
written forms. This model leads us to think of the written element as the
primary and thus somehow the most fundamental material in every kind
of literature—a concentration on the words to the exclusion of the vital and
essential aspect of performance. It cannot be too often emphasized that this
insidious model is a profoundly misleading one in the case of oral literature.

This point comes across the more forcibly when one considers the various
resources available to the performer of African literary works to exploit
the oral potentialities of his medium. The linguistic basis of much African
literature is treated in Chapter 3; but we must at least note in passing the
striking consequences of the highly tonal nature of many African languages.
Tone is sometimes used as a structural element in literary expression and
can be exploited by the oral artist in ways somewhat analogous to the use
of thyme or rhythm in written European poetry. Many instances of this can
be cited from African poetry, proverbs, and above all drum literature. This
stylistic aspect is almost completely unrepresented in written versions or
studies of oral literature, and yet is clearly one which can be manipulated in
a subtle and effective way in the actual process of delivery (see Ch. 3). The
exploitation of musical resources can also play an important part, varying
of course according to the artistic conventions of the particular genre in
question. Most stories and proverbs tend to be delivered as spoken prose.
But the Southern Bantu praise poems, for instance, and the Yoruba hunters’
ijala poetry are chanted in various kinds of recitative, employing a semi-
musical framework. Other forms draw fully on musical resources and
make use of singing by soloist or soloists, not infrequently accompanied or
supplemented by a chorus or in some cases instruments. Indeed, much of
what is normally classed as poetry in African oral literature is designed to
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be performed in a musical setting, and the musical and verbal elements are
thus interdependent. An appreciation, therefore, of these sung forms (and
to some extent the chanted ones also) depends on at least some awareness
of the musical material on which the artist draws, and we cannot hope fully
to understand their impact or subtlety if we consider only the bare words
on a printed page.

In addition the performer has various visual resources at his disposal.
The artist is typically face to face with his public and can take advantage of
this to enhance the impact and even sometimes the content of his words.
In many stories, for example, the characterization of both leading and
secondary figures may appear slight; but what in literate cultures must be
written, explicitly or implicitly, into the text can in orally delivered forms
be conveyed by more visible means—by the speaker’s gestures, expression,
and mimicry. A particular atmosphere—whether of dignity for a king’s
official poet, light-hearted enjoyment for an evening story-teller, grief for
a woman dirge singer—can be conveyed not only by a verbal evocation
of mood but also by the dress, accoutrements, or observed bearing of the
performer. This visual aspect is sometimes taken even further than gesture
and dramatic bodily movement and is expressed in the form of a dance,
often joined by members of the audience (or chorus). In these cases the
verbal content now represents only one element in a complete opera-
like performance which combines words, music, and dance. Though this
extreme type is not characteristic of most forms of oral literature discussed
in this volume, it is nevertheless not uncommon; and even in cases where
the verbal element seems to predominate (sometimes in co-ordination with
music), the actual delivery and movement of the performer may partake of
something of the element of dancing in a way which to both performer and
audience enhances the aesthetic effectiveness of the occasion.

Much more could be said about the many other means which the oral
performer can employ to project his literary products—his use, for instance,
of vivid ideophones or of dramatized dialogue, or his manipulation of the
audience’s sense of humour or susceptibility (when played on by a skilled
performer) to be amazed, or shocked, or moved, or enthralled at appropriate
moments. But it should be clear that oral literature has somewhat different
potentialities from written literature, and additional resources which the
oral artist can develop for his own purposes; and that this aspect is of
primary significance for its appreciation as a mode of aesthetic expression.
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Figure 4. Mende performer, Sierra Leone, 1982. Note the performer’s
gestures and the clapping audience/chorus, essential for the performance
(photo Donald Cosentino).

The detailed way in which the performer enacts the literary product of
his art naturally varies both from culture to culture and also among the
different literary genres of one language. Not all types of performance
involve the extremes of dramatization. Sometimes indeed the artistic
conventions demand the exact opposite—a dignified aloof bearing, and
emphasis on continuity of delivery rather than on studied and receptive
style in the exact choice of words. This is so, for instance, of the professional
reciter of historical Rwanda poetry, an official conscious of his intellectual
superiority over amateurs and audience alike:

Contrairement a l'amateur, qui gesticule du corps et de la voix, le récitant
professionnel adopte une attitude impassible, un débit rapide et monotone.
Si 'auditoire réagit en riant ou en exprimant son admiration pour un passage
particulierement brillant, il suspend la voix avec détachement jusqu’a ce que
le silence soit rétabli. (Coupez and Kamanzi 1962: 8)

This might seem the antithesis of a reliance on the arts of performance for
the projection of the poem. In fact it is part of this particular convention
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and, for the audience, an essential part. To this kind of austere style of
delivery we can contrast the highly emotional atmosphere in which the
southern Sotho praise poet is expected to pour out his panegyric. Out of the
background of song by solo and chorus, working up to a pitch of excitement
and highly charged emotion,

the chorus increases in its loudness to be brought to a sudden stop with
shrills of whistles and a voice (of the praise poet) is heard: ‘Ka-mo-hopola
mor’a-Nyeo!” (I remember the son of so-and-so!)

Behind that sentence lurks all the stored up emotions and without
pausing, the name . . . is followed by an outburst of uninterrupted praises,
save perhaps by a shout from one of the listeners: ‘Ke-ne ke-le teng’ (I was
present) as if to lend authenticity to the narration. The praiser continues his
recitation working himself to a pitch, till he jumps this way and that way
while his mates cheer him . . . and finally when his emotion has subsided he
looks at his mates and shouts: ‘Ntjeng, Banna’ (lit. Eat me, you men). After
this he may burst again into another ecstasy to be stopped by a shout from
him or from his friends: “Ha e nye bolokoe kaofela!” or ‘Ha e nye lesolanka!
a sign that he should stop. (Mofokeng 1945: 137)

Different again are the styles adopted by story-tellers where there tends
to be little of this sort of emotional intensity, but where the vividness and,
often, humour of the delivery add drama and meaning to the relatively
simple and straightforward wording. The Lamba narrator has been
particularly well described:

It would need a combination of phonograph and kinematograph to
reproduce a tale as it is told . . . Every muscle of face and body spoke, a
swift gesture often supplying the place of a whole sentence . . . The animals
spoke each in its own tone: the deep rumbling voice of Momba, the ground
hornbill, for example, contrasting vividly with the piping accents of Sulwe,
the hare . . . (Smith and Dale ii, 1920: 336)

Even within the same culture there may be many set styles of performance
designed to suit the different literary genres recognized in the culture.
Indeed these genres are sometimes primarily distinguished from each other
in terms of their media of performance rather than their content or purpose.
In Yoruba poetry, for instance, the native classification is not according to
subject-matter or structure but by the group to which the reciter belongs
and, in particular, by the technique of recitation and voice production.
Thus there is jjala (chanted by hunters in a high-pitched voice), rara (a slow,
wailing type of chant), and ewi (using a falsetto voice), and even though
the content of various types may often be interchangeable, a master in one
genre will not feel competent to perform a different type: he may know the
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words but cannot manage the necessary subtleties of tone and style and
the required type of voice production (Gbadamosi and Beier 1959: 9-10;
Babalola 1966: vi, 23). Many other cases could also be cited where the mode
of performance is as significant for the native critic as actual content or
structure.

So far we have been speaking of the importance of performance in all
types of oral literature and of the way in which techniques of delivery can be
variously exploited and evaluated by performer or audience. But there is a
further, related, characteristic of oral literature to which we must now turn.
This is the question of improvisation and original composition in general.
In other words, something more may be involved in the delivery of an oral
piece than the fact of its actualization and re-creation in and through the
performance, aided by a technique of delivery that heightens its artistic
effectiveness. There are also the cases when the performer introduces
variations on older pieces or even totally new forms in terms of the detailed
wording, the structure, or the content.

The extent of this kind of innovation, of course, varies with both genre
and individual performer, and the question of original composition is a
difficult one. It is clear that the process is by no means the same in all non-
literate cultures or all types of oral literature,* and between the extremes
of totally new creation and memorized reproduction of set pieces there is
scope for many different theories and practices of composition. There are,
for instance, the long-considered and rehearsed compositions of Chopi
singers, the more facile improvisation of a leader in a boat- or dance-
song, the combination and recombination of known motifs into a single
unique performance among Limba story-tellers. There are also occasional
cases, like the Rwanda poet just mentioned, where there is interest in the
accuracy and authenticity of the wording (at least in outline) and where
memorization rather than creation is the expected role of the performer.

In spite of the very real significance of these variations, one of the
striking characteristics of oral as distinct from written literature is its verbal
variability. What might be called the ‘same’ poem or prose piece tends to
be variable to such an extent that one has to take some account at least of
the original contribution of the artist who is actualizing it—and not simply
in terms of the technique of delivery. Take for instance the case of Ankole
praise poems. Since the ideas expressed in these poems are stereotyped and

4  On some of the many variations in the forms of composition (including musical
composition) among different peoples see Nettl 1954b and 1956: esp. pp. 12ff.
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repetitive, the omwevugi (poet/reciter) must change the wording to obtain
variety.

[He] has to rely to a great extent upon the manner in which he expresses
these ideas in order to give beauty and interest to his poem. Herein lies
the art of the accomplished omwevugi who, by the ingenious choice of his
vocabulary, can repeat identical themes time and time again, always with a
different and startling turn of phrase. (Morris 1964: 25)

Again, there is the production of stories among the Thonga. It is worth
quoting Junod’s excellent description of this at some length. Having
postulated the ‘antiquity” of Thonga tales, he goes on:

This antiquity is only relative: that is to say they are constantly transformed
by the narrators and their transformations go much further than is generally
supposed, further even than the Natives themselves are aware of. After
having heard the same stories told by different story-tellers, I must confess
that I never met with exactly the same version. First of all words differ. Each
narrator has his own style, speaks freely and does not feel in any way bound
by the expressions used by the person who taught him the tale. It would be a
great error to think that, writing a story at the dictation of a Native, we possess
the recognized standard form of the tale. There is no standard at all! . . .

The same can be said with regard to the sequence of the episodes; although
these often form definite cycles, it is rare to hear two narrators follow exactly
the same order. They arrange their material as they like, sometimes in a very
awkward way . . .

I go further: New elements are also introduced, owing to the tendency
of Native story-tellers always to apply circumstances of their environment
to the narration. This is one of the charms of Native tales. They are living,
viz., they are not told as if they were past and remote events, in an abstract
pattern, but considered as happening amongst the hearers themselves . . .
So all the new objects brought by civilisation are, without the slightest
difficulty, made use of by the narrator . . .

Lastly, my experience leads me to think that, in certain cases, the contents
of the stories themselves are changed by oral transmission, this giving birth
to numerous versions of a tale, often very different from each other and
sometimes hardly recognizable. (Junod 1913, ii: 198-200. The whole of this
passage is worth consulting)

The scope of the artist to improvise or create may vary, but there is almost
always some opportunity for ‘composition’. It comes out in the exact choice
of word and phrase, the stylistic devices like the use of ideophones, asides,
or repetitions, the ordering of episodes or verses, new twists to familiar plots
or the introduction of completely new ones, improvisation or variation of
solo lines even while the chorus remains the same—as well, of course, as all
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the elaborations and modifications to which the musical aspect is subject.
Such additions and changes naturally take place within the current literary
and cultural conventions—but what is involved, nevertheless, is some
degree of individual creativity.” With only a few exceptions, this process
is likely to enter into the actualization of any piece of oral literature, which
thus becomes in one sense a unique literary work—the work rendered on
one particular occasion.

The variability typical of oral literary forms has tended to be overlooked
by many writers. This is largely because of certain theoretical assumptions
held in the past about the verbatim handing down of oral tradition
supposedly typical of non-literate societies. The model of written literature
hasalsobeen misleadingin this context, withits concept of exact transmission
through manuscripts or printing press. It must therefore be stressed yet
again that many of the characteristics we now associate with a written
literary tradition do not always apply to oral art. There is not necessarily
any concept of an ‘authentic version’, and when a particular literary piece
is being transmitted to an audience the concepts of extemporization or
elaboration are often more likely to be to the fore than that of memorization.
There is likely to be little of the split, familiar from written forms, between
composition and performance or between creation and transmission. A
failure to realize this has led to many misconceptions—in particular the
presentation of one version as the correct and authentic one—and to only
a partial understanding of the crucial contribution made by the performer
himself.

A further essential factor is the audience, which, as is not the case with
written forms, is often directly involved in the actualization and creation of
a piece of oral literature. According to convention, genre, and personality,
the artist may be more or less receptive to his listeners” reactions—but,
with few exceptions,® an audience of some kind is normally an essential
part of the whole literary situation. There is no escape for the oral artist
from a face-to-face confrontation with his audience, and this is something
which he can exploit as well as be influenced by. Sometimes he chooses
to involve his listeners directly, as in story-telling situations where it is
common for the narrator to open with a formula which explicitly arouses
his audience’s attention; he also often expects them to participate actively

5  For instances of this see the various examples in Parts II and III and in particular the
discussion in Ch. 9, pp. 266ff.

6  E.g. the solitary working songs, some herding songs, sometimes individual rehearsals
for later performance, and perhaps some of the lullabies.
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in the narration and, in particular, to join in the choruses of songs which
he introduces into the narrative.” The audience can be exploited in similar
ways in the performance of poetry, particularly in sung lyrics where it is
common practice for the poet to act as leader, singing and improvising the
verse line, while the audience performs as a chorus keeping up the burden
of the song, sometimes to the accompaniment of dancing or instrumental
music. In such cases the close connection between artist and audience can
almost turn into an identity, the chorus directly participating in at least
certain parts of the performance.

Even in less formalized relationships the actual literary expression can
be greatly affected by the presence and reactions of the audience. For one
thing, the type of audience involved can affect the presentation of an oral
piece—the artist may tend, for instance, to omit obscenities, certain types
of jokes, or complex forms in the presence of, say, children or missionaries
(or even foreign students) which he would include in other contexts. And
direct references to the characteristics, behaviour, or fortunes of particular
listeners can also be brought in with great effectiveness in a subtle and
flexible way not usually open to written literature. Members of the audience
too need not confine their participation to silent listening or a mere
acceptance of the chief performer’s invitation to participate —they may also
in some circumstances break into the performance with additions, queries,
or even criticisms. This is common not only in the typical and expected
case of story-telling but even in such formalized situations as that of the
complex Yoruba ijala chants. A performance by one ijala artist is critically
listened to by other experts present, and if one thinks the performer has
made a mistake he cuts in with such words as

I beg to differ; that is not correct.

You have deviated from the path of accuracy . ..
Ire was not Ogun’s home town.

Ogun only called there to drink palm-wine . . .

to which the performer may try to defend himself by pleading his own
knowledge or suggesting that others should respect his integrity:

Let not the civet-cat trespass on the cane rat’s track.
Let the cane rat avoid trespassing on the civet-cat’s path.
Let each animal follow the smooth path of its own road.
(Babalola 1966: 64, 62)

7 For further details on audience participation in stories see Ch. 13, pp. 385ff.
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This possibility of both clarification and challenge from members of the
audience and their effect on the performance is indeed one of the main
distinctions between oral and written literary pieces. As Plato put it long
ago: ‘It is the same with written words [as with painting]. You would think
they were speaking as if they were intelligent, but if you ask them about
what they are saying and want to learn [more], they just go on saying one
and the same thing for ever’ (Phaedrus, 275d). This leads on to a further
important characteristic of oral literature: the significance of the actual
occasion, which can directly affect the detailed content and form of the
piece being performed. Oral pieces are not composed in the study and later
transmitted through the impersonal and detached medium of print, but
tend to be directly involved in the occasions of their actual utterance. Some
of the poetry to be discussed in this volume is specifically ‘occasional’, in
that it is designed for and arises from particular situations like funerals,
weddings, celebrations of victory, soothing a baby, accompanying work,
and so on; again, with certain prose forms (like, for instance, proverbs),
appropriateness to the occasion may be more highly valued by local critics
than the verbal content itself. But even when there is not this specific
connection, a piece of oral literature tends to be affected by such factors
as the general purpose and atmosphere of the gathering at which it is
rendered, recent episodes in the minds of performer and audience, or even
the time of year and propinquity of the harvest. Many oral recitations arise
in response to various social obligations which, in turn, are exploited by
poet and narrator for his own purposes. The performer of oral pieces could
thus be said to be more involved in actual social situations than the writer
in more familiar literate traditions.

II

These characteristic qualities of oral literary forms have several implications
for the study of oral literature. It is always essential to raise points which
would seem only secondary in the case of written literature—questions
about the details of performance, audience, and occasion. To ignore
these in an oral work is to risk missing much of the subtlety, flexibility,
and individual originality of its creator and, furthermore, to fail to give
consideration to the aesthetic canons of those intimately concerned in the
production and the reception of this form of literature.

This is easy enough to state—but such implications are exceedingly
difficult to pursue. Not only is there the seductive model of written literature
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which constantly tempts one to set aside such questions for the more
familiar textual analysis; there are also practical difficulties to surmount.
The words themselves are relatively easy to record (even though this is
often not done with much scholarly rigour): one can use dictation, texts
written by assistants, or recordings on tape. But for the all-important aspect
of the actual performance—how is one to record this? Even more difficult,
how is one to convey it to readers not themselves acquainted with this art
form? In the days before the availability of the portable tape-recorder this
problem was practically insuperable.®? The general tendency was thus for
the early scholars to rely only on written records of the oral literature they
collected. In many cases, furthermore, they were using quite inadequate
sources, perhaps second-hand (so that they themselves had not direct
experience of the actual performance involved), or in synopsis only with
the artistic elaborations or repetitions omitted. This in itself goes a long
way to account for the very simplified impression of African oral literature
we often receive from these collections (particularly when it is remembered
that they emphasized prose narrative rather than the more elaborate and
difficult poetic forms). This was all the more unfortunate because the
common practice of concentrating on the texts only encouraged others to
follow the same pattern even when it became open to them to use new
media for recording.

By now there is an increasing, though by no means universal, reliance on
the tape-recorder by serious students of African oral literature. This medium
has helped immensely in solving some of the problems of recording details
of the performance. But the visual effects produced by the artist still tend
to elude record. Furthermore, the problem of communicating the style of
performance to a wider audience is still a real one: few if any publishers are
prepared to include recordings with their collections of published texts. Thus
the public is still given the impression of African oral literature as a kind
of written literature manqué—apparently lacking the elaboration of wording
and recognizability of associations known from familiar forms, and without
the particular stylistic devices peculiar to oral forms being made clear.

Even when the importance of performance is stressed in general terms,
more needs to be said to convey the particular style and flavour of any given
genre. A full appreciation must depend on an analysis not only of the verbal
interplay and overtones in the piece, its stylistic structure and content, but

8 A few early observers speak of recording certain of their texts on ‘the phonograph’. See
e.g. Torrend 1921 (Northern Rhodesian stories, including songs); Thomas 1910 ii (Edo);
Lindblom iii, 1934: 41 (Kamba songs, recorded about 1912).
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also of the various detailed devices which the performer has at his disposal
to convey his product to the audience, and the varying ways these are used
by different individuals. Something also needs to be said of the role and
status of the composer/performer who is the one to communicate this oral
art directly to his public, the variant forms that arise according to audience
and occasion, the reactions and participation likely to be forthcoming from
his listeners and spectators, the respective contributions, if any, of musical
or balletic elements, and finally the social contexts in which this creation
and re-creation takes place.

All these factors are far more difficult to discover and describe than
a mere transcription of the texts themselves, followed by their leisured
analysis. It is not surprising that most editions of oral art concentrate on the
textual aspect and say little or nothing about the other factors. But, difficult
or not, without the inclusion of some consideration of such questions we
have scarcely started to understand its aesthetic development as a product
of literary artistry.

Various questionable assumptions about the nature of oral tradition
and so-called ‘folk art” among non-literate people have not made matters
any easier. Several of these theories are discussed in some detail in
later chapters, but briefly they include such ideas as that ‘oral tradition’
(including what we should now call oral literature) is passed down word
for word from generation to generation and thus reproduced verbatim from
memory throughout the centuries; or, alternatively, that oral literature is
something that arises communally, from the people or the ‘folk” as a whole,
so that there can be no question of individual authorship or originality.
It can be seen how both these assumptions have inevitably discouraged
interest in the actual contemporaneous performance, variations, and the
role of the individual poet or narrator in the final literary product. A
related assumption was that oral literature (often in this context called
‘folklore”) was relatively undeveloped and primitive; and this derogatory
interpretation was applied to oral literature both in completely non-literate
societies and when it coexisted with written literary forms in ‘civilized’
cultures. This opinion received apparent confirmation from the appearance
of bare prose texts in translation or synopsis, and people felt no need to
enter into more profound analysis about, say, the overtones and artistic
conventions underlying these texts, far less the individual contribution of
performer and composer. There was thus no need for further elucidation,
for it was assumed in advance that little of real interest could emerge from
this ‘inherently crude’ oral medium.
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There are also various other special difficulties about the presentation of
African oral literature —how, for instance, to delimit literary from everyday
speech forms or convey the subtleties or overtones which only emerge
fully to one familiar with the cultural and literary traditions of the society.
But these do not arise directly from the oral nature of African literature
and will thus be more suitably discussed later. The main point I want to
reiterate here, the more emphatically because of the way it has so often
been overlooked in the past, is that in the case of oral literature, far more
extremely than with written forms, the bare words can not be left to speak
for themselves, for the simple reason that in the actual literary work so
much else is necessarily and intimately involved. With this type of literature
a knowledge of the whole literary and social background, covering these
various points of performance, audience, and context, is, however difficult,
of the first importance. Even if some of the practical problems of recording
and presenting these points sometimes appear insoluble, it is at least
necessary to be aware of these problems from the outset, rather than, as so
commonly happens, substituting for an awareness of the shallowness of
our own understanding an imaginary picture of the shallowness in literary
appreciation and development of the peoples we are attempting to study.

I

So far we have been concentrating on the oral aspect of African unwritten
literature —the implications of this for the nature of such literature and the
difficulties of presentation and analysis to which it gives rise. Little has
yet been said about the literary status of these oral products, and we have
indeed been begging the question of how far these can in fact be regarded
as a type of literature at all.

Various positions have been taken up on this question. A number of the
scholars who have carried out extensive studies of the oral art of non-literate
peoples are quite dogmatic about the suitability of the term ‘literature’. N.
K. Chadwick, for one, is explicit on this point:

In “civilised” countries we are inclined to associate literature with writing;
but such an association is accidental . . . Millions of people throughout Asia,
Polynesia, Africa and even Europe who practise the art of literature have no
knowledge of letters. Writing is unessential to either the composition or the
preservation of literature. The two arts are wholly distinct.

(Chadwick 1939: 77)
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This general view is supported, by implication at least, by the many
writers who have referred to their collections or descriptions of oral forms
by such terms as ‘oral literature’, ‘unwritten literature’, or sometimes
‘popular’ or ‘traditional literature’.” The opposite viewpoint, however,
also seems to carry weight. There is, for one thing, the association, both
popular and etymological, between ‘literature” and letters or writing. The
fact, furthermore, that oral art depends for its creation on the actual (and
thus ephemeral) performance of it seems to some to disqualify it from true
literary status, so that other terms like ‘folk art’, ‘folklore’, or ‘verbal art’
appear more accurate designations. Added to this is the alleged practicality
so often supposed to be the root of ‘primitive art forms’. According to
this view, even if some primitive formulation, say a story, might seem in
outward form, style, or content to present a superficial resemblance to a
written work of fiction, in essentials, being fundamentally pragmatic
rather than aesthetic, it is something wholly different. Finally, individual
authorship is often presumed not to be in question in the case of oral forms,
being replaced, according to current fashions, by such supposed entities
as ‘the group mind’, ‘the folk’, ‘social structure’, or simply ‘tradition’, all
of which equally result in a finished product with a totally different basis
and orientation from that of written literature. This kind of view, then,
would draw a basic distinction between, on the one hand, the products of
a written literary tradition and, on the other, most if not all of the instances
of verbal art included in this and similar volumes.

In this controversy, my own position is clearly implied in both my title
and the discussion so far. It is that, despite difficulties of exact delimitation
and presentation, the main body of the material I discuss and illustrate in
this volume falls within the domain of literature (the class of literature I call
‘oral literature’); and that it is misleading as well as unfruitful to attempt
to draw a strict line between the verbal art of literate and of non-literate
cultural traditions.

In part this approach is an arbitrary one. It is, after all, open to anyone
to produce a wide enough definition of ‘literature’ for all the examples
produced here to fit within its limits—or a narrower one to exclude them.
But it is also adopted because it has been found that to approach instances
of oral art as literary forms and thus proceed to ask about them the same
kind of questions we might raise in the case of written literature, has in
fact been a productive approach leading to both further appreciation of

9  For early approaches of this kind see Ch. 2.
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the oral forms and a deeper understanding of their role in society. Such an
approach then is in principle its own justification —how justifiable it in fact
turns out to be in leading to greater insight can be left to the readers of this
book to judge.’® But there is also more to this view than whether or not it
is a fruitful one. It seems to me to bear more relation to the empirical facts
than its opposite in that many of the apparent reasons for the supposed
cleavage between oral and written forms have in fact rested on mistaken
assumptions. So, even though I am not attempting to put forward any
new definition or theory of literature—an attempt likely to raise as many
difficulties as it solves—some of these misleading points should be clarified
at this stage."

The first point can be easily disposed of. The etymological connections
between literature and writing may seem at first a clear validation for
limiting the term to literate cultures. But even if we are prepared to be
coerced by etymologies (and why should we, unless to rationalize already
held assumptions?), we must admit that this association by no means exists
in all languages —we need only mention the German Wortkunst or Russian
slovesnost (as pointed out in Wellek and Warren 1949: 11)—so it can hardly
be said to have universal validity.

The fact of a positive and strongly held popular association between
writing and literature is more difficult to deal with. Current prejudices may
be false, but they go deep. And this is especially so when they are securely
rooted in particular historical and cultural experiences, so that the familiar
and traditional forms of a given culture come to be regarded as the natural
and universal ones, expected to hold good for all times and places. This kind
of ethnocentric preconception has had to be revised by scholars in other
spheres such as, for instance, the study of modes of political organization
or religious practices, as they are viewed in the light of wider research and
thus greater comparative perspective. This, it seems now, may also be the
case with the study of literature. In spite of the natural reluctance to regard
very different verbal forms as of ultimately the same nature as our own
familiar types, we have at least to consider the possibility that the literary
models of (in effect) a few centuries in the Western world, which happen
to be based on writing and more especially on printing, may not in fact
exhaust all the possibilities of literature.

10 Or, better, to the readers of such original and detailed studies as e.g. Nketia 1955 etc.,
Babalola 1966, Kagame 1951b.
11  Several of them are more fully elaborated in later chapters, particularly Ch. 2.
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Figure 5. Dancers from Oyo, south West Nigeria, 1970 (photo David Murray).

This possibility can be rendered more intelligible by considering further
the relationship between oral and written literature. It becomes clear that
this is a difference of degree and not of kind: there are many different
gradations between what one could take as the oral and the printed ideal
types of literature. It is perhaps enough to allude to the literature of the
classical world which, as is well known, laid far more stress on the oral
aspect than does more recent literature. Even laying aside the famous and
controversial question of the possible oral composition of Homer’s great
epics (universally passed as ‘literature’), we can see that the presence of
writing can coexist with an emphasis on the significance of performance
as one of the main means of the effective transmission of a literary work.
For the Greeks there was a close association between words, music, and
dance—one which seems much less obvious to a modern European—and
Aristotle, still accepted as one of the great literary critics, can give as his
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first reason for considering tragedy superior to epic the fact that it makes
an additional impact through music and visual effects (Poetics, 1462a).
Throughout much of antiquity even written works were normally read
aloud rather than silently, and one means of transmitting and, as it were,
‘publishing’ a literary composition was to deliver it aloud to a group of
friends. In such cases the relationship of the performance and transmission
of literary works to the content is not totally dissimilar from that in African
oral literature.

What is true of classical literature is also true of many cultures in
which writing is practised as a specialist rather than a universal art and, in
particular, in societies without the printing-press to make the multiplication
of copies feasible. We are so accustomed, at our present stage of history,
to associate the written word with print that we tend to forget that the
mere fact of writing does not necessarily involve the type of detachment
and relatively impersonal mode of transmission that we connect with
printing. Transmission by reading aloud or by performing from memory
(sometimes accompanied by improvisation) is not at all incompatible with
some reliance on writing —a situation we find not only in earlier European
societies' but also in a few of the African instances described later (Ch. 3,
Ch. 7). Here again the contrast between fully oral forms on the one hand
and the impersonal medium of print on the other is clearly only a relative
one: we would hardly suggest that works written and, in part, orally
transmitted before the advent of printing were therefore not literature, any
more than we would be prepared to state dogmatically that the Homeric
epics—or an African poem—only became literature on the day they were
first written down.

Even in a society apparently dominated by the printed word the oral
aspect is not entirely lost. Perhaps because of the common idea that written
literature is somehow the highest form of the arts, the current significance of
oral elements often tends to be played down, if not overlooked completely.
But we can point to the importance of performance and production in a
play, the idea held by some at least that much poetry can only attain its full
flavour when spoken aloud, or the increasing but often underestimated

12 See for instance H. J. Chaytor’s pertinent comment on medieval vernacular literature:
‘In short, the history of the progress from script to print is a history of the gradual
substitution of visual for auditory methods of communicating and receiving ideas . . .
To disregard the matter and to criticise medieval literature as though it had just been
issued by the nearest circulating library is a sure and certain road to a misconception
of the medieval spirit’ (1945: 4). The oral aspects of manuscript culture are further
discussed in McLuhan 1962.
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significance of the oral reproduction and dissemination of classic literary
forms (as well as wholly new compositions) through radio and television.
Add to this the interplay between the oral and the written—the constant
interaction in any tradition between the written word and, at the least,
the common diction of everyday speech (an interaction which may well
be heightened by the spreading reliance on radio and television channels
of transmission), as well as the largely oral forms like speeches, sermons,
children’s rhymes, satires depending in part on improvisation, or many
current pop songs, all of which have both literary and oral elements—in
view of all this it becomes clear that even in a fully literate culture oral
formulations can play a real part, however unrecognized, in the literary
scene as a whole.

Even so brief an account suggests that our current preoccupation with
written, particularly printed, media may give only a limited view and
that the distinction between oral and written forms may not be so rigid
and so profound as is often implied. It is already widely accepted that
these two media can each draw on the products of the other, for orally
transmitted forms have frequently been adopted or adapted in written
literature, and oral literature too is prepared to draw on any source,
including the written word. To this interplay we can now add the fact that
when looked at comparatively, the two forms, oral and written, are not
so mutually exclusive as is sometimes imagined. Even if we picture them
as two independent extremes we can see that in practice there are many
possibilities and many different stages between the two poles and that the
facile assumption of a profound and unbridgeable chasm between oral and
written forms is a misleading one.

Some further misconceptions about the nature of oral forms must be
mentioned briefly here; they will be taken up further in the main body of the
book. First, the idea that all primitive (and thus also all oral) art is severely
functional, and thus basically different from art in ‘civilized” cultures.
To this it must be replied that this whole argument partly arises from a
particular and temporary fashion in the interpretation of art (the rather
unclear idea of “art for art’s sake”); that since there is little detailed empirical
evidence on the various purposes of particular genres of oral literature—
it was much easier to write down texts and presume functions than to
make detailed inquiries about the local canons of literary criticism—this
assertion rests as much on presupposition as on observed fact; and, finally,
that the whole argument is partly just a matter of words. How far and in
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what sense and for whom a given piece of literature is ‘functional” and just
how one assesses this is as difficult a question in non-literate as in literate
cultures. Certainly we can say that even when we can find a clear social
purpose (and the ‘occasional’ aspect in oral literature varies according to
genre, composer, and situation just as it does in written literature), this by
no means necessarily excludes an interest in aesthetic as well as functional
considerations.

The question of authorship in oral literature has already been mentioned
in the context of performance and of the composition that arises from this.
By now, few people probably take very seriously the concept of the “group
mind” or the ‘folk mind’ as an empirical entity to which the authorship
of particular literary pieces could be assigned. But in the case of the oral
literature of basically unfamiliar cultures this idea acquires an apparent
validity mainly from ignorance of the actual circumstances involved. Again,
this is a large question that cannot be pursued in detail here. But it can be
said categorically that while oral literature—like all literature—in a sense
arises from society and, being oral, has the extra facet of often involving
more direct interplay between composer and audience, nevertheless it is
totally misleading to suggest that individual originality and imagination
play no part. The exact form this takes and the exact degree of the familiar
balance between tradition and creativity naturally vary with the culture,
the genre, and the personalities involved. But it will be clear from the
instances in this volume that the myth attributing all oral literature either
to the ‘community’ alone or, alternatively, to one particular portion of it
(‘the folk’) is not true to the facts; and that the whole picture is much more
complex than such simplified and speculative assumptions would suggest.

A final point which has, I think, wrongly deterred people from the
recognition of oral forms as a type of literature has been the idea that they
have only resulted in trivial formulations without any depth of meaning or
association. This impression has, it is true, been given by the selection and
presentation of much of the African verbal art that reaches the public—the
emphasis on animal tales and other light-hearted stories (relatively easy
to record) rather than the more elaborate creations of the specialist poets;
and the common publication of unannotated texts which give the reader
no idea whatsoever of the social and literary background which lies behind
them, let alone the arts of the performer. Quite apart from mere problems
of translation, the difficulties of appreciating the art forms of unfamiliar
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cultures without help are well known. We need only consider —to take just
one example—how much our appreciation of

Like as the waves make towards the pebbled shore,
So do our minutes hasten to theirend . ..

depends, among other things, on our knowledge of the particular art form
used, its whole literary setting, the rhythm, phrasing, and music of the line,
and, not least, on the emotive overtones of such familiar words as “‘waves’,
‘minutes’, ‘end” which bring us a whole realm of associations, sounds, and
pictures, all of which can be said to form an essential part of the meaning
of the line. This is obvious—but it is often forgotten that exactly the same
thing applies in oral literature:

Grandsire Gyima with a slim but generous arm
(Nana Gyima abasateaa a adoes wo mu). (Nketia 1955: 195, 245)

is the first line of an Akan dirge, and seems of itself to have little poetic
force or meaning. But its significance appears very different when we know
the overtones of the concept of generosity, metaphorically expressed here
through the familiar concept of the dead man’s ‘arm’; the particular style
and structure, so pleasing and acceptable to the audience; the rhythm and
quasi-musical setting of the line; the familiarity and associations of the
phrasing; the known fact that this is a mother singing for her dead son whom
she is calling her ‘grandsire’ in the verse; and the grief-laden and emotional
atmosphere in which these dirges are performed and received —all this
makes such a line, and the poem that follows and builds on it, something
far from trivial to its Akan listeners. Akan dirges are among the few African
literary genres that have as yet been subject to any full treatment along
these lines (Nketia 1955; see also Ch. 6 below) but there is reason to suppose
that similar discussions of other genres would also reveal ample evidence
that the charge of triviality in oral literature as a whole rests far more on
ignorance and unfamiliarity than on any close acquaintance with the facts.

There is one further problem that should be mentioned here. This is
the difficult question of how to distinguish in wholly oral communication
between what is to count as literature and what is not. Are we to include,
say, speeches by court elders summing up cases, an impromptu prayer,
non-innovatory genres like some formulaic hunting-songs, formal words
of welcome, or the dramatic reporting of an item of news?

This is a real problem to which there is no easy solution. However, it
has to be said at once that despite first impressions there is no difference
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in principle here between written and unwritten literature. In written forms
too there are problems in delimiting what is truly ‘literature’. It is largely
a matter of opinion, for example, as to whether we should include science
fiction, certain newspaper articles, or the words of popular songs. Opinions
differ, furthermore, not only between different individuals and different
age and social groups, but at different periods of history. The problem,
clearly, is not unique to oral literature.

In considering this question, the criteria used in relation to oral literature
are much the same as in the case of written literature. First, some cases
are clear-cut. These are instances when the accepted characteristics of
‘literature’” are clearly applicable, or where the African examples are clearly
comparable with literary genres recognized in familiar European cultures.
In other words, once the concept of an oral literature is allowed, there will
be no dispute over such cases as panegyric poetry, lyrics for songs, fictional
narratives, or funeral elegies. Other cases are not so clear. Here at least one
criterion must be the evaluation of the particular societies involved —we
cannot assume a priori that their definitions of ‘literary” will necessarily
coincide with those of English culture. Since the evaluation of some form
as literature is, as we have seen, a matter of opinion, it seems reasonable
at least to take seriously the local opinions on this. Thus when we are told
that among the Ibo ‘oratory . . . calls for an original and individual talent
and . . . belongs to a higher order [than folk-tales]’, this ought to incline us
to consider including at least some rhetorical speeches as a part of Ibo oral
literature (although among other societies with less interest in oratory this
may not be the case). Again, proverbs are sometimes locally thought to be
as serious and ‘literary” as more lengthy forms—and in some cases are even
expanded into long proverb-poems, as with the ‘drum proverbs’ of the
Akan. Finally we have verbal forms that are clearly marginal: obviously not
‘literature” in their own right, and yet not irrelevant to literary formulation
and composition. We could instance metaphorical names, elaborate
greeting forms, the serious art of conversation, and, in some cases, proverbs
or rhetoric. As described in Chapter 16, these show an appreciation of the
artistic aspect of language and a rich background from which more purely
literary forms arise—a relationship perhaps particularly obvious in the
case of oral literature, but not unknown to literate cultures. The plan of the
central portion of this book! is to proceed from the clearly ‘literary’ forms

13 See below
14 In particular Parts I and III.
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through more questionable cases like proverbs or riddles to the marginally
relevant forms like names or wordplay. There is no one point at which I
would draw a definite dividing line, even though one extreme is clearly
literary, the other not.

Earlier Imade the negative point that many of the assumptions that seem
to set oral forms totally apart from written literature are in fact questionable
or false. The same point can be put more positively. Oral literary forms fall
within most definitions of ‘literature’ (save only for the point about writing
as a medium, not always included in such definitions), and the problems
arising from most of these apply to oral as well as to written literary
forms. In other words, though I am not putting forward any one particular
definition of ‘literature’, it seems clear that the elements out of which such
definitions tend, variously, to be constructed are also recognizable in oral
forms, often with exactly the same range of ambiguities. The basic medium
is words—though in both cases this verbal element may be supplemented
by visual or musical elements. Beyond this, literature, we are often told, is
expressive rather than instrumental, is aesthetic and characterized by a lack
of practical purpose—a description equally applicable to much oral art.
The exploitation of form, heightening of style, and interest in the medium
for its own sake as well as for its descriptive function can clearly be found
in oral literary forms. So too can the idea of accepted literary conventions
of style, structure, and genre laid down by tradition, which are followed by
the second-rate and exploited by the original author. The sense in which
literature is set at one remove from reality is another familiar element: this
too is recognizable in oral literature, not merely in such obvious ways as in
the use of fiction, satire, or parable, but also through the very conventionality
of the literary forms allied to the imaginative formulation in actual words.
If we prefer to rely on an ostensive type of definition and list the kind of
genres we would include under the heading of ‘literature’, this procedure
gives us many analogies in oral literature (though we may find that we have
to add a few not familiar in recent European literature). Among African
oral genres, for instance, we can find forms analogous to European elegies,
panegyric poetry, lyric, religious poetry, fictional prose, rhetoric, topical
epigram, and perhaps drama. Whichever approach we adopt we shall run
into some difficulties and unclear cases—in the case of oral literature the
problem of delimiting literary from everyday spoken forms is a peculiarly
difficult one which I do not think I have solved successfully here—but the
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point I want to stress is that these difficulties are fundamentally the same
as those that arise in the study of any kind of literature."”

This argument tends to the conclusion that there is no good reason to
deny the title of ‘literature’ to corresponding African forms just because they
happen to be oral. If we do treat them as fundamentally of a different kind,
we deny ourselves both a fruitful analytic approach and, furthermore, a
wider perspective on the general subject of comparative literature. We need
of course to remember that oral literature is only one type of literature,
a type characterized by particular features to do with performance,
transmission, and social context with the various implications these have
for its study. But for all these differences, the view that there is no essential
chasm between this type of literature and the more familiar written forms
is a basic assumption throughout this book.

15 For some further discussion of the question of African oral forms as ‘literature’ see
Whiteley 1964: 4ff. and references given there.






2. The Perception of African
Oral Literature

Nineteenth-century approaches and collections. Speculations and neglect in
the twentieth century. Recent trends in African studies and the revival of
interest in oral literature.

A considerable amount of work has been published on the subject of
African oral literature in the last century or so. But the facts are scattered
and uneven, often buried in inaccessible journals, and their significance
has not been widely appreciated. The popular image of Africa as a land
without indigenous literary traditions retains its hold; even now, it is still
sometimes expressed in a form as crude as that criticized by Burton a
century ago:

The savage custom of going naked’, we are told, ‘has denuded the mind, and
destroyed all decorum in the language. Poetry there is none . . . There is no
metre, no rhyme, nothing that interests or soothes the feelings, or arrests the
passions.. . . (Burton 1865: xii)

Even those who would immediately reject so extreme a view are still often
unconsciously influenced by fashionable but questionable assumptions
about the nature of literary activity among non-literate peoples, which
determine their attitude to the study of African oral literature. We still hear,
for instance, of the ‘savage’ reliance on the ‘magical power of the word’,
of the communal creation of ‘folktales” with no part left for the individual
artist, or of the deep ‘mythic’ consciousness imagined to be characteristic
of non-literate society. All in all, there is still the popular myth of Africa as
a continent either devoid of literature until contact with civilized nations
led to written works in European languages, or possessing only crude and
uninteresting forms not worthy of systematic study by the serious literary
or sociological student.
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In fact, there is a strong indigenous tradition of both unwritten and, in
some areas, written literature in Africa.! The oral literature in particular
possesses vastly more aesthetic, social, and personal significance than
would be gathered from most general publications on Africa. Far more,
too, has been published on this subject than is usually realized even by
many of the students who have recently taken some interest in the subject.
But because much of the detailed research this century has been carried
out by individuals working in isolation or, at best, by various schools of
researchers out of touch with the work of other groups, the subject as a
whole has made little progress over the last generation or so, whether in
consolidating what is already known, in criticizing some of the earlier
limiting preconceptions, or in publicizing the results to date.

This introductory chapter traces briefly the history of the study of
African oral literature over the last century. The purpose of the chapter
is twofold. First, there have been so many assumptions and speculations
about both Africa and oral literature that it is necessary to expose these
to clear the way for a valid appreciation of our present knowledge of the
subject.? Second, the various sources we have for the study of African
oral literature need to be assessed and put in historical perspective. For
though there are far more collections of African oral art than is usually
realized, they are of very uneven quality and their usefulness depends on a
knowledge of the theoretical preconceptions of the collector.

I

The European study of oral literature in Africa begins about the middle of
the last century. There had been a few isolated efforts before then, notably
Roger’s retelling of Wolof fables from Senegal (1828) and an increasing
awareness of the written Arabic tradition. But until the mid-century there
was no available evidence to refute the popular European image of Africa
as totally without literary pretensions. By about the 1850s the position
changed. African linguistic studies were emerging as a specialist and
scholarly field, and this in turn led to a fuller appreciation of the interest
and subtleties of African languages. The main motive of many of these

1  Written literature, mainly on Arabic models, is further mentioned in Ch. 3; cf. also Ch.
7.

2 For more detailed accounts of the study of oral literature in general (usually under the
name of ‘folklore’) see Thompson 1946; Jacobs 1966; Krappe 1930; Dorson, i, 1968; and
the more general essays in von Sydow 1948.
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linguistic studies was to aid the evangelization of Africa, and grammars,
vocabularies, and collections of texts appeared by and for missionaries.
There was close collaboration between linguists and missionaries, and
many of the great collections of texts in the nineteenth century were a
result of professional or amateur linguists working in full sympathy with
the missionary movement and published under its auspices.®> A further
stimulus was the general interest in comparative studies. This was revealed
not only in linguistic work and in the comparative analysis of social and
political institutions, but also in the field of literature: in the school of
comparative mythology and in the impetus to collection arising from the
publications of the Grimm brothers in Germany.

The result of these various influences was the publication of many
lengthy collections of African texts and translations in the second half of the
nineteenth century.* These contain narratives of various kinds (including
stories about both animals and humans), historical texts, proverbs, riddles,
vernacular texts describing local customs, sometimes additional vernacular
compositions by the collector, and very occasionally songs or poems. There
is of course some variation in size and quality, but by and large these
editions compare favourably with many more recent publications. Most
include complete texts in the vernacular with a facing translation usually
into English or German, and occasionally a commentary (most often
linguistic).

The main emphasis in these collections was, it is true, linguistic (or,
in some cases, religio-educational, preoccupied with what it was thought
fitting for children to know). There waslittle attempt to relate the texts to their
social context, elucidate their literary significance, or describe the normal
circumstances of their recitation. There are many questions, therefore,
which these texts cannot answer. Nevertheless, the very size of many of
these collections, presenting a corpus of literature from a single people,
often throws more light on the current literary conventions among a given
people than all the odd bits and pieces which it became so fashionable to

3 On this period see Curtin 1965: 392ff.; Greenburg 1965: 432ff.

4 E.g. Casalis 1841 (Sotho), Koelle 1854 (Kanuri), Schlenker 1861 (Temne), Burton
1865 (a re-publication of the collections of others), Bleek 1864 (Hottentot), Callaway
1868 (Zulu), Steere 1870 (Swahili), Christaller 1879 (Twi), Bérenger-Féraud 1885
(Senegambia), Schon 1885 (Hausa), Theal 1886 (Xhosa), Jacottet 1895, 1908 (Sotho),
Taylor 1891 (Swahili), Biittner 2 vols., 1894 (Swahili), Chatelain 1894 (Kimbundu),
Junod 1897 (Ronga), Dennett 1898 (Fjort), Velten 1907 (Swabhili). For further references
to works currently considered relevant, see introductions to Chatelain 1894, Jacottet
1908; also Seidel 1896, Basset 1903.
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publish later. And the linguistic and missionary motive was not always so
narrow as to exclude all interest in the wider relevance of these collections.
A number of scholars noted the connections between their work and the
progress in comparative studies in Europe. Bleek, for instance, significantly
entitles his collection of Hottentot stories Reynard the Fox in South Africa, to
bring out the parallelism between African and European tales. Although
at first some people refused to believe that tales of such striking similarity
to European folk-stories and fairy-tales could really be indigenous to
Africa, this similarity of content gradually became accepted. By the end
of the century, Chatelain could assert with confidence in his authoritative
survey that many myths, characters, and incidents known elsewhere also
occur in African narratives, and that African folklore is thus a ‘branch of
one universal tree’.” The cultural implications of these collections were not
lost on their editors. There was a general recognition, often accompanied
by some slight air of surprise, that the negro too was capable of producing
works which manifested depth of feeling and artistry and showed him to
be human in the fullest sense of the word. Both the climate of opinion to
which he felt he had to address himself and his own conclusions on the
basis of his study of the language come out clearly in the preface to the
early work by Koelle, African Native Literature, or Proverbs, Tales, Fables and
Historical Fragments in the Kanuri or Bornu Language, published in 1854. It
is illuminating to quote this eloquent and early statement at some length:

It is hoped that the publication of these first specimens of a Kanuri literature
will prove useful in more than one way. Independently of the advantages it
offers for a practical acquaintance with the language, it also introduces the
reader, to some extent, into the inward world of Negro mind and Negro
thoughts, and this is a circumstance of paramount importance, so long as
there are any who either flatly negative the question, or, at least, consider
it still open, ‘whether the Negroes are a genuine portion of mankind or
not’. It is vain to speculate on this question from mere anatomical facts,
from peculiarities of the hair, or the colour of the skin: if it is mind that
distinguishes man from animals, the question cannot be decided without
consulting the languages of the Negroes; for language gives the expression and
manifestation of the mind. Now as the Grammar proves that Negro languages
are capable of expressing human thoughts,—some of them, through their
rich formal development, even with an astonishing precision—so specimens
like the following ‘Native Literature’ show that the Negroes actually have
thoughts to express, that they reflect and reason about things just as other

5  Chatelain 1894, p. 20.
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men. Considered in such a point of view, these specimens may go a long
way towards refuting the old-fashioned doctrine of an essential inequality
of the Negroes with the rest of mankind, which now and then still shows
itself not only in America but also in Europe (Chatelain 1894: 20. Chatelain’s
introduction gives an excellent summary of the publications and conclusions
on African oral literature to that date).

By the end of the century the same point could be stated more dogmatically
and succinctly; as Seidel has it in his description of the impact of African oral
literature, ‘Und alle sahen mit Erstaunen, dass der Neger denkt und fiilt,
wie wir selbst.denken und fiithlen’ (Seidel 1896: 3); but the point has been
made—and often with a similar air of discovery —at intervals ever since.®

The appreciation of the cultural relevance of the collected texts was taken
further by the emerging tradition that a general study of any African people
could suitably include a section on their unwritten literature. Even in the
nineteenth century some general volumes appeared in which the literary
creations of African peoples were set in the context of their life in general.”

One of the striking contributions of these early collectors —missionaries,
linguists, ethnographers—is the frequent recognition that the texts they
recorded could be truly regarded as a type of literature, fundamentally
analogous to the written fiction, history, and poetry of European nations.
This point is worth making. Recent scholars of the subject too often give
the impression that they are the first to recognize the true nature of these
texts as literature (although it must indeed be admitted that not only has it
been difficult for this approach to gain popular acceptance, but for much
of this century it has for various reasons been overlooked by professional
students of Africa). Many of those working in this field in the nineteenth
century, however, were quite clear on the point. The term ‘literature’
appears in the titles of books or sections,® and Chatelain expressed a fairly
common attitude among collectors when he stressed the importance of
studying ‘their unwritten, oral literature’ (1894: 16).” One of the earliest
clear statements is that of Bleek in the preface to his famous collection of
Namagqa Hottentot tales. These fables, he writes, form

6  See e.g. McLaren 1917: 332 (‘how human the Bantu peoples are!’); Smith and Dale ii,
1920: 345 (‘man’s common human-heartedness is in these tales . . . across the abysses we
can clasp hands in a common humanity’); Junod 1938: 57 (“proof that the Umuntu has a
soul, and that under his black skin beats a genuine human heart . . ., cf. p. 83); etc.

7  E.g. Macdonald 1882 (Yao), Ellis, 1890 (Ewe) 1894 (Yoruba).

E.g. Koelle 1854; Macdonald 1882, i, Ch. 2 and pp. 47-57.

9  Cf. also Burton 1865, pp. xiiff; M. Kingsley in introduction to Dennett 1898, p. ix; Seidel
1896 (introduction); Cronise and Ward 1903, p. 4.
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[an] extensive . . . mass of traditionary Native literature amongst the
Namagqa. .. The fact of such a literary capacity existing among a nation whose
mental qualifications it has been usual to estimate at the lowest standard,
is of the greatest importance; and that their literary activity . . . has been
employed almost in the same direction as that which had been taken by our
own earliest literature, is in itself of great significance (Bleek 1864: xii—xiii).

By the end of the century, then, the subject was fairly well recognized by
a limited group of scholars. A certain amount had been both recorded and
published —in special collections, in general surveys of particular peoples,
and as appendices and illustrations in grammatical works. Though few
were working in this field, they tended to be in touch and to be aware of
each other’s research, so that by the 1890s serious comparative and general
accounts could be produced, drawing on the published works of others.!
It is true that a certain air of condescension was at times discernible; but
this attitude in fact often seems less noticeable in these nineteenth-century
sources than in many produced later. There was a general appreciation
of the cultural implications of the studies: the fact that Africa could no
longer be treated as an area totally without its own cultural traditions,
that these could be looked at comparatively in the context of European as
well as of African studies, and, finally, that the texts recorded by linguists,
missionaries, and others could be treated as at least analogous to parallel
written forms. Needless to say, this more liberal approach met with little
popular recognition. The works were obscurely published and intended
for specialist reading, and —perhaps even more important—the common
myth that saw the African as uncultivated and un-literary was too firmly
established to allow for easy demolition." But at least among a small group
of scholars, in particular the German and English linguists, there was a
sense that the subject had been established as one worthy of study and one
which had even made a certain amount of progress.

This serious interest was consolidated by the group of German scholars
working together towards the end of the nineteenth and during the
first decades of the twentieth century—and also, to a lesser extent, later.
Linguistic studies were considered to include African languages, and a
series of specialist journals were published, some short-lived, others still
continuing today, in which systematic work on various aspects of African

10 E.g. Chatelain’s introductory sections in 1894 and Seidel’s general survey in 1896. Cf.
also Jacottet 1908 (introduction).
11  See Curtin 1965: 397.
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languages, including oral literature, appeared.”” University chairs were
established in Bantu or African languages (at Hamburg and Berlin) before
any similar appointments in the English-speaking academic world.” The
linguistic interests of these scholars were by no means strictly limited to
grammatical or syntactical analysis, but included both the recording of
literary texts and a general appreciation of African literature as a suitable
object of scholarship. Comparative surveys appeared which, though in
some respects dated, are still among the best available."* Drawing on the
various published sources for African texts (both large and small), the
authors called attention to the literary status of many of them, and pointed
not only to the obvious prose forms recorded from Africa but also—a far
less common recognition even now—to the various categories of poetry.
Seidel, for instance, lists love songs, satirical songs, war songs, epic, dirges,
religious songs, and didactic poems as among African literary forms, and
even makes some attempt to discuss their formal structure (1896: 8ff.). To
this general recognition of the subject was added a tradition of systematic
empirical research. The extension of the German empire further stimulated
the interest in African studies, and many texts were recorded and analysed
by scholars publishing in German, above all in the areas under German
rule—South-West Africa, German East Africa (covering Tanganyika and
Ruanda-Urundi), Kamerun, and Togo.” Between them these collectors
recorded or discussed such forms as prose narratives, proverbs, riddles,
names, drum literature, and, more unusually in the subject as a whole,
different kinds of poems and songs, sometimes accompanied by the

12 Zeitschrift fiir afrikanische Sprachen (Berlin, 1887-90), edited by C. G. Biittner; Zeitschrift
fiir afrikanische und oceanische Sprachen (Berlin, 1895-1903), edited by A. Seidel; Zeitschrift
fiir Kolonial-Sprachen (Berlin), founded in 1910 and, under its present title of Afrika
und Ubersee, still in continuation (at some periods entitled Zeitschrift fiir Eingeborenen-
Sprachen). Material on African literature is also included in Mitteilungen des Seminars
fiir orientalische Sprachen zu Berlin (1989-), Zeitschrift fiir Ethnologic (Berlin, 1869-), and
Anthropos (Salzburg, Vienna, and Fribourg, 1906-); cf. also Mitteilungen des Instituts fiir
Orientforschung (Berlin, 1953-).

13 Pointed out by McLaren 1917: 330. Especially Seidel 1896, Meinhof 1911.

14  Especially Seidel 1896, Meinhof 1911.

15 See, among many others, Biittner 1888; Gutmann 1914, 1928, also 1909 and 1927, etc.; a.
Seidel, ‘Sprichworter der Wa-Bondei in Deutsch-Ostafrika’, ZAOS 4, 1898; 5, 1900, etc.;
von Hornbostel 1909; Fuchs 1910; E. Bufe 1914; Hecklinger 1920/1; Ebding 1938 (not
seen); and, with Ittmann 1955, 1956; Bender (not seen); Witte 1906, etc. (Ewe); Spiess
1918a, 1918b, 1919; Hartter 1902. German scholars also worked on Hausa and Kanuri in
Northern Nigeria, e.g. Prietze 1904, 1916a, 1916b, 1917, 1918, 1927. 1931 (Hausa), 1914
(Kanuri), also 1915, 1930; Lukas 1935, 1937 (Kanuri). See also some of the collections
mentioned above.
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recording and analysis of the music, in keeping with the early German
interest in ethnomusicology.'®
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Figure 6. ‘Jellemen’ praise singers and drummers, Sierra Leone (Alexander Gordon
Laing Travels in the Timmannee, Kooranko and Soolima Countries, 1825).

As far as the sheer provision of basic sources goes, these German collections
are among the most valuable, and their number and quality seem
surprisingly underestimated by recent English-speaking writers. Even
though their interests were primarily linguistic, and more purely literary
or social aspects were little pursued, they established the subject as one
worthy of serious study (thus demanding systematic empirical research)
and recognized that the texts they recorded were a form of literature.

In the first couple of decades of the twentieth century the study of African
oral literature could in some ways be said to have reached its peak as a
recognized and closely studied academic subject. Then German interest in
Africa waned with the loss of their imperial interests; a number of valuable
studies continued to be made by German writers and to appear in scholarly
German journals,”” but there was no longer the same stimulus to research

16  See discussion of this school in Nettl 1956, Ch. 3.

17 E.g. the work by Ittmann and Ebding on Duala and other Cameroons languages, or
Dammann on Swahili; cf. also the rather different series of publications by Frobenius
1921-8.
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and the solid foundations laid earlier were hardly built upon. To some
extent the place of the Germans was taken by the South African linguistic
school, where there is a strong tradition of informed research in a wide
sense;'® and Werner’s work in England also resulted in some contact being
kept between the German linguistic tradition and the very much weaker
English school.”” But in general German linguists became isolated from the
French and English professional scholars who were now coming to the fore
in African studies, concentrating more on aspects of social institutions than
on linguistic matters. Much of the earlier ground was therefore lost, and
until very recently the study of African oral literature has been relatively
neglected as a subject of research in its own right.

II

Various factors have contributed to the relative lack of interest in oral
literature in this century. To understand these, it is necessary to include
some account of the history of anthropology, for during much of the
first half of the twentieth century it was anthropologists who tended to
monopolize the professional study of African institutions and culture.
The various assumptions of anthropology in this period both directed
research into particular fields and also dictated the selection of texts and
the particular form in which they were to be recorded.

A number of the theories that held sway at this time were almost fatal
to the serious study of oral literature. This so far had fortunately been free
from over-speculative theorizing, for in spite of the dominance in some
circles of Muller’s particular theories of ‘comparative mythology’, they
seem to have had little effect on studies in the field; the general interest in

18 Cf. The early university recognition of African languages ad Bantu studies generally,
and in particular the influence of C. M. Doke, famous both a linguist and as collector
and analyst of oral literature. The south Afircan journal Bantu Studies, later entitled
African Studies (Johannesburg 1921-) is one of the best sources for scholarly and well-
informed articles in English on oral literature (mainly but exclusively that of southern
Africa). On the contribution of south African Universitie to linguistic studies see Doke
in Bantu Studies 7, 1933, pp. 26-8.

19  Till recently, not very developed in England, especially as concerns the oral literature
aspect. The School of Oriental Studies (later Oriental and African Studies) of the
University of London, founded in 1916, was the main centre of what African linguistic
studies there were, but in the early years the African side was little stressed. Some of
the better of the articles on African oral literature produced in English on oral literature
(mainly but not exclusively that of southern Africa). On the contribution of South
African universities to linguistic studies see Doke in Bantu Studies 7, 1933, pp. 26-8.
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comparison had thus acted more as a stimulus than as a strait jacket. But the
rise first of the evolutionist and diffusionist schools and later of the British
structural-functional approach resulted in certain definite limitations being
placed on the study of oral art.”

The evolutionist approach to the study of society, so influential in the
later nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, was a complex movement
that took many different forms. Its central tenets, however, were clear.
They included the belief in the concept of unilinear and parallel stages
of social and cultural evolution through which all societies must pass;
a concentration on the origins of any institution as being of the first
importance; and, finally, the implicit and evaluative assumption that the
direction of evolution was upwards—a progress from the crude communal
stage of primitive life towards the civilized and differentiated culture of
contemporary Europe. Speculative pseudo-history and totally unverified
assumption were asserted as proven fact. Many generalizations too were
authoritatively pronounced about how ‘primitive man must have felt’ or
‘probably imagined’, which drew on little more evidence than the writer’s
own introspection or his belief that what he most valued in his own,
civilized, society were just those elements surely lacking in primitive life.
‘Primitive’, furthermore, was interpreted to mean both early in history (or
prehistory) and low and undeveloped generally in the scale of evolution.
The stage of development attained by non-literate peoples could thus be
equated and evaluated as the same as that once traversed by the prehistoric
ancestors of European nations.

This approach clearly has implications for the study of oral literature
and in the early twentieth century these were increasingly explored,
mainly by scholars writing in England.?’ The concentration was on the
idea of origins and evolution: questions asked (and confidently answered)
concerned which type of literature came first in the prehistory of man, the
survivals into the present of more primitive stages of life and culture in the

20 For a fuller discussion of the effect of these theories on the interpretation of prose
narratives, see Ch. 12.

21 E.g.such general works as J. A. MacCulloch The Childhood of Fiction: a Study of Folk Tales
and Primitive Thought (1905), G. L. Gomme Folklore as an Historical Science (1908), A.
S. MacKenzie The Evolution of Literature (1911 —quite a perceptive account, in spite of
its evolutionist framework, including some treatment of African oral literature), E. S.
Hartland The Science of Fairy Tales (1891), ]. G. Frazer Folklore in the Old Testament (1918),
and (in some respects a later survival of evolutionist assumptions) Bowra 1962. Though
the detailed theories differ considerably, all share the same basically evolutionist
approach.
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form of “folk literature’ or ‘folk-lore’, and the supposed nature of the early
primitive stage, still allegedly that of present-day ‘savages’.

Current preconceptions about the nature both of oral literature and
of primitive society could be fitted into this conceptual framework.
Such literature was, for instance, supposed to be the work of communal
consciousness and group authorship rather than, as in civilized
communities, of an individual inspired artist; it was handed down word
for word ‘from the dim before-time’ or ‘far back ages’, for no individual
creativity or imagination could be expected of primitive peoples; it was
basically similar among all peoples at the same stage of evolution, so that
one could generalize about, say, ‘the primitive” or ‘the African’ without
having to consider the particular history or culture of a given area, much
less the individual composer; and finally, although it might ultimately
evolve into something higher, at the moment such oral literature was
radically different from that of higher civilizations with their emphasis on
originality, innovation, and the written word. The exact stage assigned to
various non-literate peoples varied, but there was general agreement that
most African peoples belonged to an early and low stage, and that their art,
if any, would be correspondingly primitive. They were variously described
as dominated by the idea of magic, by totemism, or by their failure to
distinguish between themselves and the animal world round them. And
all these ideas could be presumed to come out in their oral literature or
“folk-lore’.

These theories were not in fact often applied in detail to African oral
literature. Nevertheless, they had a direct effect on its study. First, the
evolutionist movement gave an apparently ‘scientific’ validation to certain
current prejudices about the nature of oral art which naturally affected the
attitude of those working in the field (and has to some extent continued
to do so, particularly among those with little first-hand knowledge of
unwritten literature).?? It has also dictated the selection of oral literature
recorded or the kind of interpretation thought suitable. Because such oral
literature was ‘communal’, for instance, variant forms were not recorded
or looked for and no questions were raised about individual authorship,
which was presumed not to exist. Because items of oral literature could
also be regarded as “survivals’ of yet more primitive stages, an acceptable

22 And not just those. See, for example, the contradictions Cope runs into in his otherwise
excellent treatment of Zulu praise poetry because of his assumption (undiscussed) that
‘traditional literature’ must be due to ‘communal activity’ (compare pp. 24 and 33, also
pp- 53—4, in Cope 1968).
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interpretation would be in terms of hypothetical earlier customs, such as
‘primitive matriarchy’ or ‘totemism’, rather than of its literary effectiveness
or acceptability. Because primitive tribes were supposed to be preoccupied
with tradition rather than innovation, ‘traditional” tales were sought and
‘new’ ones ignored or explained away. Because interest was focused on
broad evolutionary stages, few questions were asked about the idiosyncratic
history, culture, or literary conventions of a particular people. Finally
because origins and early history assumed such importance in people’s
minds, there was little emphasis on the contemporary relevance of a piece of
literature, so there seemed every excuse for collecting and publishing bits
and pieces without attempting to relate them to their particular social and
literary context. The interest of anthropologists was turned away from the
systematic collection or analysis of detailed literary texts and concentrated
on generalized theory.

The main outlines and many of the details of this approach are now
rejected by the majority of professional anthropologists as either false or
unproven. But as it was not just a matter of esoteric academic interest but a
reflection and apparent validation of many popular views, its rejection by
professionals by no means implies the end of its influence. Many of these
assumptions can still be found in the writings of non-anthropologists, in
particular among some of the self-styled English ‘folklorists’. They have
also been lent apparent support by the actual selection and treatment of
societies presented to the public.

By the 1930s anthropologists were turning to more empirical and first-
hand studies of African societies, with the consequent promise of more
systematic collection of oral literature. The so-called structural-functional
school of British anthropology, associated in its most rigid form with
the name of Radcliffe-Brown, concentrated on function, in particular
on the function of stabilizing or validating the current order of things.
This approach was naturally applied to literature as to other social data.
The idea that certain types of oral literature could have a utilitarian role
was, of course, not new (e.g. Van Gennep 1910); nor was the related but
more extreme hypothesis that, in contrast to the idea of ‘art for art’s sake’
supposedly characteristic of civilized nations, the oral literatures of Africa
had a severely practical rather than aesthetic aim. But, while chiming in with
these notions, structural-functional anthropology took a particular form of
its own. Its central theoretical interest was, at root, the functional integration
and maintenance of society: and items of oral literature were regarded as
relevant only in so far as they could be fitted into this framework.
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The fact that this approach has till recently held sway among British
anthropologists—those who in other spheres have made the greatest
contribution to the empirical study of African institutions—has several
implications for the study of oral literature. Most important is the implicit
assumption that oral literature is not worthy of study as a subject in its own
right and that it can be ignored except for passing references which fit in
with a particular interpretation of society. The result is that over the last
generation or so practically no collections or analyses of oral literature have
been made by British scholars. When oral literature was mentioned, the
fashion was to play down the aesthetic aspect in favour of the functional
and to stress ‘traditional’ material even to the extent of sometimes refusing
to record anything that seemed to smack of innovation. Prose narrative
was more often referred to than sung poetry, since it was easier to make a
quick record of it and since it was more suitable, particularly in the form
of ‘myths’, for use in functional analysis. Altogether the emphasis was on
brief synopsis or paraphrase rather than a detailed recording of literary
forms as actually delivered. The well-known British tradition of empirical
and painstaking field work in Africa has therefore borne little fruit in the
field of oral literature. And the dominance of this functional approach,
following on the more speculative evolutionist framework of earlier years,
helps to explain why the study of oral literature has made so little progress
in this century.

The interest in diffusion—the geographical spread of items of material
and non-material culture—has also had its repercussions. In both the
nineteenth and the twentieth centuries, curiosity about the geographical
origin and subsequent history of particular stories encountered in different
parts of the world has been considerable. This has been most specifically
expressed in the Scandinavian or ‘historical-geographical’” school of
folklore, which for much of this century has been trying to discover the ‘life
history” of stories of various kinds, by means of systematic classification
and an elaborate indexing of comparative references.” This approach is
also prevalent in America, where it has to some extent blended with the
less ambitious and more liberal diffusionist approaches pioneered by Boas

23 E.g. Thompson 1955-8 for the best-known general reference work and, for African
material, Klipple 1938 and Clarke 1958. Detailed comparative analyses of particular
motifs or plots from African materials, mainly published in Uppsala (Studia
ethnographica Upsaliensia), include Abrahamsson 1951; Tegnaeus 1950; Dammann
1961. Cf. also the South African branch of this school, e.g. Hattingh 1944 (AA 5. 356);
Mofokeng 1955.
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and his followers.* It has had relatively few adherents in Britain, largely
because of the dominance of the theories just described, but it has had
some wider influence through its association with the international folklore
movement.”

The main consequence of these diffusionist approaches was the focusing
of interest on the subject-matter of oral literature—for it is this that must
be considered when attempting to trace its historical and geographical
diffusion.* Detailed investigations of the actual social and literary role
of forms of oral literature in particular cultures were thus not called
for. Similarly there was no onus on collectors to provide laborious and
detailed transcriptions when all that was needed was a synopsis of the
content: unskilled assistants could be employed to write down “texts’ and
summaries. The emphasis was naturally on prose tales whose motifs could
be traced, and once again attention was focused away from poetry.

As a result of these varied theories there was a turning away from the
more systematic and empirical foundations laid earlier in the century
towards a more limited approach to the subject. Different as the theories are
in other respects, they all share the characteristics of playing down interest
in the detailed study of particular oral literatures and, where such forms
are not ignored altogether, emphasize the bare outline of content without
reference to the more subtle literary and personal qualities. In many cases,
the main stress is on the ‘traditional’ and supposed static forms, above
all on prose rather than poetry. The detailed and systematic study of oral
literature in its social and literary context has thus languished for much of
this century.

This is not to say that there were no worthwhile studies made during
this period. A number of gifted writers have produced valuable studies,
often the fruit of long contacts with a particular culture and area,” and
many short reports have appeared in various local journals. But with the
exception of a handful of American scholars and of the well-founded South

24 Cf. Boas's early works on (mainly American-Indian) oral literature, and more recent
work relevant to Africa by Herskovits (1936 and 1958) and Bascom (1964, etc.). Some of
the best collections of African literature have been published by the American Folk-lore
Society (Chatelain 1894, Doke 1927).

25 Cf. Thompson 1946, pp. 396ff.

26 Cf. the excellent critical accounts of this approach in von Sydow 1948, M. Jacobs 1966.

27 E.g. Equilbecq 1913-16, Junod 1912-13, Smith and Dale 1920, Rattray 1930, etc., Green
1948, Carrington 19490, etc., Verger 1957. Cf. also the mammoth general survey by the
Chadwicks (1932-40).
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African school,?® most of these writers tended to work in isolation, their
work not fully appreciated by scholars.

Another apparent exception to this general lack of concern with oral
literature was the French interest associated with the négritude movement
and the journal (and later publishing house) Présence africaine.” But this,
though profoundly important in influencing general attitudes to African
art, was primarily a literary and quasi-political movement rather than a
stimulus to exact recording or analysis. It rests on a mystique of ‘black
culture’, and a rather glamorized and general view is put forward of the
moral value or literary and psychological depth of both African traditional
literature and its contemporary counterparts in written form. Thus, though
a few excellent accounts have been elicited under the auspices of this
movement, mainly by local African scholars, many of its publications
are somewhat undependable as detailed contributions to the study of oral
literature. Its romanticizing attitudes apart, however, this school has had the
excellent effect of drawing interest back to the literary significance of these
forms (including, this time, poetry). But it cannot be said that this interest
did very much to reverse the general trend away from the recognition of
African oral literature as a serious field of scholarship.

By the late 1950s and 1960s, however, the situation started to change.
There was a rapidly increasing interest in African studies as a whole,
expressed both in the recognition of Africa as a worthwhile field of
academic study and in a marked proliferation of professional scholars
concerned with different aspects of African life. Work became increasingly
specialist. With the new boom in African studies, those who before were
working in an isolated and limited way, or in only a local or amateur
context, found their work gradually recognized. Some of the earlier work
was taken up again,® and the interests of certain professional students of
Africa widened —not least those of British anthropologists, who for long
had held a near monopoly in African studies but who were now turning to

28 See particularly the many publications of Doke, and a series of valuable articles in
Bantu Studies (later African Studies); there are also a number of as yet unpublished
theses (especially Mofokeng 1955).

29 Paris, 1947-; cf. also many articles in Black Orpheus and some in the various IFAN
journals; Senghor 1951, etc.; and generalized descriptions such as that in Jahn 1961, Ch.
5.

30 E.g. A. Hampaté Ba (Bambara and Fulani), G. Adali-Mortti (Ewe), Lasebikan (Yoruba),
perhaps A. Kagame (Ruanda); cf. also the more general accounts by Colin 1957, Traoré
1958.

31 Notably the Chadwicks’ great comparative study of oral literature which had
previously had surprisingly little impact on African studies.
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previously neglected fields. The result has been some renewal of interest in
African oral literature, though —unlike most branches of African studies—
it can hardly yet be said to have become consolidated as a systematic field
of research.

To mention all the contributory streams in the present increasing interest
in African verbal art would be tedious and nearly impossible. But certain
of the main movements are worth mentioning, not least because each tends
to have its own preconceptions and methods of research, and because in
several cases groups are out of touch with others working on the same
basic subject from a different viewpoint.

The musicologists represent a very different approach from all those
mentioned previously. Though their primary interest is, of course, musical,
this involves the recording and study of innumerable songs—that is, from
another point of view, of poetry. It is true that the words of songs are not
always recorded or published with the same meticulous care as the music
itself. But in a number of cases the words do appear, and this approach
has had the invaluable effect of drawing attention to the significance of
poetic forms so neglected in most other approaches. The musicologists
furthermore have provided a much needed corrective to earlier emphases
on the traditional rather than the new and topical, by giving some idea of
the great number of ephemeral and popular songs on themes of current
interest. The African Music Society in particular, centred in Johannesburg,
has built up a systematic and scholarly body of knowledge of African music,
mainly that of southern and central Africa but with interests throughout the
continent. Its main stimulus has come from Hugh Tracey, who has taken
an interest in oral art as well as music for many years (e.g. Tracey 1929,
1933, 1948b), but its activities are now finding a wider audience not least
through its issue of large numbers of records in the Music of Africa series.™
Altogether it can be said that the musicologists, and above all the African
Music Society, have done more both to co-ordinate scientific study and to
publicize the results in the field of sung oral literature than any other group
in this century.

Another significant contribution is that made by a small group of
American anthropologists working closely together, and publishing much

32 See its journal, African Music (1954-), and the earlier Newsletter (1948-); a library of
African music has been built up in Johannesburg; cf. also the work of such scholars
as Rhodes and Merriam, and various publications in the journal Ethnomusicology.
Other musicologists less closely associated with this school but carrying out similar
studies include A. M. Jones, Rouget, Nketia, Blacking, Belinga, Carrington, Rycroft,
Wachsmann, and Zemp.
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of their work in the Journal of American Folklore, an academic publication
which has taken an increasing interest in Africa in recent years.* There has
always been a tradition of serious interest in oral literature among American
anthropologists,* unlike the British, but this has recently gained further
momentum and there are now a number of American scholars engaged
in the serious study of African oral art.®® Their main field of interest is the
southerly part of West Africa and they seem to have less acquaintance with
the work, say, of the South African school; but their general aspiration
is to establish the study of oral literature over the continent as a whole.
This group has to some extent been influenced by the contributions of the
historical-geographical school, but takes a wider approach and, consonant
with its anthropological interests, is concerned not only to record oral art
(including poetry) but also to relate it to its social context rather than just
analyse and classify the types and motifs of narrative. They point out the
importance of considering individual inspiration and originality as well
as the ‘traditional’ ‘tribal’ conventions, the role of poet and audience as
well as subject matter. Though they have not always managed to pursue
these topics very far in practice, the points they make about the direction
of further research are so valid and, at the same time, so unusual in the
study of African oral literature that this group assumes an importance in
the subject out of all proportion to its size.

Some of the most original work has come from the growing numbers
of Africans carrying out scholarly analyses of oral literature in their own
languages. These writers have been able to draw attention to many aspects
which earlier students tended to overlook either because of their theoretical
preconceptions or because they were, after all, strangers to the culture
they studied. Writers like Kagame on Rwanda poetry, Babalola on Yoruba
hunters’ songs, or, outstanding in the field, Nketia on many branches of
Akan music and literature, have been able to explore the overtones and
imagery that play so significant a part in their literature and to add depth
through their descriptions of the social and literary context. They have

33 Some of their work also appears in the main anthropological journals in America.

34 E.g. the well-known work of anthropologists like Boas, Benedict, or Reichard (mainly
on American Indian peoples), and more recently Herskovits on Africa and elsewhere.
See also the general discussion in Greenway 1964.

35 See especially the bibliographic and other survey articles by Bascom, who is probably
doing more than any other single scholar at the present to consolidate the subject as a
recognized branch of scholarship, e.g. Bascom 1964, 19654, 1965b; cf. also Herskovits
1958, 1961, etc.; Messenger 1959, 1960, 1962; Simmons 1958, 19604, etc. Berry’s useful
survey of West African spoken art (1961) draws largely on the findings of this group.
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been among the few scholars to pay serious and detailed attention to the
role of the poet, singer, or narrator himself. Not all such writers, it is true,
have been saved even by their close intimacy with language and culture
from some of the less happy assumptions of earlier generalizing theorists.
But with the general recognition in many circles of African studies as a
worthwhile field of research, an increasing number of local scholars are
both turning to detailed and serious analysis of their own oral literature
and beginning to find some measure of encouragement for publication of
their results.* And it is from this direction above all that we can expect the
more profound and detailed analyses of particular oral forms to come.”

Other groups or individuals need only be mentioned briefly; many of
them have mainly localized or idiosyncratic interests. The strong South
African school has already been mentioned and continues to take an interest
in oral literature (both prose and intoned praise poetry) in Bantu Africa
as a whole. In the Congo a number of scholars have for some years been
working closely together, though relatively little in touch with the work
of other groups. They tend to concentrate on the provision and analysis
of texts, some on a large scale, but with perhaps rather less concern for
social background and imaginative qualities; there have, however, been
a few striking studies on style, particularly on the significance of tone
(e.g. Van Avermaet 1955). Swahili studies too continue to expand, mainly
focused, however, on traditional written forms, with less interest in oral
literature. Traditional written literature in African languages generally is
gaining more recognition as a field of academic research; strictly, this topic
is outside the scope of this book, but is none the less relevant for its impact
on attitudes to indigenous African literature as a whole.

Oral literature, like any other, has been and is subject to all the rising
and falling fashions in the criticism and interpretation of literature and the
human mind. Thus with African literature too we have those who interpret
it in terms of, for instance, its relevance for psychological expression,®
‘structural characteristics’ beyond the obvious face value of the literature

36 That this has not yet gone as far as it might is shown by the very limited recognition of
the material of so original a scholar as Nketia, much of whose work has appeared only
in local publications.

37 These local scholars include, to mention only a selection, Lasebikan (Yoruba), Abimbola
(Yoruba), Owuor (alias Anyumba) (Luo), Mofokeng (Sotho), Nyembezi (Zulu),
Hampaté Ba (Fulani), Adali-Mortti (Ewe), Okot (Acholi and Lango).

38 E.g. the somewhat Freudian approaches in Rattray 1930 and Herskovits 1934, or
Radin’s more Jungian turn (1952, etc.).
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(sometimes of the type that could be fed into computers), its social
functions,” or, finally and most generalized of all, its “‘mythopoeic’ and
profoundly meaningful nature.* All these multifarious approaches, to oral
as to written literature, can only be a healthy sign, even though at present
there are the grave drawbacks of both lack of reliable material and lack of
contact between the various schools.

All this has had its effect on the older established disciplines within
African studies. The linguists, for instance, who have in any case been
taking an increasingly systematic interest in Africa recently, have been
widening their field to include a greater appreciation of the literary
aspect of their studies.* The British social anthropologists, influenced
by increasing contacts with colleagues in France and America and by
co-operation with linguists, are also beginning to take a wider view of
their subject,** and French scholars too have recently produced a number
of detailed and imaginative studies.* Besides these direct studies, there is
a growing awareness by other groups of the significance of oral literature
as an ancillary discipline: historians discuss its reliability as a historical
source, creative writers turn to it for inspiration, governments recognize its
relevance for propaganda or as a source in education.* Much of this does
not, perhaps, amount to systematic study of the literature as such—but it at
least reflects an increasing recognition of its existence.

39 Anextension both of the functionalist school mentioned earlier and of the ‘structuralist’
approach; see e.g. Beidelman 1961, 1963 (and a number of other articles on the same
lines).

40 See the influential and controversial article by C. Lévi-Strauss, ‘The Structural Study of
Myth'’, JAF 68, 1955 (not directly concerned with African oral literature but intended to
cover it among others); also Dundes 1962; Hamnett 1967. For a useful critique of this
approach see Jacobs 1966.

41 Cf.e.g. Arnott 1957, Berry 1961, Andrzejewski 1965, etc., Whiteley 1964, and other work
under the auspices of the School of Oriental and African Studies in the university of
London.

42 The Oxford Library of African Literature, for instance, (mainly devoted two oral
literature) is edited by two anthropologists and a linguist.

43 Notably de Dampierre, Lacroix, and others in the new Classiques africains series; cf. also
a number of excellent studies in the journal Cahiers d’études africaines (Paris, 1960-) and
the Unesco series of African texts which has involved the collaboration of a number
of scholars, many of them French. As this type of approach interacts with the already
established tradition of Islamic and Arabic scholarship in parts of Africa, we may expect
further interesting studies in these areas. This has already happened to some extent for
indigenous written literature (see e.g. Lacroix 1965, Sow 1966 on Fulani poetry).

44  See especially Vansina 1965, and the general interest in recording texts for primarily
historical purposes, e.g. the series of Central Bantu Historical Texts (Rhodes-Livingstone
Institute, Lusaka).
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Figure 7. ‘Evangelist points the way’. Illustration by C. ]. Montague of ‘Christian’

being given directions by a white missionary (with clothes to match), a favourite motif

in late nineteenth and early twentieth-century perceptions. From the Ndebele edition
of Bunyan'’s Pilgrim’s Progress, 1902.

There are, then, growing signs of a fuller appreciation of the extent
and nature of African oral literature. But even now it is only beginning
to be established as a systematic and serious field of study which could
co-ordinate the efforts of all those now working in relative isolation. The
desultory and uneven nature of the subject still reflects many of the old
prejudices, and even recent studies have failed to redress the inherited
over-emphasis on bare prose texts at the expense of poetry, or provide
any close investigation of the role of composer/poet and the social and
literary background. The idea is still all too prevalent—even in some of
the better publications—that even if such literature is after all worthy of
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study, this can only be so in a ‘traditional” framework. The motive, then,
for the study is partly antiquarian, and haste is urged to collect these
items before they vanish or are ‘contaminated’ by new forms. These ‘new’
forms, it is frequently accepted without question, are either not significant
enough in themselves to deserve record or, if they are too obvious to evade
notice, are ‘hybrid’ and somehow untypical. How misleading a picture
this is obvious when one considers the many topical songs recorded by,
for instance, the African Music Society, the modern forms of praise poems
or prose narratives, oral versions embroidered on Christian hymns, or the
striking proliferation of political songs in contemporary Africa—but the
old assumptions are still tenacious and time after time dictate the selection
and presentation of African oral literature with all the bias towards the
‘traditional’. In keeping with this approach too is the still common idea that
African literature consists mainly of rather childish stories, an impression
strengthened by the many popular editions of African tales reflecting (and
designed to take advantage of) this common idea. Even now, therefore,
such literature is often presented and received with an air of condescension
and slightly surprised approval for these supposedly naive and quaint
efforts. Most prevalent of all, perhaps, and most fundamental for the study
of African oral literature is the hidden feeling that this is not really literature
at all: that these oral forms may, perhaps, fulfil certain practical or ritual
functions in that supposedly odd context called ‘tribal life’, but that they
have no aesthetic claims, for either local people or the visiting scholar,
to be considered as analogous to proper written literature, let alone on a
par with it. The idea continues to hold ground that it is radically different
from real (i.e. written) literature and should even have its own distinctive
name (‘folklore’ perhaps) to make this clear. The fact, however, that oral
literature can also be considered on its own terms, and, as pointed out in
the last chapter, may have its own artistic characteristics, analogous to but
not always identical with more familiar literary forms, is neglected in both
popular conceptions and detailed studies.

The poetic, the topical, and the literary—all these, then, are aspects
which still tend to be overlooked. It is indeed hard for those steeped in
some of the earlier theories to take full account of them. But what the
subject now demands is further investigation of these aspects of African
oral art, as well as the whole range of hitherto neglected questions which
could come under the general heading of the sociology of literature; and a
turning away from the generalized assumptions of earlier theoretical and
romanticizing speculators and of past (or even present) public opinion.






3. The Social, Linguistic, and
Literary Background

Social and literary background. The linguistic basis — the example of Bantu.
Some literary tools. Presentation of the material. The literary complexity of
African cultures.

I

In Africa, as elsewhere, literature is practised in a society. It is obvious that
any analysis of African literature must take account of the social and historical
context—and never more so than in the case of oral literature. Some aspects
of this are discussed in the following chapter on poetry and patronage and
in examples in later sections. Clearly a full examination of any one African
literature would have to include a detailed discussion of the particularities
of that single literature and historical period, and the same in turn for each
other instance —a task which cannot be attempted here. Nevertheless, in view
of the many prevalent myths about Africa it is worth making some general
points in introduction and thus anticipating some of the more glaring over-
simplifications about African society.

A common nineteenth-century notion that still has currency today is the
idea of Africa as the same in culture in all parts of the continent (or at least
that part south of the Sahara); as non-literate, primitive, and pagan; and
as unchanging in time throughout the centuries. Thus ‘traditional’ Africa
is seen as both uniform and static, and this view still colours much of the
writing about Africa.

Such a notion is, however, no longer tenable. In the late nineteenth or
earlier twentieth centuries (the period from which a number of the instances
here are drawn) the culture and social forms of African societies were far from
uniform. They ranged —and to some extent still do—from the small hunting
bands of the Bushmen of the Kalahari desert, to the proud and independent
pastoral peoples of parts of the Southern Sudan and East Africa, or the
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elaborate and varied kingdoms found in many parts of the continent, above
all in western Africa and round the Great Lakes in the east. Such kingdoms
provided a context in which court poetry and court poets could nourish, and
also in some cases a well-established familiarity with Arabic literacy. Again,
in the economic field, almost every gradation can be found from the near self-
sufficient life of some of the hunting or pastoral peoples to the engagement
in far-reaching external trade based on specialization, elaborate markets,
and a type of international currency, typical of much of West Africa and
the Arab coast of East Africa. The degree of specialization corresponding to
these various forms has direct relevance to the position of native composers
and performers of oral literature—in some cases leading to the possibility
of expert and even professional poets, and of a relatively leisured and
sometimes urban class to patronize them. In religion again, there are many
different ‘traditional’” forms: the older naive pictures of Africa as uniformly
given up to idol-worshipping, fetishes, or totemism are now recognized as
totally inadequate. We find areas (like the northerly parts of the Sudan region
and the East Coast) where Islam has a centuries-long history; the elaborate
pantheons of West African deities with specialized cults and priests to match;
the interest in ‘Spirit’ issuing in a special form of monotheism among some
of the Nilotic peoples; the blend between belief in the remote position of a
far off ‘High God’ and the close power of the dead ancestors in many Bantu
areas—and so on. This too may influence the practice of oral art, sometimes
providing the context and occasion for particular forms, sometimes the need
for expert religious performers.

In some areas we also find a long tradition of Arabic literacy and learning.
The east coast and the Sudanic areas of West Africa have seen many centuries
of Koranic scholarship and of specialist Arabic scribes and writers using the
written word as a tool for correspondence, religion, and literature. To an
extent only now being fully realized, these men were responsible for huge
numbers of Arabic manuscripts in the form of religious treatises, historical
chronicles, and poetry."! In fact, even for earlier centuries a nineteenth-
century writer on Arabic literature in the Sudan region as a whole can sum
up his work:

On peut conclure que, pendant les XIV¢, XV¢ et XVI° siecles, la civilisation
et les sciences florissaient au méme degré sur presque tous les points du
continent que nous étudions; qu’il n‘existe peut-étre pas une ville, pas une
oasis, qu'elles n‘aient marquée de leur empreinte ineffagable, et surtout, que

1 A great number of these Arabic manuscripts have been collected and catalogued in
recent years. See e.g. Monteil 1965-7; Hunwick 1964; Bivar and Hiskett 1962; Whitting
1943; Kensdale 1955, 1956; Hodgkin (in Lewis 1966); Vajda 1950.
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la race noire nest pas fatalement réleguée au dernier échelon de l'espece
humaine (Cherbonneau 1856: 42)

Not only was Arabic itself a vehicle of communication and literature, but
many African languages in these areas came to adopt a written form using
the Arabic script. Thus in the east we have a long tradition of literacy in
Swahili and in the west in Hausa, Fulani, Mandingo, Kanuri, and Songhai.
With the exception of Swahili,? the native written literature in these
languages has not been very much studied,’ but it seems to be extensive
and to include historical and political writings in prose, theological
treatises, and long religious and sometimes historical poems. The literary
models tend to be those of Arabic literature, and at times paraphrase or
even translation seem to have been involved. In other cases local literary
traditions have been built up, like the well-established Swabhili literature,
less directly indebted to Arabic originals but still generally influenced by
them in the form and subject-matter of their writings.

In stressing the long literate tradition in certain parts of Africa, we must
also remember that this was the preserve of the specialist few and that the
vast majority even of those peoples whose languages adopted the Arabic
script had no direct access to the written word. In so far as the writings
of the scholars reached them at all, it could only be by oral transmission.
Swahili religious poems were publicly intoned for the enlightenment of the
masses (Harries 1962: 24), Fulani poems declaimed aloud (Lacroix i, 1965:
25), and Hausa compositions like ‘the song of Bagaudu’ (Hiskett 1954: 550)
memorised in oral form. The situation was totally unlike the kind of mass
literacy accompanied by the printing press with which we are more familiar.
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Figure 8. Arabic script of a nineteenth-century poem in Somali (from B. W.
Andrzejewski ‘Arabic influence in Somali poetry” in Finnegan et al 2011).

2 See the work of e.g. Werner, Dammann, Allen, Harries and Knappert.
3 Though see recent work by Hiskett and Paden on Hausa poetry and the production of
various texts in Fulani (e.g. by Lacroix and Sow).
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Besides Arabic forms, there are a few other instances of literate traditions in
Africa. These include the now obsolete tifinagh script of the Berber peoples
of North Africa, among them the Tuareg of the Sahara. Here the written
form was probably little used for literary composition, but its existence
gave rise to a small lettered class and the interplay between written and
oral traditions. Most often it was the women, staying at home while the
men travelled, who composed the outstanding panegyric, hortatory, and
love poetry of this area.* More important is the long written tradition of
Ethiopia. This is the literature of a complex and ancient civilization whose
association with Christianity probably dates back to about the fourth
century. Though probably never in general use, writing was used from
an early period. It occurs particularly in a Christian context, so that the
history of Ethiopic written literature coincides pretty closely with Christian
literature, much of it based on translation. There are chronicles (generally
taking the Creation of the World as their starting-point), lives of the saints,
and liturgical verse. In addition there are royal chronicles which narrate the
great deeds of various kings.” The few other minor instances of indigenous
scripts for local languages, such as Vai, are of little or no significance for
literature and need not be considered here.

The common picture, then, which envisages all sub-Saharan Africa as
totally without letters until the coming of the ‘white man’ is misleading.
Above all it ignores the vast spread of Islamic and thus Arabic influences
over many areas of Africa, profoundly affecting the culture, religion, and
literature. It must be repeated, however, that these written traditions
were specialist ones unaccompanied by anything approaching mass
literacy. The resulting picture is sometimes of a split between learned (or
written) and popular (or oral) literature. But in many other cases we find a
peculiarly close interaction between oral and written forms. A poem first
composed and written down, for instance, may pass into the oral tradition

4 The Tuareg are marginally outside the area covered in this work and are only touched
on in passing. For an account of their written and oral literature see Chadwicks iii,
1940: 650 ff,and references to date given there. Among more recent works on Tuareg
see Nicolas 1944; Lhote 1952 (AA. 4. 310); also de Foucauld 1925-30. The North African
Berbers are excluded here.

5  Cf. the English translation of the fourteenth-century chronicle The Glorious Victories of
‘Amda Seyon, King of Ethiopia (Huntingford 1965). On Ethiopian literature in general
(particularly oral) see Chadwicks iii, 1940: 503 ff., and bibliography to date there; also
(mainly on written literature): Cerulli 1956; Lifchitz 1940b; Ullendorf 1960, Ch. 7; Conti
Rossini 1942, Klingenheben 1959 and various articles in . Ethiopian Studies and Rass.
studi etiop.
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and be transmitted by word of mouth, parallel to the written form; oral
compositions, on the other hand, are sometimes preserved by being written
down. In short, the border-line between oral and written in these areas is
often by no means clear-cut.

Figure 9. Reading the Bible in up-country Sierra Leone, 1964 (photo David Murray).

The earlier belief that Africa had no history was due to ignorance. Africa
is no exception to the crowded sequence of historical events, even though
it is only recently that professional historians have turned their attention
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to this field. The early impact and continuing spread of Islam, the rise
and fall of empires and kingdoms throughout the centuries, diplomatic
or economic contacts and contracts within and outside Africa, movement
and communication between different peoples, economic and social
changes, wars, rebellions, conquests, these are all the stuff of history. No
doubt too there have been in the past, as in the present, rising and falling
literary fashions, some short-lived, others long-lasting; some drawing their
inspiration from foreign sources, others developing from existing local
forms. Examples in this volume may give a rather static impression, as if
certain ‘traditional” forms have always been the same throughout the ages;
but such an impression is misleading and arises more from lack of evidence
than from any necessary immobility in African oral art. Unfortunately
there are few if any African societies whose oral literature has been
thoroughly studied and recorded even at one period of time, let alone at
several periods.® But with increasing interest in oral art it may be hoped
that enough research will be undertaken to make it feasible, one day, to
write detailed literary and intellectual histories of particular cultures.

A further consequence of the facile assumptions about lack of change
in Africa until very recently is to lead one to exaggerate the importance of
these more recent changes. To one who thinks African society has remained
static for, perhaps, thousands of years, recently induced changes must
appear revolutionary and upsetting in the extreme. In fact, recent events,
important as they are, can be better seen in perspective as merely one phase
in a whole series of historical developments. As far as oral literature and
communication are concerned, the changes over the last fifty or hundred
years are not so radical as they sometimes appear. It is true that these
years have seen the imposition and then withdrawal of colonial rule, of
new forms of administration and industry, new groups of men in power,
and the introduction and spread of Western education accompanied by
increasing reliance written forms of communication. But the impact of all
this on literature can be over-emphasized. For one thing, neither schools
nor industrial development have been evenly spread over the area and
many regions have little of either. There is nowhere anything approaching
mass literacy. Indeed it has been estimated that some like eight out of ten
adults still cannot read or write’ and where mass primary education is

6  Anexception is the interesting but controversial discussion of different periods in Zulu
praise poetry in Kunene’s unpublished thesis (1962), summarized in Cope 1968: 50 ff.

7 The World Year Book of Education London 1965: 443 (possibly an exaggeration but it is
clear the number is still very high).
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the rule it will still take years to eradicate adult illiteracy. Bare literacy,
furthermore, in what is often a foreign language (e.g. English or French)
may not at all mean that school leavers will turn readily to writing as a
form of communication, far less as a vehicle of literary expression. Literacy,
a paid job, even an urban setting need not necessarily involve repudiation
of oral forms for descriptive or aesthetic communication.

There is a tendency to think of two distinct and incompatible types
of society (traditional’ and ‘modern’, for instance), and assume that the
individual must pass from one to the other by a sort of revolutionary leap.
But individuals do not necessarily feel torn between two separate worlds;
they exploit the situations in which they find themselves as best they can.
There is indeed nothing to be surprised at in a continuing reliance on oral
forms. Similarly there is nothing incongruousin a story being orally narrated
about, say, struggling for political office or winning the football pools, or
in candidates in a modern election campaign using songs to stir up and
inform mass audiences which have no easy access to written propaganda.
Again, a traditional migration legend can perfectly well be seized upon
and effectively exploited by nationalist elements for their own purposes
to bring a sense of political unity among a disorganized population, as
in Gabon in the late 1950s.® University lecturers seek to further their own
standing by hiring praise singers and drummers to attend the parties given
for their colleagues to panegyricize orally the virtues of hosts and guests.

Such activities may appear odd to certain outside observers—as if
having ‘modern’ competence in one sphere must necessarily involve an
approximation to Western cultural modes in others. But the complexity of
the facts contradicts this view, which in part still derives from nineteenth-
century ideas about evolutionary stages. In fact, many different forms of
literature are possible and exist, and if most of the examples in this volume
appear to deserve the term ‘traditional’, this is perhaps more a function
of the outlook and interests of previous collectors than an indication that
certain forms of oral art cannot coexist with some degree of literacy.’

One of the main points of this section is to emphasize that the African
world is not totally different from that of better-known cultures. It is true that
much remains to be studied, that the special significance of the oral aspect
must be grasped, and that one of the difficulties of appreciating African

8  See the description in Fernandez 1962.
9  See for instance the political songs, Christian lyrics, work songs, topical songs, and
children’s singing games described later, as well as the increasing use of radio.
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literature arises from the unfamiliarity of much of its content or context.
But—and this is the crucial point—the unfamiliarities are on the whole
those of detail, not of principle. Far from being something totally mysterious
or blindly subject to some strange force of ‘tradition’, oral literature in fact
bears the same kind of relation to its social background as does written
literature. In each case it is necessary to study in detail the variations bound
up with differing cultures or historical periods, and to see the significance
of these for the full appreciation of their related literary forms. In neither
case are these studies necessarily easy. But it is a disservice to the analysis of
comparative literature to suggest that questions about African oral literature
are either totally simple (answered merely by some such term as ‘tribal
mentality’ or ‘tradition’) or so unfamiliar and mysterious that the normal
problems in the sociology of literature cannot be pursued.

II

African literature, like any other, rests on the basis of language. Something
must now therefore be said about this. Though a full account could only be
given by a linguist and this description only tries to convey a few points
and illustrations, the topic is so important for the appreciation of African
oral literature that some treatment must be attempted here.

Linguistically Africa is one of the complex areas in the world. The exact
number of languages to be found is a matter of dispute, but the most often
cited figure is 800, if anything an underestimate (Greenberg 1962, 1963).
These, let it be stressed, are languages in the full sense of the term and
not mere ‘dialects’. They can, however, be grouped together into larger
language families. The exact composition and relationships of these are,
again, a matter of controversy, but the overall picture is clear. The best-
known group is that made up of the Bantu languages (these include such
languages as Zulu, Swahili, and Luba), which extend over a vast area,
practically all of south and central Africa. In the opinion of some recent
scholars, even this large Bantu group is only one sub-division within a
much larger family, the ‘Niger-Congo” group, which also includes most of
the languages of West Africa.’” Another vast family is the Afro-Asiatic (also
called Hamito-Semitic), a huge language group which not only includes
Arabic but also, in the form of one language or another, covers most of

10 Including the sub-families of West Atlantic, Mandingo, Gur, Kwa, Ijaw, Central, and
Adamawa-Eastern (Greenberg 1963, 1962: 17)
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North Africa, the Horn of East Africa (including Ethiopia), and an extensive
area near Lake Chad (where it includes the well-known and widely spoken
example of Hausa). The Central Saharan and Macrosudanic families are
two further groupings, the former covering a large but mostly sparsely
inhabited region north and east of Lake Chad (including Kanuri), the latter
various Sudanic languages around the Nile-Congo divide and eastwards in
the Nilotic and Great Lakes region of East Africa."! Finally there is the Click
(or Khoisan) family covering the Bushman and Hottentot languages which,
in the south-west of Africa, form a separate island in an area otherwise
dominated by Bantu.”? Besides these indigenous languages we should also
mention the more recently arrived language of Arabic and, more recently
still, European languages like English, French, or Afrikaans.

In spite of the differentiation into separate language families, there are
nevertheless certain distinctive features which the indigenous languages
tend to have in common. These, Greenberg writes,

result from later contacts among the languages of the continent, on a vast
scale and over a long period. Practically none of the peculiarities listed . . . as
typical are shared by all African languages, and almost every one is found
somewhere outside of Africa, but the combination of these features gives a
definite enough characterization that a language, not labelled as such for an
observer, would probably be recognized as African ~ (Greenberg 1962: 22)

Some of the detailed characteristics in the realm of phonetics or semantics
are not worth lingering over in the present context, but the significance of
tone must be mentioned. Outside the Afro-Asiatic family, tone (pitch) as
an element in the structure of the language is almost universal in Africa
and is particularly striking in several of the West African languages. Even
some of the Afro-Asiatic languages (in the Chad sub-group) seem to have
developed tonal systems through the influence of neighbouring languages.
Complex noun-classifications are also widespread though not universal.
The best-known instance of this is the system of classes, characterized
by prefixes, into which all nouns are divided in the Bantu languages;
but similar morphological forms are also to be found elsewhere. Series
of derivations built up on the verb are also common and express such

11 Itincludes among others the Nilotic and ‘Nilo-Hamitic” languages.

12 The once-accepted view that certain languages outside the Afro-Asiatic family (as now
recognized) are wholly or partly “Hamitic’ (e.g. Fulani, Bushman, Masai) and that the
history of these and other areas in Africa could therefore he explained by successive
incursions of ‘Hamites’ (racially white) is now rejected by professional scholars of
Africa.
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concepts as causative, reciprocal, reflexive, passive, or applicative. As will
be seen later, all these features have direct relevance for the student of oral
literature (Lestrade 1937: 304).

Contrary to earlier views based on either ignorance or speculation
about the supposed primitive nature of non-literate language, it is now
clear that African languages are neither simple in structure nor deficient in
vocabulary. They can, indeed, be exceedingly complex. Some, for instance,
make complicated and subtle use of varying tones to express different
lexical and grammatical forms. Others have a system of affixes which have
been compared in scope to those of Russian, Hungarian, or ancient Greek
(Andrzejewski 1965: 96). In these and many other ways each language has
its own genius, its own individual resources of structure and vocabulary on
which the native speaker can draw for both everyday communication and
literary expression.

A full appreciation of these points can naturally only be gained through
a detailed study and knowledge of a particular language and its various
forms of expression. But a general discussion of the single example of the
Bantu group of languages may serve to illustrate better than mere assertion
the kinds of factors that can be involved in the constant interplay in any
African language between its linguistic and literary features.

The literary resources of the Bantu languages have been vividly
described by Doke. He writes:

Greatliterary languages have a heritage of oral tradition which has influenced
the form of the earliest literary efforts: in many cases this early heritage has
had to a great extent to be deduced; but we are in the fortunate position of
being able to observe the Bantu languages at a stage in which their literature
is still, in the vast majority of cases, entirely oral . . . (Doke 1948: 284)™

The linguistic basis from which Bantu oral literature has developed and
on which further written forms may be built emerges clearly from his
description.

In the first place, the literary potentialities of these languages include
their large and ‘remarkably rich’ vocabularies. Languages like Zulu or
Xhosa, for instance, are known to have a vocabulary of over 30,000 words
(excluding all automatic derivatives), the standard Southern Sotho dictionary
(20,000 words) is definitely not exhaustive, and Laman’s great Kongo
dictionary gives 50,000-60,000 entries. A large percentage of this vocabulary,

13 The account here is largely based on this classic article, also Lestrade 1937.
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furthermore, is employed in daily use by the ‘common people” (Doke 1948:
285). While they naturally did not include traditional terms for objects and
ideas outside indigenous cultural forms, Bantu languages have, both earlier
and more recently, shown themselves peculiarly adaptable, in assimilating
foreign terms; and in the range of ‘the fields of experience with which Bantu
thought is familiar, the extent of Bantu vocabulary tends to be rather larger
than that of the average European language’ (Lestrade 1937: 303—4).

Vocabulary, however, is not just a matter of the number of words. It also
concerns the way in which they are used. In this respect, the picturesque and
imaginative forms of expression of many Bantu languages are particularly
noticeable. These are often applied to even the commonest actions, objects,
and descriptions. The highly figurative quality of Bantu speech comes out
in some of these terms—molalatladi, the rainbow, is literally ‘the sleeping-
place of the lightning’; mojalefa, the son and heir of a household, is ‘the
eater of the inheritance’; bohlaba-tsatsi, the east, is ‘where the sun pierces’
(Lestrade 1937: 304). This also comes out in compound nouns. In Kongo,
for instance, we have kikolwa-malavu, a drunken person (lit. ‘being stiff with
wine’), or kilangula-nsangu, a slanderer (lit. ‘uprooting reputations’), and
in Bemba icikata-nsoka, a courageous person (lit. ‘handling a snake’), and
umuleka-ciwa, ricochet (lit. ‘the devil aims it’) (Knappert 1965: 221, 223-4).
Besides the praise forms mentioned later, figurative expression is also
commonly used to convey abstract ideas in a vivid and imaginative way.
The idea of ‘conservatism’, for instance, is expressed in Zulu by a phrase
meaning literally ‘to eat with an old-fashioned spoon’, ‘dissimulation’ by
‘he spoke with two mouths’, while in Southern Sotho idiom, the idea of
‘bribery’ is conveyed by ‘the hand in the cloak’ (Lestrade 1937: 304)

The flexible way in which this vocabulary can be deployed can only be
explained with some reference to the characteristics of Bantu morphology.
One of the most striking features of its structure is the wealth of derivative
forms which it is possible to build up on a few roots through the use of
affixes, agglutination, and at times internal vowel changes. By means of
these derivatives it is feasible to express the finest distinctions and most
delicate shades of meaning.

The verb system in particular is extraordinarily elaborate. There are
of course the normal forms of conjugation of the type we might expect—
though these forms are complex enough and exhibit a great variety of
moods, implications, aspects, and tenses. Zulu, for instance, has, apart
from imperative and infinitive forms, five moods, three implications
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(simple, progressive, and exclusive), three aspects, and a large number
of tenses built up both on verbal roots and through a system of deficient
verbs forming compound tenses (Doke 1948: 292-3). But in addition there
is also a wealth of derivative verbal forms which provide an even more
fertile source on which the speaker can draw. There is an almost endless
variety of possibilities in this respect, with full scope for ad hoc formation
according to the speaker’s need or mood, so that stereotyped monotony is
easily avoided.

The extent of these derivative verbal forms can be illustrated from the
case of Lamba, a Bantu language from Central Africa. For this one language,
Doke lists seventeen different formations of the verb, each expressing a
different aspect. These comprise:

1. Passive (suffix -wa).
2. Neuter (intransitive state or condition, suffix -ika or -eka).

3. Applied (action applied on behalf of, towards, or with regard to
some object, suffix -ila, -ina, et al.), e.g. ima (rise) > imina (rise up
against).

4. Causative (various suffixes), e.g. lala (lie down) > lalika (lay down).

5. Intensive (intensity or quickness of action, suffix -isya or -esya),
e.g. pama (beat) > pamisya (beat hard).

6. Reciprocal (indicating action done to one another, suffix -ana or
(complex form) -ansyanya), e.g. ipaya (kill) > ipayansyanya (indulge
in mutual slaughter).

7. Associative (indicating action in association, suffix -akana or
-ankana), e.g. sika (bury) > sikakana (be buried together).

8. Reversive (indicating reversal of the action, various suffixes
with different meanings), e.g. longa (pack) > longoloka (come
unpacked), longolola (unpack), and longolosya (cause to be in an
unpacked state).

9. Extensive (indicating an action extended in time or space, various
suffixes), e.g. pama (strike) > pamala (beat).

10. Perfective (of action carried to completion or perfection, various
suffixes), e.g. leka (leave) > lekelela (leave quite alone).

11. Stative (state, condition, or posture, in -ama).
12. Contactive (indicating contact, touch, in -ata).

13. Frequentative (by reduplicating the stem), e.g. -ya (go) > -yayaya
(go on and on and on).
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A few other forms occur sporadically:
1. Excessive (in -asika), e.g. pema (breathe) > pemasika (pant).
2. Contrary (in -ngana), e.g. selengana (be in confusion).

3. Reference to displacement, violent movement (-muka and various
other suffixes), e.g. cilimuka (rush off).

4. Reference to extension, spreading out (suffix -alala), e.g. andalala
(spread out at work) (Doke 1948: 290-2).

Lamba is perhaps particularly rich in these verbal derivatives, but similar
formations could be cited for each of the Bantu languages. In the rather
different case of Mongo, for instance, Hulstaert lists eighty different forms
of the verb in his table of verbal ‘conjugation’, each with its characteristic
format and meaning (Hulstaert 1965: table at end of vol., also chs 5-6).
Madan sums up the ‘extraordinary richness’ of the Bantu verb when he
writes:

Any verb stem . . . can as a rule be made the base of some twenty or thirty
others, all reflecting the root idea in various lights, sometimes curiously
limited by usage to a particular aspect and limited significance, mostly quite
free and unrestrained in growth, and each again bearing the whole luxuriant
super-growth of voices, moods, tenses, and person-forms, to the utmost
limits of its powers of logical extension. (Madan 1911: 53)

In this way, then, a constant and fertile resource was at hand on which
composers could draw according to their wishes and skill.

A second subtle linguistic instrument is provided by the system of
nouns and noun-formation. The basic structure is built up on a kind of
grammatical class-gender, with concordial agreement. In Bantu languages,
that is, there are a number of different classes, varying from twelve or
thirteen to as many as twenty-two (in Luganda), into one or other of which
all nouns fall. Each class has a typical prefix which, in one or another form,
is repeated throughout the sentence in which the noun occurs (concordial
agreement). A simple example will make this clear. The Zulu term for
horses, amahhashi, is characterized by the prefix ama- which must reappear
in various fixed forms (a-, ama-) in the relevant phrase. Thus ‘his big
horses ran away’ must be expressed as ‘horses they-his they-big they-ran-
away’ (amahhashi akhe amakhulu abalekile (Doke 1948: 289). The precision of
reference achieved through this grammatical form dispels the vagueness

and ambiguity sometimes inherent in equivalent English forms, and at the
same time provides possibilities —which are exploited —for alliteration and
balance in literary formulations.
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Each of these noun classes tends to cover one main type of referent,
though there are variations between different languages. In general terms
we can say that names of people tend to predominate in classes 1 and 2,
names of trees in classes 3 and 4, names of animals in classes 9 and 10
abstract terms in class 14, verb infinitives in class 15, and locatives in classes
16,17, and 18 (Doke 1948: 289) There are effective ways of using this system.
Sometimes by changing the prefix (and thus class) of a particular word it is
possible to put it into a new class and so change its meaning or connotation.
In Tswana, for instance, mo/nna, man (class 1) takes on new meaning when
transferred to other classes, as se/nna, manliness, bojnna, manhood; while
in Venda we have tshi/thu, thing, ku/thu, tiny thing, and di/thu, huge thing
(Doke 1948: 288) Besides such straightforward and accepted instances,
the transference of noun class is sometimes exploited in a vivid and less
predictable way in the actual delivery of an oral piece. We can cite the
instance of a Nilyamba story about the hare’s wicked exploits which ends
up with the narrator vividly and economically drawing his conclusion by
putting the hare no longer in his own noun class but, by a mere change of
prefix, into that normally used for monsters! (Johnson 1931: 330)

Besides the basic noun class system, there is the further possibility of
building up a whole series of different noun formations to express exact
shades of meaning—humour, appraisement, relationships, and so on. This
system is far too complex to be treated briefly, but a few instances may
serve to show the kind of rich flexibility available to the speaker.

There are special forms which by the use of suffixes or prefixes transform
the root noun into a diminutive, into a masculine or feminine form, or into a
term meaning the in-law, the father, the mother, the daughter, and so on of
the referent. Personification is particularly popular. It can be economically
effected by transferring an ordinary noun from its usual class to that of
persons. Thus in Zulu, for instance, we have the personified form uNtaba
(Mountain) from the common noun for mountain, infaba;, and uSikhotha,
from the ordinary isikhotha, long grass (Doke 1948: 295). This is a type of
personification sometimes found in stories where the name of an animal is
transferred to the personal class and thus, as it were, invested with human
character. A further way of achieving personification is by a series of special
formations based, among other things, on special prefixes, derivations from
verbs or ideophones, reduplication, or the rich resources of compounding.

Several of these bases are also used to form special impersonal nouns.
Such nouns built up on verbal roots include instances like, say, a verb stem
modified by a class 4 prefix to indicate “method of action’ (e.g. the Kikuyu
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muthiire, manner of walking, from thii, walk), or by a class 7 prefix suggesting
an action done carelessly or badly (e.g. Lamba icendeende, aimless walking
about, from enda, walk; or Lulua tshiakulakula, gibberish, from akula, talk),
and many others (Doke 1948: 296). Reduplication is also often used in noun
formation. In Zulu we have the ordinary form izinhlobo, kinds, becoming
izinhlobonhlobo, variety of species, and imimoya, winds, reduplicated to give
imimoyamoya with the meaning of ‘constantly changing winds’.

Compound nouns above all exhibit the great variety of expression
open to the speaker of a Bantu language. These are usually built up on
various combinations of verbs (compounded with e.g. subject, object, or
descriptive) or nouns (compounded with other nouns, with a qualitative,
or with an ideophone). Thus we get the Lamba umwenda-nandu, a deep ford
(lit. ‘where the crocodile travels’), icikoka-mabwe, the klipspringer antelope
(lit. ‘rock-blunter’); the Xhosa indlulamthi, giraffe (lit. ‘surpasser of trees’),
or amabona-ndenzile, attempts (lit. ‘see what I have done’); or, finally, the Ila
name for the Deity, Ipaokubozha, with the literal meaning ‘He that gives and
rots’ (Doke 1948: 297-8). To these must be added the special ‘praise names’
described later which add yet a further figurative aspect to those already
mentioned.

In these various formations and derivatives of noun and verb, Bantu
languages thus have a subtle and variable means of expression on which
the eloquent speaker and composer can draw at will. In addition there is
the different question of style and syntax as well as the actual collocation
of the vocabulary used, all of which vary with the particular literary genre
chosen by the speaker. In general, apart from the rhetorical praise poems
of the southern areas, Bantu syntax gives the impression of being relatively
simple and direct. This impression can however be a little misleading: the
syntactical relationships of sentences are more complex than they appear at
first sight. What seems like co-ordination of simple sentences in narrative
in fact often conceals subtle forms of subordination through the use of
subjunctive, sequences of historic tenses, or conditionals. In this way the
fluent speaker can avoid the monotony of a lengthy series of parallel and
conjunctive sentences—though this is the form in which such passages tend
to appear in English translations. Furthermore, Bantu expression generally
is not limited, as is English, by a more or less rigid word-order: because of
its structure there are many possible ways in which, by changes in word-
order or terminology, delicate shades of meaning can be precisely expressed
which in English would have to depend on the sometimes ambiguous form
of emphatic stress. All in all, Doke concludes, ‘Bantu languages are capable
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of remarkable fluency . . . They provide a vehicle for wonderful handling
by the expert speaker or writer’ (Doke 1948: 285)

Besides the basic structure of Bantu languages in vocabulary and
morphology, there are some further linguistic features which add to its
resources as a literary instrument. Perhaps most important among these is
the form usually called the ideophone (sometimes also called “mimic noun’,
‘intensive noun’, ‘descriptive’, ‘indeclinable verbal particle’, etc.). This is
a special word which conveys a kind of idea-in-sound and is commonly
used in Bantu languages to add emotion or vividness to a description or
recitation. Ideophones are sometimes onomatopoeic, but the acoustic
impression often conveys aspects which, in English culture at least, are
not normally associated with sound at all—such as manner, colour, taste,
smell, silence, action, condition, texture, gait, posture, or intensity. To some
extent they resemble adverbs in function, but in actual use and grammatical
form they seem more like interjections. They are specifically introduced
to heighten the narrative or add an element of drama. They also come in
continually where there is a need for a particularly lively style or vivid
description and are used with considerable rhetorical effect to express
emotion or excitement. An account, say, of a rescue from a crocodile or a
burning house, of the complicated and excited interaction at a communal
hunt or a football match—these are the kinds of contexts made vivid,
almost brought directly before the listener’s eyes, by the plentiful use of
ideophones:

They are used by accomplished speakers with an artistic sense for the right
word for the complete situation, or its important aspects, at the right pitch
of vividness. To be used skilfully, I have been told, they must correspond
to one’s inner feeling. Their use indicates a high degree of sensitive
impressionability (Fortune 1962: 6, on Shona ideophones)

The graphic effect of these ideophones is not easy to describe in writing, but
it is worth illustrating some of the kinds of terms involved. The Rhodesian
Shona have a wide range of ideophones whose use and syntax have been
systematically-analysed by Fortune (1962). Among them are such terms as

k’we—sound of striking a match.

gwengwendere—sound of dropping enamel plates.

nyiri nyiri nyiri nyiri—flickering of light on a cinema screen.
dhdbhu dhdbhu dhdbhu—of an eagle flying slowly.
tsvukururu—of finger millet turning quite red.
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g0, g0, g0, ngondo ngondo ngondo, pxaka pxaka pxaka pxaka pxaka— the chopping
down of a tree, its fall, and the splintering of the branches.

Again we could cite the following Zulu instances:

khwi—turning around suddenly.

dwi—dawning, coming consciousness, returning sobriety, easing of pain,
relief.

ntrr—birds flying high with upward sweep; aeroplane or missile flying.
bekebe—flickering faintly and disappearing. khwibishi—sudden recoil,
forceful springing back.

fafalazi—doing a thing, carelessly or superficially.

ya— perfection, completion (Fivaz 1963)

Ideophones often appear in reduplicated form. This is common with many
of its uses in Thonga to give a vivid impression of gait and manner of
movement:

A tortoise is moving laboriously —khwanya-khwanya-khwanya!

A butterfly in the air—pha-pha-pha-pha.

A frog jumps into a pond, after three little jumps on the
ground —noni-noni-noni-djamaaa.

A man runs very slowly —wahle-wahle-wahle.

A man runs with little hurried steps —nyakwi-nyakwi-nyakwi.

A man runs at full speed —nyu-nyu-nyu-nyu-nyuuu.

He walks like a drunkard — tlikwi-tlikwi.

A tired dog—fambifa-fambifa-fambifa.

A lady with high-heeled shoes —peswa-peswa (Junod 1938: 31-3)

Using this form, a Thonga writer can describe vividly and economically
how a man was seized, thrown on the thatched roof of a hut, came down
violently and fell on the ground:

Vo nwi! tshuku-tshuku! 0 tlhela a ku: shulululuuu! a wa hi matimba a ku: pyakavakaa
(Junod 1938: 31)

In Thonga as in other Bantu languages ideophones are constantly being
invented anew, demonstrating the richness and elasticity of the language.
For the Thonga, this form

expresses in a little word, a movement, a sound, an impression of fear, joy
or amazement. Sensation is immediate and is immediately translated into a
word or a sound, a sound which is so appropriate, so fitting, that one sees
the animal moving, hears the sound produced, or feels oneself the very
sensation expressed (Junod 1938: 30-1)
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In the ideophone, therefore, speakers of Bantu languages have a rhetorical
and emotive tool whose effectiveness cannot be overemphasized. In vivid
and dramatic passages ‘to use it is to be graphic; to omit it is to be prosaic’
(Doke 1948: 301), and, as Burbridge wrote of it earlier:

In descriptive narration in which emotions are highly wrought upon . . . the
vivid descriptive power of kuti [ideophone] is seen, and the-human appeal is
made, and the depths of pathos are stirred by this medium of expression
of intensely-wrought emotion without parallel in any other language. The
ideophone is the key to Native descriptive oratory. I can’t imagine a Native
speaking in public with intense feeling without using it (Burbridge: 343,
quoted Doke 1948: 287. For some other discussions of ideophones in Bantu
languages see Jaques 1941; Kunene 1965; Hulstaert 1962; on ideophones in
non-Bantu languages see below).

Also very striking are the praise names of Bantu languages. These are terms
which pick out some striking quality of an object and are used for inanimate
objects, birds, animals, and finally, in their fullest form, as names for people.
We meet compound names that could be translated as, for instance, ‘Forest-
treader’, ‘Little animal of the veld’, ‘Crumple-up-a-person-with-a-hardwood-
stick’, or ‘Father of the people’. Other examples are the Ankole ‘He Who Is Not
Startled’, ‘I Who Do Not Tremble’, ‘He Who Is Of Iron’, ‘He Who Compels
The Foe To Surrender’, or ‘He Who Is Not Delirious In The Fingers’ (i.e. who
grasps his weapons firmly) (Morris 1964: 19ff), and the Zulu ‘He who hunted
the forests until they murmured’, “With his shields on his knees’ (i.e. always
ready for a fight), or “Even on branches he can hold tight’ (i.e. able to master
any situation) (Cope 1968: 72). Sometimes the reference is to more recent
conditions and formulations, a type which occurs in Kamba praise names
for girls in popular songs. These include Mbitili (from English ‘battery’): car-
batteries are said to provide heat just as the girl’s attractiveness heats up her
admirers; Singano (needle), praising the sharpness of the girl’s breasts; and
Mbyuki (from English ‘Buick’): as Buicks are famous for their high-gloss black
finish, this is effective praise of the beauty of the girl’s skin (Whiteley 1963:
165) Praise names, it is clear, provide a figurative element in the literature in
which they appear and, like the Homeric epithet in Greek epic, add colour
and solemnity. In panegyric poetry the use of praise names is one of the
primary characteristics (see Ch. 5), but in all contexts the use of praise names
can add an extra dimension to speech or literature and continue to flourish
amidst new conditions (further comments on praise names in Ch. 16).

A few additional features should be mentioned briefly. One is the sound
system. There is the ‘dominantly vocalic quality of the Bantu sound-system,
the absence of neutral and indeterminate vowels, and the general avoidance
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of consonant-combinations” (Lestrade 1937: 302) Bantu languages differ in
the use they make of this system. Shona, for instance, is definitely staccato,
Swahili to some extent so, and the tonal systems also vary. Some use a
regular long syllable, as in the Nguni languages of the south (including
Zulu and Xhosa):

Strongly-marked dynamic stresses, occurring in more or less regular positions
in all words of the same language, and the fairly regular incidence of long
syllables also usually in the same positions, give to Bantu utterance a rhythmic
quality and a measured and balanced flow not met with in languages with
irregular stresses and more staccato delivery. (Lestrade 1937: 303)

The particular genius of each language gives rise to various possibilities
in the structure of verse. The type of ‘prosody’ often used exploits the
grammatical and syntactical possibilities of the language, which is not, as
in English, bound by a fixed word order. Alliterative parallelism is easily
achieved. Thus in the Zulu proverb

Kuhlwile / phambili // kusile / emuva
Itis dark /in front // itis light / behind (‘it is easy to be wise after the event’).*
(quoted Lestrade 1937: 307)

there is perfect parallelism, idea contrasting to idea in corresponding
position, identical parts of speech paralleling each other (verb for verb,
and adverb for adverb), and, finally, number of syllables and dynamic
stress exactly matching each other. Similar effects are produced by ‘cross-
parallelism’ (chiasmus) where the correspondence is to be found crosswise
and not directly, and by ‘linking’, the repetition of a prominent word or
phrase in a previous line in the first half of the next one. The kind of balance
may even extend to correspondence in intonation and, though very different
from more familiar ‘metrical’ forms, is felt to provide perfect balance and
rhythm by native speakers of the language (Lestrade 1937: 307-8).

To these linguistic resources on which the Bantu speaker can draw
we must also add the whole literary tradition that lies behind his speech.
There is, for one thing, the interest in oratory and in the potentialities of
the language which is typical of many Bantu peoples. ‘They have the germ
of literary criticism in their very blood’, writes Doke, and discussions
of words and idioms, and plays on tone, word, and syllable length ‘all
provide hours of entertainment around the hearth or camp fire in Central
Africa’ (Doke 1948: 284). There is the rich fund of proverbs so often used to

14  Zulu proverbs are frequently exhibit in metrical form.
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ornament both everyday and literary expression with their figurative and
elliptical forms. There are the “praise names’ that occur so commonly in
Bantu languages, forming on the one hand part of the figurative resources
of Bantu vocabulary and word-building, and on the other a form of literary
expression in its own right, often elaborated in the south into full praise
verses of complex praise poetry (see Ch. 5). To all these literary resources we
must, finally, add the formal genres of Bantu literature—prose narration,
proverb, riddle, song, praise poetry. In each of these the artist can choose to
express himself, drawing both on the resources of the language and on the
set forms and styles placed at his disposal

From the artless discursiveness and unaffected imagery of the folktales to
the stark economy of phrasing and the elaborate figures of speech in the
ritual chants, from the transparent simplicity and highly-charged emotion of
the dramatic songs to the crabbed allusiveness and sophisticated calm of the
proverb, and from the quiet humour and modest didacticism of the riddle
to the high seriousness and ambitious rhetorical flight of the praise-poem.

(Lestrade 1937: 305)

I have written at some length about the basis for oral literature in the single
Bantu group in order to illustrate from one well-documented example the
kind of resources which may be available in an African language. Other
languages and language groups in Africa have other potentialities —some
in common with Bantu, some very different—but a similar kind of analysis
could no doubt be made in each case. There is no reason, in short, to accept
the once common supposition that African languages, unlike those of
Europe, could provide only an inadequate vehicle for the development of
literature. This point is made here in general terms and will not be repeated
constantly later, but it is necessary, in the case of each analysis of a single
literary form, to remember the kind of literary and linguistic resources that,
though unmentioned, are likely to lie behind it."

III

It is necessary to examine briefly the general relevance of certain other

elements, particularly tone, metre and other prosodic forms, and music.
The significance of tone in literary forms has been most fully explored in

West African languages, though itis not confined to them. In these languages

15 Itis worth bearing this in mind since in most cases it has only been possible to include
translations of the literary examples quoted.
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tone is significant for grammatical form and for lexical meaning. In, for
instance, Yoruba, Ibo, or Ewe, the meaning of words with exactly the same
phonetic form in other respects may be completely different according to
the tone used —it becomes a different word in fact. The tense of a verb, case
of a noun, even the difference between affirmative and negative can also
sometimes depend on tonal differentiation. Altogether, tone is something
of which speakers of such languages are very aware, and it has even been
said of Yoruba that a native speaker finds it easier to understand someone
who gets the sounds wrong than someone speaking with incorrect tones.

This awareness of tone can be exploited to aesthetic effect. Not only is
there the potential appreciation of unformalized tonal patterns and the
interplay of the tones of speech and of music in sung verse (see Ch. 9), but
tones also form the foundation of the special literary form in which words
are transmitted through drums (Ch. 17). In addition tone is apparently
sometimes used as a formal element in the structure of certain types of
orally delivered art. In Yoruba not only do tonal associations play a part in
conveying overtones and adding to the effectiveness of literary expression,
but the tonal patterning is also part of the formal structure of a poem. One
light poem, for instance, is based on the tonal pattern of high, mid, low,
mid, with its reduplicate of low, low, mid, low:

Jo bata—bata o gb’ona abata (2)

Ojo bata—bata (2)
Opa b’o ti mo jo lailai.

Dancing with irregular steps you are heading for the marsh (2),
If you will always dance with those irregular steps,
you [? will] never be a good dancer. (Lasebikan 1956: 48)

Another, in more serious vein, gives a vivid description of a great battle,
adding a note of authenticity with the author’s claim to have been an
eye-witness:

Ija kan, ija kan ti nwon ja I’Ofa nko—

Oju tal’o to die mbe?

Gbogbo igi t'o s’oju e I'o wo we,

Gbogbo ikan t'6 s’oju e I'o w'ewu gje

Ogoro agbonrin t'0 s’oju e I’0 hu"wo I'oju ode;

Sugbon o s’oju mi pa kete n’ile we nibi nwon bi mi I’'omo;
Agba ni ng o ti da, mo kuro 'omode agbekorun r’oko.
What about a great fight that was fought at Ofa—

Is there anyone here who witnessed a bit of it?
Although the trees that saw it here all shed their leaves,
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And the shrubs that saw it were all steeped with blood, And the very stags
that saw it grew fresh horns while the hunters looked on,

Yet I saw every bit of it, for it was fought where I was born.

I do not claim to be old, but I'm no more a child that must be carried to the
farm (Lasebikan 1955: 35-6)

Lasebikan comments on the tonal structure of this poem. It falls into four
distinct divisions:

How are these divisions marked out? Not by means of rhymes as in English
poems, but by the tone of the last syllable of the division’. He shows how
the actual words used are carefully chosen to fit this tonal structure, for
possible alternatives with the same meaning and syllable number have tonal
compositions that “‘would spoil the cadence of the poem’.(Lasebikan 1955: 36)

A similar but more detailed analysis has been made by Babalola of the
way tonal patterning is a characteristic feature of the structure of Yoruba
hunting poetry (ijala). The musical and rhythmic effect of this poetry arises
partly from tonal assonance—specific short patterns of syllabic tones
repeated at irregular intervals—or, alternatively, from tonal contrast which
‘seems to . . . increase the richness of the music of the jjala lines by adding to
the element of variety in successive rhythm-segments’ (Babalola 1965: 64-5,
1966 (Appendix A passim)).

In other forms and areas too we sometimes see tonal correspondence.
There is sometimes tonal parallelism between question and answer in ‘tone
riddles” or within the balanced phrases of some proverbs (see e.g. Simmons
1958 (Efik); Van Avermaet 1955 (Luba)). The use of tone correspondence
in some poetry is so striking as to have been called a species of ‘rhyme’
(e.g. the “tonal rhyme’ of Efik, Ganda, and possibly Luba poetry (Simmons
1960a; Morris: 1964: 39; Van Avermaet 1955: 5; Stappers 1952a).

Some of the detailed analyses of the significance of tone in literature are
controversial, and little enough work has as yet been done on this formal
aspect. But as linguists increasingly stress the general importance of tone in
African languages throughout the continent, so we can expect many more
studies of this aspect of literature.

Ideophones and other forms of sound association are so important in non-
Bantu as well as Bantu languages that they are worth mentioning again at
this point. Thus there are the important sound associations in Yoruba which
connect, for instance, a high toned nasal vowel with smallness, or low toned
plosives with huge size, unwieldiness, or slow movement, often intensified
by reduplication (Lasebikan 1956: 44) the connection in Ewe and Gbeya with
the vowel /i/ and a lateral resonant consonant in ideophones for ‘sweet’, or
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the common use of back rounded vowels for ideophones indicating ‘dark,
dim, obscure, foggy’, etc (Samarin 1965a: 120). In many cases ideophones
constitute a high proportion of the lexical resources of the language. In Gbeya,
in the Central African Republic, about 1,500 ideophones have been recorded.
A number of African languages are said to have twenty, thirty, or even forty
ideophones just to describe different kinds of “walking’ (Samarin 1965: 117,
118). Indeed it has been suggested by one authority that “ideophones by
count constitute, next to nouns and verbs, a major part of the total lexicon of
African languages’ (Samarin 1965: 121).

Many different instances of these graphic ideophones could be added
to the earlier (Bantu) examples we have cited. We have, for instance,
the Yoruba representation of water draining out drop by drop (to to to),
a lady in high heels (ko ko ko ko, ko), or a stalwart in heavy boots (ko ko
ko) (Lasebikan 1956: 44). The Zande ideophones digbidighi (boggy, oozy,
slushy), guzuguzu (fragrantly, sweet smelling), gangbugangbu (listlessly),
degeredegere (swaggeringly), and gbaraga-gbaraga (quarrelsome-ly).’* The
effectiveness of such forms for descriptive and dramatic formulations
and the poetic quality they can add to ordinary language need not be
re-emphasized except to say that this point constantly reappears in detailed
analyses of African oral art.

Then there is the topic of prosodic systems in African verse. This is
a difficult question which, apart from one classic article by Greenberg
(largely devoted to Arabic influence) (Greenberg 1960; also 1947; 1949), has
received relatively little attention. It is clear that many different forms are
possible which can only be followed up in detailed accounts of particular
literary genres. Broadly, however, one can say that six main factors can be
involved: rhyme, alliteration, syllable count, quantity, stress, and tone (here
and throughout this section I draw mainly on Greenberg 1960). Of these, the
last three can only be used when there is a suitable linguistic basis. Tone,
for instance, can only perform a prosodic function in tonal languages; and
this influence of language on form can be seen in the way Hausa has been
able to keep to the quantitative form of its Arabic verse models, whereas in
Swahili, equally or more dominated by the Arabic tradition, the nature of the
language has precluded the use of quantitative metres and instead turned
interest to thyme and syllable count (Greenberg 1947; 1949; 1960: 927, 935).

16 Evans-Pritchard 1962: 143; cf, also E. E. Evans-Pritchard 1961; for other discussions
of ideophones in non-Bantu languages see e.g. Equilbecq i, 1913: 100-2 (West Africa);
Finnegan 1967: 80-1 (Limba); Galaal and Andrzejewski 1956: 94 (‘imitative words’ in
Somali), as well as many passing references in collections of stories, etc..
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The Arabic influences on African prosody have been summarized by
Greenberg and need not be repeated in detail here. In spite of various
difficulties and uncertainties the Arabic-based styles are somewhat easier
to analyse than some-other forms of African poetry, partly because, for
one familiar with the Arabic forms, the parallel African ones are ultimately
recognizable partly because they appear in local written forms in which
the evidence tends to be somewhat more plentiful and accurate than for
oral African poetry. Classical Arabic prosody is a source of verse forms in
several African languages, particularly the gasidah (ode) based on quantity
and rhyme. This occurs, for example, in learned Fulani poetry, and in
learned (and sometimes in popular and oral) Hausa poetry; in both cases
there is the retention of quantitative features made feasible by the forms of
these two languages. The post-classical tasmit has also influenced African
forms. Again it uses quantity and rhyme, but with more stress on rhyme. It
occurs in several West African languages (Hausa, Kanuri), but has reached
its highest development in Swahili where ‘it is by far the most common form
in both learned and popular poetry, whether sung or recited” (Greenberg
1960: 935). Since Swabhili does not possess vowel quantitative distinctions,
this principle has been replaced by that of syllable count accompanied by
rhyme. Its most popular form is the four-line stanza (each line containing
eight syllables), with the basic rhyme scheme aaab/cccb/dddby. . ., but five-
line stanzas (takhmis) also sometimes occur (Greenberg 1960: 934-6, 1947;
also Harries 1962: 9 ff., Hichens 1962-3).

The instances so far are unmistakable cases of direct Arabic influences.
Certain other examples are not so clear, though Arabic influence seems
likely. In the Horn of Africa (Ethiopia and Somali, etc.) rhyme is a frequent
prosodic principle (sometimes in combination with other features), to such
an extent that Greenberg speaks of this region as the ‘East African rhyming
area’ (Greenberg 1960: 9371f.). In various ways, this use of rhyme is exploited
in—to give just a few instances—early Ge’ez verse (classical Ethiopic), the
Ambharicroyal songs, Galla strophic poetry, and Tigre verse. A few indications
of possible Arabic influence can also be detected among the Muslim Nubians
of the Nile Valley and the Berbers (particularly the Tuareg) where, again,
rhyme is used (De Foucauld i, 1925: xiii). As Greenberg sums it up:

The outstanding impression in the historic dimensions is the vast reach of
certain, and in many cases highly probable, Arabic influence in the northern
part of Africa—an influence well documented for many other aspects of the
culture of the area. (Greenberg 1960: 947)"

17 On Arabic influences see also Sow 1965, and the interesting analysis of a Fulani poem
by Seydou 1966.
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For the forms of African prosody which cannot be thus traced to ultimate
Arabic influence, the picture is much less clear —indeed little work has been
done on this. It seems that rhyme and regular metre are uncommon or non-
existent. Sometimes alliteration seems to be a marked feature. There are,
for example, the very rigid rules of alliteration in Somali poetry in which
each line in the whole poem must contain a word beginning with the same
sound (Greenberg 1960: 928-9; Andrzejewski and Lewis 1964: 42-3). There
is also the much less formalized alliteration arising from parallelism in
Southern Bantu praise poetry (see above, also Ch. 5). As mentioned earlier,
tone is also sometimes a formal characteristic of some African poetry,
though its analysis has not as yet proceeded very far. In Nkundo poetry, on
the other hand, tone seems to be of less significance, if we accept Boelaert’s
contention that stress (accent dynamique) is the basic characteristic of the
prosodic system (Boelaert, 1952). The same point might be made about
the dynamic stress in Southern Bantu praise poems (Ch. 5) and in Ankole
recitations (Morris 1964: 32ff.). In other cases again, it seems that either
the musical setting or such features as repetition, linking, or parallelism
perform certain of the functions we normally associate with metre or
rhyme. But the whole question is a difficult one, and there seem to be many
cases when, either out of ignorance or from the nature of the material, the
observer finds it difficult to isolate any clear prosodic system in what he
calls “poetry’. Thus in Southern Bantu literature, to quote Lestrade again:

The distinction between prose and verse is a small one . . . the border-line
between them is extremely difficult to ascertain and define, while the verse-
technique, in so far as verse can be separated from prose, is extremely free and
unmechanical. Broadly speaking, it may be said that the difference between
prose and verse in Bantu literature is one of spirit rather than of form, and
that such formal distinction as there is one of degree of use rather than of
quality of formal elements. Prose tends to be less emotionally charged, less
moving in content and full-throated in expression than verse; and also—
but only in the second place—less formal in structure, less rhythmical in
movement, less metrically balanced. (Lestrade 1937: 306)

The analysis of indigenous African prosody is thus clearly by no means a
simple matter, and apart from the work of musicologists on the rhythm of
fully musical forms (on which see Ch. 9 below), relatively little study has
apparently yet been made of this aspect of African literature.'®

18 For some further references to questions of prosody see Coupez and Kamanzi 1957,
and 1962: 8-9; Coupez 1958, 1959 (on the quantitative element in Rundi and Ruanda
verse); Klingenheben 1959 (argues from Amharic popular songs that metre is based on
accent rather than, according to the usual view, on syllabic numbering).
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This brings us to the final point—the significance of music. Clearly this
is not a feature of all African literary forms. It occurs seldom in what is
normally classified as ‘prose’—stories, narrations, riddles, proverbs, or
oratory (except for songs within stories, see Chs. 9 and 13).. In “poetry’
it is more common. In fact the occurrence of music or of a sung mode of
expression has sometimes been taken as one of the main differentiating
marks between prose and verse. Even here, however, there is a wide range
of possibilities. On the one hand, in much panegyric and some religious
verse the verbal element is markedly predominant over the musical,
and such forms are, at most, delivered in a kind of recitative or intoned
form. Then there are other types in which the music is progressively more
important, until we reach the extreme choric form (often with leader and
chorus) instrumental accompaniment and even dance, like the ‘symphonic
poems’ of the Chopi (Tracey 1948a). In such cases the music, however
closely intertwined with the words, may come to dominate them and we
can no longer assume that, as seems so often to be taken for granted in
Western culture, verbally expressed literature can be taken as self-evidently
the ‘top art’. In some cases, indeed, it is clear that musical expression (or
even sometimes the dance) may be the object of greater interest, critical
appreciation, and specialized performance. This is a central question in
any assessment of the position of oral literature within a particular cultural
tradition, for even in less extreme cases the musical aspect may still be
a very important one. Though it may appear secondary to one basically
interested in literature, it is clearly something which cannot be ignored,
above all in lyric forms.

As in the case of the more purely linguistic basis, I will not keep drawing
attention to the significance of music for every single relevant form (some
further points are made on this subject in Ch. 9. But to allow ourselves to
forget the importance music may assume in certain cases of African poetry
is to minimize the intricacy and full aesthetic appeal of these instances of
oral literature.

IV

Before proceeding to the main part of the book, there are a few general
points to make about presentation and the nature of the literature involved.

First, there is the question of the categories I have used to present the
material. An immediate problem is how to differentiate between ‘prose’
and “poetry’. Though some cases seem to fall clearly under one or the other
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heading, the distinction between the two is not always self-evident. I have
in fact begged the question by making a firm division between the parts
devoted to ‘prose’ and to ‘poetry’ respectively. This however has been done
more for convenience than in an attempt to make a definite typology. The
kinds of factors which it has seemed helpful to consider include: musical
setting (most sung forms can reasonably be regarded as poetry); the intensity
and emotion of expression; sometimes (but not always) rhythm, and tonal
or syllabic rhyme (the latter infrequent except under Arabic influence);
special vocabulary, style, or syntactical forms; local evaluation and degree
of specialism (more marked with poetry than with prose); and, finally, the
native classifications themselves. Such factors give some kind of indication
of the form involved, though none is either necessary or sufficient. At best
they are only a matter of degree and in many cases can provide no rigid
distinctions (e.g. from Portuguese Africa, South West Africa, or the Central
African republics). There is clearly a large amount of overlap, like the
introduction of songs into stories (in some cases so marked that the “story’
becomes swamped in the singing) or the ‘poetic’ form of proverbs which
are nevertheless usually classified as prose. But this kind of overlap and
lack of clear differentiation need not worry us too much (unless, that is, our
main preoccupation is the building of typologies), particularly when we
recall the recent blurring of the traditional prose/verse distinctions in more
familiar literatures.

One obvious way to present the evidence might have seemed to be
by geographical area, describing the different oral forms characteristic of
different regions or peoples. But there are serious difficulties about such
an approach. One is its tendency to become a mere catalogue—and a
repetitive one at that, since such forms as stories, proverbs or work songs
are very wide-spread, and perhaps universal. A more serious obstacle is
the fact that so far there has only been the most haphazard sampling of the
apparently huge oral literary resources of the continent. The selection has
all too often depended not only on geographical accessibility and historical
accident, but also on the preconceptions of the observer or the ease of
recording, rather than on the evaluation of the people involved. Hence we
have a vast number of proverbs, riddles, and stories but relative neglect of
poetry or oratory. Only the literature of very few peoples has ever been at
all adequately covered, (among them perhaps some of the southern Bantu
languages Swahili, Fulani, Hausa, Dogon and some of the Kwa groups of
the west African coast; but even in these cases there has not been systematic
or rigorous covering) and for some whole areas little serious work appears
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to be available (e.g. from Portuguese Africa, South West Africa, or the
Central African republics). It is thus extremely difficult to draw any well-
founded conclusion about the different forms recognized by a people at
a given time. Since a clear distinction between prose and poetry seems to
be associated with writing (and more particularly with printing), it is not
surprising that the difference is somewhat blurred in non-literate cultures."
One can make a few broad generalizations: the significance of Arab-
influenced forms in the north and east in such languages as Fulani, Hausa,
or Swahili; the importance of elaborate panegyric among the Southern in
contrast to some of the Central Bantu; the spread of drum literature over
the tropical forest areas of West and West Central Africa (including the
Congo); and the probability (yet to be fully explored) that some languages
and cultures are more interested in certain forms of artistic expression than
are others (e.g it has been observed (Horton, personal communication) that
Yoruba seems to be an intensely ‘verbal” culture with particular emphasis
on poetry as against, say, Ibo or Kalahari where the main stress is rather on
drama (including drumming and dancing) and perhaps oratory (see also
Babalola’s comment on (1966: v) on the Yoruba ‘tonal, metaphor-saturated
language which in its ordinary prose form is never far from music in the
aural impression it gives and which has produced an extensive variety of
spoken art’). But beyond this one can give little of an over-all picture. In this
unsystematically covered field the argumentum ex silentio is not a good one
and at present there is not enough evidence for a geographical approach.

There are also drawbacks to the type of presentation I have adopted, i.e.
grouping the material according to broad literary genres. A ‘religious song/,
for instance, or a “praise poem’ may be very different in form, in relationship
to other genres, or even in function in different areas, and an over-rigid
insistence on the categories I am using could be misleading. Suffice it to say
that the chapter headings I use here seem satisfactory enough for a brief
introductory survey and have arisen fairly naturally from the material at
present available; but that they are likely to prove inadequate for future
detailed research. In fact local classifications of poetry in particular would
seem normally to be far more complex than the handful of categories 1
employ.

This leads on to a further point. To read about, say, the hunting songs of
the Ambo, Christian lyrics of the Fante, proverbs of the Jabo, or stories of the

19 Among them perhaps some of the Southern Bantu languages, Swahili, Fulani, Hausa,
Dogon, and some Kwa groups on the West African coast; but even in these cases there
has not been systematic or rigorous coverage.
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Limba may give the impression that each of these are the most valued or even
the only forms of oral art in the society concerned. In fact all the available
evidence suggests that this would be misleading. In general terms, poetry
seems to be more highly valued and specialized than prose—the opposite of
the impression given in many of the numerous collections of African stories.
It is also common for many different literary genres to be recognized in any
one society. Among Akan-speaking peoples of Ghana, for instance, a large
number of different poetic forms have been distinguished by Nketia (in his
classic article in Black Orpheus 3, 1958 (Nketia 1958D)). In terms of the mode
of delivery, there are four broad classes of Akan poetry, each including
many different types in detail: (1) spoken poetry, which covers many of the
poems to do with chiefship, like the praises delivered at state functions; (2)
recitative poetry half spoken, half sung, like funeral dirges, elegies by court
musicians, and hunters’ poetry; (3) lyric (i.e. sung) poetry, a large category
comprising many different types of song each with its own conventions—
among them songs of insult, heroic songs, sung interludes in stories, maiden
songs, love songs, songs of prayer, exhilaration and incitement, cradle songs,
and warrior songs; and finally (4) poetry expressed through the medium
of horns or drums, in lyric, eulogistic, or proverbial vein. These instances,
furthermore, are only selective (and cover only poetry, not prose), and many
others could have been added in a more comprehensive catalogue (see for
instance the sung forms mentioned in Nketia 1962: Chs. 2, 3, 19634). A similar
account could be given of Yoruba literature from Western Nigeria. In prose
there are stories of various kinds, riddles, proverbs, and praise appellations.
In poetry, the variety can be sufficiently illustrated by merely listing some of
the vernacular terms that describe different verse forms; esa, ewi, ijala, rara,
ofo, ogede, oriki, ogbere, ege, arofo, odu ifa (see Babalola 1966: vi; Lasebikan 1956:
46, 48; Gbadamosi and Beier 1959)). Poetic forms have probably been studied
in more detail in West African languages than elsewhere, and it is possible
that some of these languages may be particularly rich in poetic forms. There
is no reason, however, to suppose that this kind of poetic diversity is without
parallels in other parts of the continent. We hear, for instance, of many
different forms among the Ngoni of Malawi, Ila and Tonga of Zambia, Luba
of the Congo, Rwanda of Ruanda, Somali of North-East Africa, and many
others. And further research will without doubt reveal similar instances
throughout the continent.

This kind of literary complexity can be assumed to lie behind many
of the actual examples which are mentioned in this volume (Read 1937;
Jones 1943; Kalanda 1959: 77-9; Burton 1943; Kagame 1947, 19510, etc,;
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Andrzejewski and Lewis 1964) practically all accounts to date give only
a tiny selection from the manifold literary genres of any one society.
The present exceedingly simple impression of African literature can be
seen to rest more on lack of research than on lack of actual material. A
real understanding of the oral literature of any single African people
will only be possible with further detailed research and collection. More
information is required not only of actual texts but also of the nature and
interrelationships of all their literary genres: their conventional forms,
content, occasions, exponents, and expected audience.



II. POETRY






4. Poetry and Patronage

Variations in the poet’s position. Court poets. Freelance and wandering
poets. Part-time poets.

This chapter is intended to give some account of the conditions in which
African oral poets produce their works, and the audiences to which they
address themselves. However, even the most summary account of this
topic is a matter of great difficulty. This is partly because of sheer lack of
data. Even those who have spent time and care recording African texts
have frequently taken next to no interest in the position of the authors or
reciters. A related but more profound cause of confusion lies in the popular
images which underlie the work of many commentators on African oral
literature, images which suggest some general and simple pattern to which
these poets are expected to conform.

One commonly held view of the position of the poet among unlettered
peoples seems ultimately to derive from the picture of the rhapsodist of the
Homeric age. The bard is depicted as standing before the gathered lords
to chant the heroic lays handed down through the generations, rewarded
with honour and rich gifts. It seemed to some earlier writers natural to
assume that African societies were at a certain evolutionary stage, one long
since passed by Indo-European peoples, and that the type of poetry and
of patronage apparently once found in the latter would be discoverable in
the former. This image of the bard delivering his rude but stirring verses to
barbaric audiences has gained a profound hold on the popular imagination
from its vivid representation in literature as well as in scholarly works
inspired by the concept of ‘the heroic age’.

There is another common image which presents an opposite picture.
In this the poetry of non-literate peoples is seen as in some way arising
directly and communally from the undifferentiated folk. In this case song
is its own reward and the specialized role of the poet has not yet made its
appearance.



84 Oral Literature in Africa

In fact neither picture fits the varied nature of poetry in Africa: This will
be immediately obvious: as soon as the question is raised it is self-evident
that any study of the conditions and background of poetry in Africa can no
longer afford to rely on such half-consciously held generalizations but must
proceed to a much more rigorous and detailed investigation of the actual
position of poets in the various societies. Some poets, it is clear already, are
associated with royal courts and receive reward as professionals. Others
depend on private enterprise, perhaps wandering from patron to patron
and living on their wits. Others gain their basic livelihood from farming
or cattle-keeping (or whatever the local basis of subsistence may be), but
are marked out by their expert skill on special occasions. Finally, in some
contexts poets are not set apart from their fellows in terms of training,
reward, or position. Indeed, almost every category of relationship between
poet and audience can be found in Africa in one context or another. These
differences are not confined to different geographical areas but can be
discovered even within a single society. Even in one culture (Hausa or
Fulani, for instance, or, to a lesser extent, Ashanti) one can sometimes see
the coexistence of a learned and a more popular tradition, and it is common
for many different genres of poetry to be recognized simultaneously, each
with its own type of performer, reward, and occasion. No single picture
can cover all these variations and even the most cursory account of poetry
in Africa must begin by insisting on the variety before going on to discuss
certain common patterns.

I

The practice of poetic composition and performance as a specialist art is
not uncommon in Africa. Poetry is, by and large, differentiated from prose
as being marked by greater specialism. The most specialized genres of
poetry occur in association with royal courts. The other familiar form of
patronage—religion—is also relevant, but in an organized form it is less
significant.

In the traditional kingdoms of Africa, with their royal courts and clearly
marked differences in wealth, power, and leisure, court poetry flourished.
Poets were attached to the courts of powerful kings, to the retinues of
nobles or lesser chiefs, and to all those who had pretensions to honour
and thus to poetic celebration in their society. The speciality of these court
poets was, of course, panegyric, a form illustrated in the following chapter.
One can cite the elaborate praise poems of the Zulu or Sotho in southern
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Africa, the poems of the official singers of the ruler of Bornu, the royal
praises of the Hausa emirs, the eulogies addressed to rulers in the various
kingdoms of the Congo, and many others. In all these areas the ruling
monarchs and their ancestors were glorified in poems, and real and ideal
deeds were attributed to them in lofty and effusive language. The court
poets sometimes had other functions too. Preservation of the historical
record and of genealogies, for example, was often a part of their art, and it
is sometimes suggested that this was at times a distinctive activity carried
on in its own right. But in spite of repeated assertions about this,' there are
few details about the actual performance or expression of historical poetry
as distinct from panegyric, and we have to content ourselves with vague
generalizations.? It is clear, at least, that a knowledge of accepted history
in the sense of the glorification of the great deeds of royal ancestors or
present rulers was a necessary part of the cultivation of panegyric poetry,
and that praise poems are a fruitful source of the currently authorized
interpretations of certain historical events and genealogies. What we
always come back to in the productions of these court poets is the adulatory
aspect, giving rise to poetry of profound political significance as a means of
political propaganda, pressure, or communication.

The actual position and duties of these court poets vary in different
areas. In some cases a poet holds a single clearly recognized office among
a ruler’s entourage. This was so with the Zulu and other Bantu kingdoms
of southern Africa where not only the paramount king but also every chief
with any pretensions to political power had, wherever possible, his own
imbongi or praiser. This was an official position at the court, important
enough to the rulers to have survived even the eclipse of much of their
earlier power. The imbongi’s profession was to record the praise names, the
victories, and the glorious qualities of the chief and his ancestors, and to
recite these in lengthy high-sounding verse on occasions which seemed to
call for public adulation of the ruler. The poet had two duties: to remember
and to express the appropriate eulogies. Though these praises tended
to have a set and recognized form (particularly those of dead rulers),
the poet’s task did not consist of mere memorizing. The praises had no
absolute verbal immutability, and emotional and dramatic force in actual

1  For example on the Yoruba (Johnson 1921: 125), Fon (Herskovits 1958: 20-1); and the
general comments in Notes and Queries on Anthropology 1951: 204, and Vansina 1965:
148-9.

2 On the question of ‘epic” and historical poetry generally see the note appended to this
chapter.
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recitation was expected of a successful imbongi. The lofty strain of these
Zulu eulogies and the impressiveness of their delivery can be pictured
from a few lines taken from the praises of a Zulu king; they glorify the
swiftness and completeness of his victory over the foe:

Faster-than-the-sun-before-it-has-risen!

When it rose the blood of men had already been shed.

The Bush, ‘the Buck-catcher’, caught the men of Sekwayo’s.
He made men swim who had forgotten how,

Yes! even in the pools! . ..

The tobacco fields rotted even to pulp!

The wrapping-mats were finished at Banganomo;

At (the kraal) of Kuvukuneni,

At that at Mdiweni, even Vimbemsheni’s,

At that at Bukledeni,

At that at Panyekweni (Grant 1927: 227)

In many West African kingdoms the pattern is more complicated. A whole
band of poets is often involved, the various members making their own
specialist contributions to the performance. Musical as well as verbal
elements play a part, so that the skills of many different performers are
necessary. Among the Ashanti, for instance, there were not only minstrels
(kwadwumfo) to recount the deeds of past kings whenever the living king
appeared in public, but also royal horn-blowers and a band of court
drummers especially appointed as part of the ruler’s formal entourage
and over whose performances he held a kind of monopoly. On state
occasions these drummers provided both music and the type of ‘drum
poems’ described in a later chapter —the drum-beats or notes of the horn
being ‘heard’ as actual words, praising the ruler and his predecessors and
commemorating the glorious victories of the past. Such performances were
an essential part of state occasions: at state receptions at the palace or out of
doors; in processions to display the regalia or visit some sacred spot; and at
national festivals, state funerals, and political functions like the installations
of new chiefs or the swearing of oaths of allegiance by sub-chiefs.® Again,
in the old and powerful kingdom of Dahomey there was not just one but
a series of royal orchestras charged with praising the power of the royal
dynasty, the high deeds of past kings, and the glory of the present ruler.

3 See Nketia 1963b: Chapter 10; and Meyerowitz 1952: 19-20. Similar musical groups are
found in the retinues of other Ghanaian chiefs (e.g. Ga, Adangme, or Ewe), charged

with the duty of performing praise chants as well as processional and dancing music
(Nketia 1962: 18-19).
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Every morning in Abomey concerts were held by the main state orchestra
before the royal palace, and when the king went out it accompanied him
to sing his praises (Da Cruz 1954: 13). A final well-known West African
example is that of the maroka teams of praisers still associated with the
wealthy and cultivated Islamic emirates of the Hausa of Northern Nigeria.
These highly specialized teams are attached permanently to the office of
the king, and, to a lesser extent, to that of District Heads. Smith describes
the king’s team:

The king’s musicians and maroka form an organized group containing one or
more titular series and effective authority hierarchies. The group is both more
numerous and specialized in its musical functions, and more permanently
attached to the title, than are the teams linked to District headships, which are
similarly organized. Many of the royal maroka proudly describe themselves
as royal slaves, and point to the fact that their ancestors held titles as royal
musicians under earlier kings. It seems that there is at least a core of such
maroka hereditarily attached to the throne. The king’s musical troupe is also
peculiar in containing one marokiya (female praiser), who formerly had
the title of Boroka in Zaria, but is nowadays known as Zabiya (the guinea-
hen) from the shrill ululating sound which it is her function to let out at
odd moments, such as during the king’s address to his assembled subjects
after Sallah. Other specialized musical functions in the royal troupe include
blowing on the long silver horns or shorter wooden ones, playing on the
taushe (a small hemispherical drum), and singing the royal praises in Fulani,
the last being the task of maroka recruited from among the Bombadawa
Fulani. Royal maroka are in constant attendance at the palace, and announce
the arrival of distinguished visitors such as the Resident, Divisional Officer,
District Chiefs, and the like, by trumpet fanfares, drumming, and shouting.
They also salute the king on the Sabbath eve and nightly during the annual
fast of Ramadan, when the royal drums (tambari) are regularly played. The
king’s maroka address no one except their master, unless to herald visitors
into his presence. They are allocated compounds, farm-lands, and titles by
the king, who may also give them horses and frequently provides them with
clothes, money, or assistance at weddings as well as with food . . . As befits
their position, the royal maroka are unique within the state and work only
as a team. (Smith 1957: 31)*

4 Nothing has been said about the Interlacustrine Bantu kingdoms of East Africa: there
is in fact surprisingly little evidence about any formal office of court poet(s) there,
though the Chadwicks report a personal communication by Roscoe about a chief at the
Ganda royal court responsible for the recitation in poetical form of royal genealogies
(Chadwicks iii 1940: 576; also Roscoe 1911: 35). It is possible that some of the functions
of court poets, such as adding pomp and ceremony to the king’s public appearances,
were in East Africa fulfilled by musical performances with less stress on the verbal
element, e.g. by the Ganda royal drummers described in Roscoe: 25ff.
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In spite of differences in status and medium of expression, there are obvious
similarities in the positions of all these court poets. They all depended on
royal or chiefly patronage, given them in an official capacity and often
implying exclusive rights over their services. Their performances were
public with the emphasis, it appears, on their ceremonial functions rather
than their entertainment value. And their audiences were primarily those
who attended either the royal court or state occasions in the royal capital.
To some extent this type of poetry must also have filtered down to other
levels of society, with every local chief and leader attempting to follow the
model of the ruler. But it seems that it was at the centre that court poetry
and music were cultivated in their most specialized and exclusive form.

Many of these court poets seem to have been true professionals in the
sense that they gained their livelihood from their art. Their official position
at court presumably gave them a share in the greater luxury and leisure
of court life, though the degree must have varied from area to area—more
marked, say, in the wealthy and specialized Hausa emirates than in the
kingdoms of southern Africa. However, the exact economic position of
court poets is obscure. There is little detailed evidence about, for instance,
the relative wealth of specialized poet and ordinary subject, or how far court
poets could count on steady economic support as distinct from occasional
lavish gifts. The whole subject merits further investigation.

The question of specialized training is also not very clear. That
apprenticeship in some sense was involved is obvious, but this was probably
sometimes of an informal kind, perhaps particularly when, as with the
Hausa or the Yoruba, there was some hereditary tendency. In the case of
highly specialized skills, however, there must also be a certain amount of
quite formal training. This is so with Ashanti players of the speaking drums
(Nketia 1963b: 156-7), the Fang muvet singers (Towo-Atangana 1965: 172), or
the highly specialized bards of Ruanda.

It is worth considering the Rwanda school of poetry and its complex
corporation of poets in some detail. They are among the few official poets
of Africa whose life and learning have been described at all fully and they
provide a striking instance of the specialized and learned artistic tradition
which can develop in a once-termed ‘simple’ society.’

In the highly centralized traditional kingdom of Ruanda, the royal
poets had their own association and were officially recognized as holding
a privileged position within the state. They were in charge of the delivery

5  The account here is based mainly on Kagame 19515, esp. pp. 22ff.
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and preservation of the dynastic poems whose main object was to exalt the
king and other members of the royal line. This was only one branch among
the three main types of Rwanda poetry (dynastic, military, and pastoral)
which corresponded to the three pivots of their society (king, warrior, and
cattle). It was in turn divided into three sub-types, different genres through
which the king’s praises could be declaimed.

A court poet was known as umusizi w'Umwami (dynastic poet of the
king). This category included a number of poets, both those with the
inspiration and skill to compose original works, and those (the bards)
who confined themselves to learning and reciting the compositions of
others. The court poets have always had their own association—the
Umutwe w’Abasizi, ‘band of dynastic poets’—comprising those families
officially recognized as poetic. The office of president of this band, the
Intebe y’Abasizi, was previously restricted to a member of the clan that was
first traditionally associated with the profession of poet. More recently
the president has been the most conspicuous of the royal poets, a role that
has tended over the last few generations to become a hereditary one. The
president had the responsibility of organizing the poetry officially needed
by the royal court for any particular occasion, including both ceremonial
affairs and discussions on points of tradition. This he was in a position to
do because of the attachment of a number of official poets to the court. Each
of the recognized families of the poetic association had to be permanently
represented there, if not by a creative poet, at least by a bard capable of
reciting the poems particularly known by that group. In the reign of Yuhi
V Musinga, for example, there were nine royal poets holding such official
positions, each on duty for a month. In addition there were a number of
unofficial bards, also members of poetic families, who gathered in large
numbers around the court and could be called on if necessary.

Both the poets themselves and the recognized poetic families had
a privileged position in Rwanda society. They held hereditary rights
like exemption from the jurisdiction of the civil chiefs and from certain
servile duties. This applied even to ordinary bards and individual
amateurs—so long as they were able to recite certain poems by heart, they
were automatically regarded as direct servants of the crown. The exact
economic position of the official court poets is not fully described; but the
presentation of a poem to the king normally earned the gift of a cow—
perhaps more—and in a society in which economic, social, even political
worth was measured in terms of cattle, this was no mean reward.
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The poems themselves were exceedingly elaborate and sophisticated,
with a specialized mode of expression mastered only by the corporation of
poets and the intelligentsia of the society. The style was full of archaisms,
obscure language, and highly figurative forms of expression.® The sort of
sentiments and phraseology involved, elevating the king as the centre and
ideal of Rwanda society, can be glimpsed from a few lines extracted from a
long dynastic praise poem of the impakanizi genre:

Il me vient a 'esprit une autre parole du Roi,

Lui Source intarissable, fils de la Souveraine,

Je me suis rappelé que ce Refuge devait introniser un Roi,
Leguel deviendrait I'objet de mes hommages des qu’investi.
IIn'y a pas d’époque ol le Rwanda n’éprouve des perplexités,
O Artisan-des-lances, souche du Chef des Armées:

Personne ne jugera a I'encontre de ta décision.

En ce jour-la des préparatifs minutieux,

O Empoigneur-d‘arc, descendance du Svelte,

Ta marche a briilé les étapes accoutumées.

Un conflit armé dans le palais méme s’était déclanché,
L’Irréprochable seul luttant en personne,

Nous, hommes, la terre faillit nous engloutir vivants.(Kagame 1951b: 117-8)

The poems are clearly the conscious product of a learned and specialist
intellectual tradition.

The skilled and separate nature of this poetry is further evident from
the existence of specialist training, particularly in the skill of recitation.
Among the Rwanda, somewhat unusually, part of the production of
their oral literature was through memorization of received versions of
the poems, and the attribution of personal authorship was the rule rather
than the exception. The praise poems were often repeated by bards with
little change from one occasion to the next, and there seems to have been
a conscious effort to preserve the exact words of the text. From an early
age, children of the recognized poetic families had to learn poems by heart.
Though this took place within the family, at first at least, it was under
the general supervision of the president of the association of poets who
was ultimately responsible. Local representatives of the president called
frequent gatherings in the open air at which the youths of the privileged
poets” families exhibited their art in recitation. Those who showed
themselves to good advantage were given a reward by their family, perhaps

6  See Kagame 1951b: 14ff. on the three main types of figurative language which he
designates, respectively, as synonymique, homonymique, metonymique.
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even a cow as ‘récompense de félicitation”: In this way future court poets
and reciters underwent a long and rigorous apprenticeship, one necessary
both for the mastery of the actual poems already extant and for acquiring
the vocabulary, imagery, and subject-matter which formed the traditional
basis of any future composition.

In Ruanda then we see the development of a strikingly specialized class
of court poetry, one designed not for everyday recitation to the people at
large, but for performance among other members of this specialist group,
and, above all, for the king himself. The royal court was the centre of
patronage—in fact in most important genres of Rwanda poetry the court
held a near monopoly—and the Rwanda assumed it to be basic to the
production of specialist poetry, being both its central stimulus and its most
valued context.

Clearly not all African court poetry took so highly specialized and
restricted a form. But it can serve as an extreme instance of one important
type of patronage for the poet in traditional Africa. It must be added,
however, that this particular patronage—the royal court—is in many
areas increasingly a thing of the past. This is not because of any decline
of interest in poetry or in praise, for both continue to flourish in different
contexts and with new patrons. Praise poems crop up as flattery of political
leaders or party candidates, and can be heard on the radio or at political
meetings; they can be seen in written form in newspapers; and they even
appear under the auspices of commercial recording companies. But often
the older royal courts with their official retinues and monopoly of the most
highly professionalized poetry have become less attractive as political
and economic centres, and many of the traditional court poets have either
abandoned their art or turned to other more lucrative patrons.

II

Unlike court patronage, religious patronage in Africa is relatively limited.
Islam, it is true, has in certain areas played a potent role in the stimulation
of verse on religious and historical topics. But this has not been through
the direct patronage of an organized church so much as through the
historical association of Islam with Arabic culture in general, so that
Islamic scholars were also sometimes engaged in the transmission within
their own societies of local compositions based on Arabic models.” These

7 For further comments on Islamic religious poetry see Chapter 7.
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were primarily designed for the academic few, qualified by learning to
produce or appreciate such pieces, and were often written down, though
wider dissemination in other spheres of society sometimes took place
orally. Among such peoples as the Swahili, Fulani, or Hausa it appears that
such composers held honoured positions (and presumably also economic
resources) primarily because of their Koranic learning, their association
with royal courts, or, in some cases their noble birth.?

Ethiopia is one important exception. Here there is a long history of
patronage of the arts by the Coptic Christian Church. This includes a
vast amount of literature which, being in every sense a written one, falls
outside the scope of this book. There was also, however, a certain amount
of oral ecclesiastical poetry by the dabteras or professional religious poets.
Besides long written poems their work also included oral compositions like
extemporized hymns at church festivals and similar occasions. Their most
famous product was the gene, a short witty poem, highly artificial, of which
there were said to be at least ten different types. These were marked by
great obscurity of style, extreme condensation, delight in the use of puns,
and an abundance of metaphors and religious allusions. In keeping with
their highly specialized nature the gene demanded prolonged intellectual
training for their mastery, and we hear of schools of rhetoric designed to
train poets in the art of gene composition. We may also suppose that their
audiences were correspondingly restricted. Indeed it seems to be the other
important class of professional Ethiopian poets, the non-religious azmaris,
who were found among all classes of society and thus reached wider
audiences (Chadwicks iii 1940: 524 ff) while the dabteras preserved their
specialist and intellectual type of versification.

More recently, Christian missions have made their contribution to the
encouragement of oral literature. As yet, this seems mainly to be of the
more or less extempore type—a worshipper declaiming or leading the
singing in the course of a service—and has probably not produced any
highly specialized poets.” But much more may yet come of this type of
religious patronage, and it is possible that this might be one of the growing
points in the further development of oral literature in Africa.

8  For example, the Cameroons Fulani modibbo, who was at once an official writer, a
narrator, and a court poet Mohamadou 1963: 68).

9  Or so it seems from the sources. But much more investigation needs to be made of the
role of the local preacher in this respect (and of course in the sphere of oratory many of
these preachers make their own contributions to oral art week after week).
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Apart from the patronage of these larger religious movements, we also
find poetry evoked by more localized cults. This is particularly marked in
the non-Islamic parts of West Africa where there are specialized cults to the
deities of the various West African pantheons. Priests of some of the gods
among, say, the Yoruba of Nigeria or Fon of Dahomey seem to be fully
professional, sometimes to have undergone many years of training. This is
true in particular of the priests of Ifa (described in Chapter 7) who spend
at least three years as apprentices learning the lengthy verses and stories
pertaining to this oracle-god. The gods each have their own lengthy and
allusive praises which must be mastered by their priests, who are, it seems,
responsible for both their recitation and, ultimately, their composition.
Such professional priests receive direct or indirect recompense in virtue
of their religious office and in this way have a certain amount of leisure
to devote to the practice of poetry. However, fully professional priests are
by no means the rule in these societies; they seem to be more typical of the
highly organized and wealthy kingdoms, like those of the Akan, Fon, or
Yoruba. But even in these areas priests are often only part-time experts who
also rely on other means of subsistence. Their relationship to their public
is more like that discussed in section iv below: they are experts who only
appear on particular occasions when they display their art in return for
direct reward.

In spite of some exceptions, one cannot really speak of religion as
having the same outstanding connection with the arts in Africa as it has
sometimes held elsewhere. In terms of specialization of the poet’s role or
of the complexity of the verse itself, it does not seem to be anything like
as important as royal and courtly patronage. The interpretation of poetry
which connects it directly with the religious role of the seer would not,
therefore, in its obvious sense at least, derive much support from the data
on oral literature in Africa.

I

Another large category among oral poets in Africa is that of the freelance
specialist, a poet who moves from place to place according to where he can
find a wealthy patron or audience prepared to reward him in return for his
poems. This type of poet may shade into the official court poet, but even if
he spends a certain amount of time at the courts he does not hold an official
and exclusive position. He relies on occasional rather than permanent
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employment. Such independent professional poets are particularly common
in West Africa, the coastal areas of East Africa, and Ethiopia, where both the
degree of specialization and the existence of relatively large quantities of
movable wealth from which poets can be subsidized make it feasible for
them to gain a livelihood in this manner. The existence of court poets may
actually facilitate the development of this type of freelance professional
tradition. Court poetry is what local chieflets or wealthy commoners would
like to hear declaimed around them; and many of those wondering singers
and poets have found lucrative patrons in men who wish to hear addressed
to themselves some semblance of the praises ultimately due to the rulers.
It is not surprising then to find frequent instances of the coexistence in one
society of both official poets at courts, and roving poets in other spheres
of the kingdom. This is true, for instance, of the Hausa roaming singers,
the counterparts of the royal praise bands already mentioned. Among the
Nzakara of the Sudan the trained professional poet, a singer accompanying
his words on the harp, gains his livelihood either at the court of the prince
or, alternatively, by moving from village to village, ready to vilify a chief
who does not entertain him up to the standard of his expectations, or
singing the glorious ancestry of one who does de Dampierre 1963: 17).
Such singers can exploit the hierarchy of political power without an official
permanent attachment to any one individual.

Figure 10. Tayiru Banbera, West African bard singing his Epic of Bamana Segu
(photo David Conrad).
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For these unattached poets, generosity and economic resources are as
great an attraction as the political power connected with state office. Thus
where there is a distinction between the distribution of wealth and that of
aristocratic political power, the former may be a particular focus for poetic
activity. We hear, for instance, of the wealthy but low-born Hausa man
who is a prey to poets who sing of his high descent—or at least significantly
omit any oblique suggestion of commoner birth (Smith 1957: 31) —in return
for large rewards. Poets naturally turn to the patronage of well-off men. In
Pemba, an area in which the development of verse is probably unequalled
along the whole of the East African coast, there have until recently been large
numbers of poets, each with his band of pupils, esteemed and patronized
by the wealthy Arab landowners. These poets lived in or around the main
centres or by the clove plantations and delighted their patrons with poems
expressed in the traditional mainland forms on subjects inspired by local
events Whiteley 1958). Nowadays another lucrative source can be found in
commercial concerns —record companies and broadcasting in particular—
and in some areas these are now becoming a potent if erratic source of
patronage to the freelance poets.

The poet’s reliance on their art and their wits for a livelihood also affects
the subject-matter of their compositions. Overt begging, innuendo, and
even threats towards individual patrons are much more marked a feature
of this poetry than in the praises and occasional verse associated with state
ceremonials, the normal context of the official court poetry. The element of
entertainment rather than formal pomp is perhaps also more to the fore.
Whatever their individual media, at any rate, it is certain that some of these
poets have been able to amass large fortunes and have sometimes gained
the general reputation of being avaricious and mercenary (Smith 1957:
38). Unlike court poets, their performances are not at the service of one
exclusive patron, and they can move on (or threaten to move on) to another
patron who is prepared to give them a better price.

It is not surprising that these poets have sometimes been the object
of fear and suspicion as well as of admiration, and the reward given to a
poet by his temporary patron may seem to be more like a buying off than
any positive appreciation of his talents. This comes out very clearly in, for
instance, Smith’s description of the arts of the roving solo singer among
the Hausa (Smith 1957: 39). The singer arrives at a village and finds out
the names of the important and wealthy individuals in the area. Then he
takes up his stand in public and calls out the name of the individual he has
decided to apostrophize. He proceeds to his praise songs, punctuated by
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frequent and increasingly direct demands for gifts. If they are forthcoming
in sufficient quantity he announces the amount and sings his thanks in
further praise. If not, his innuendo becomes gradually sharper, his delivery
harsher and more staccato. This is practically always effective—all the
more so as the experienced singer knows the utility of choosing a time
when all the local people are likely to be within hearing, in the evening,
the early morning before they have left for the farm, or on the occasion
of a market which leaves no escape for the unfortunate object singled out
for these “praises’. The result of this public scorn is normally the victim's
surrender. He attempts to silence the singer with gifts of money or, if he has
no ready cash, with clothes or a saleable object like a new hoe. Similar types
of pressure are used by groups of Hausa praise singers in the towns. Here
they mainly address themselves to the nouveaux riches, relatively wealthy
men like builders, commission agents, and the larger farmers. People with
officially recognized high status through noble birth, religious position,
or high government employment are not attacked in this way, but people
from other areas or local people of low birth are picked on even if they are
in government pay. Again the declamation begins as praise, but failure to
pay soon leads to a hostile tone. Instead of laudatory remarks about his
ancestry, prosperity, and political influence, the victim soon hears innuendo
on all these themes, as well as derogatory references to his occupation,
reputation, political integrity —and, of course, his meanness. There is never
open mention of ‘the ultimate insult—imputation of ambiguous paternity’,
but this lies behind the increasing pressures on the man addressed (Smith
1957: 38). In view of the effectiveness of this type of poetic pressure—the
extraction of money by virtual blackmail —it is small wonder that attempts
have been made in some Hausa kingdoms recently to forbid or limit the
activities of these singers (Smith 1957: 38).1

Though there are few other such detailed accounts of the pressures of
professional poets, it is clear that this pattern is not uncommon in West
Africa. Similar powers have been exercised by the well-known Mande
musicians, for instance, or the Senegalese ‘griots’. The forceful way in
which their counterparts in some of the more southerly areas too can sing
at a chosen patron has to be seen to be believed. The praisers direct their
verses and their music with such vehemence and volume that until they are

10 That all freelance poets are not equally conventional, however, is apparent from
Gidley’s account of Hausa comedians who satirize and parody the usual praise songs
(Gidley 1967: 64-9).
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placated with a gift or by the intervention of some recognized authority, no
business can go forward.

From one point of view the power of freelance poets can be increased
if they are regarded as foreign or at any rate set apart from the patrons to
whom they address themselves. This can add to the fearsome quality of
their words while at the same time making them free from the obligations
which are binding on other members of the society. We find that this is the
case with some freelance poets in the further western area of West Africa.
The Mande-speaking musicians sometimes known in West African English
as ‘jellemen’ (from Mandingo dyalo) are found (sometimes as professional,
sometimes as part-time experts) throughout a wide area of the country
outside their original home area. Throughout this region they exploit their
abilities and extract rewards for their songs from wealthy and powerful
families."!

An even more striking example are the ‘griots’ of Senegambia, poets
belonging to a special low caste in the society. In view of the wide currency
of this word in both French and English, it is worth saying a little more
about the particular poets to whom it refers. In fact the term ‘griot’ gives a
totally false impression of precision. Though it was presumably originally
a translation of the Fulani gaoulo (wandering poet or praiser) or Wolof gewel
(poet and musician), it is now popularly used as a term to refer to almost
any kind of poet or musician throughout at least the French-speaking areas
of West Africa." In the process it has acquired a kind of quasi-technical ring
which, it seems, is felt to absolve those using it from any further detailed
description of the status of these artists. But clearly not all poets throughout
this wide area answer to the more precise description of the term: they
do not all belong to special castes and are not necessarily regarded as of
inferior status.

11 See also Zemp 1964. I came across a number of these musicians in northern Sierra
Leone in 1961 plying their trade in the non-Mandingo communities of the country, as
did Laing over a century earlier (Laing 1825: 132-3).

12 It has also been suggested that the term is connected with the Arabic oawwal (narrator
of the Soufi sect) (Blair in Diop 1966: xix). It apparently first entered French through the
early French travellers to Senegal in the eighteenth century (see Zemp 1964: 375), and,
as is well known, has since been taken up by the négritude French literary movement.
But a full study of the history and usage of this word in European languages, let alone
its referents in West Africa, seems never to have been made (though see the discussion
in Colin 1957, Ch. 3; and Rouget n.d.: 225-7) and should be well worth pursuing.

13 In particular this seems not to apply to the authors of Muslim poetry, who, among
some of the Fulani at least, tend to be of noble birth (Ba 1950: 173—4; Lacroix 1965: 31,
35-36). See also Belinga 1965: 116ff. on the mbom-mvet of Cameroun.
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Those that concern us here, the poets of Senegambia and of the Western
Fulani, were so regarded, however. Among the various castes into which
society was divided, those of the poets and musicians came near the bottom.
They were thus set apart from those to whom they addressed themselves
and not unexpectedly met with a somewhat ambiguous attitude among
other members of society—at once feared, despised, and influential.
Some of these Senegambian griots specialized in shouting praises and
reciting genealogies and had some kind of attachment to the various
freeborn lineages; others sang praises of chiefs and leading men at public
functions and could gain great influence with local rulers. Traditionally a
Wolof gewel had the power to insult anyone and, as in other areas, could
switch to outspoken abuse if no sufficient reward was forthcoming. Their
membership of the special poetic caste gave them impunity, so that together
with their low status they at the same time had freedom from the sanctions
that deterred other members of society from open insult of their fellows.
Here too some legal attempts have been made to limit their power, and it is
significant that as the old caste system breaks down, thus in a sense raising
the low status of the poet, this brings with it a decrease in his previous
power to mock with impunity.

The freelance professionals clearly have more scope than the court
poets, who are exclusively employed, as it were, by the state (Anyumba
1964: 189-90). The poet can, indeed must, think about himself as well as
his patron; he can more easily vary conventional styles and motifs than his
official counterpart. There is no premium on verbal accuracy or even near
accuracy as in the case of some of the politically sanctioned court poetry,
and there is not the distinction between reciter and composer that was
just discernible in some of the court poetry discussed. The audiences, too,
tend to be wider, and there is a corresponding lack of a highly specialized
or esoteric style. The public is still chosen from among the wealthy and
powerful, but depends more on entertainment and on communication and
less on formal pomp.

It is through poets like these that the poetry of a certain culture can
become diffused over a wide area, even one covering different sub-
cultures and languages. For instance, one of the characteristic results of
the professional freelance poets (azmaris) in Ethiopia was that poets were
found everywhere, from the courts to the poorer houses, to the roads, or to
public gatherings, commenting on their audiences or on local events, a kind
of gazette chantante in their reflection of contemporary public opinion. Their
persons were sacrosanct and they were received honourably everywhere.
In the opinion of the Chadwicks it was this which to a large extent led to
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the uniformity of Ethiopian poetry."* The same general point holds good
for certain areas of West Africa. In parts of Senegambia, Guinea, and Sierra
Leone, the cultural uniformities stretching over a wide area of differing
societies and languages can be put down in part to the long history of
wandering poets who could apparently travel unmolested even in wartime
(Chadwicks, vol. 3, 1940: 25). Such poets give an international as well as a
national currency to the conventions of their poetry in a way that formally
appointed court poets or localized experts could never have done.

IV

So far we have been dealing with professionals or semi-professionals, those
who are known first and foremost as poets and who depend primarily on
their art. But there are also many less specialized poets to consider. These
practitioners are sometimes found coexisting with their more professional
colleagues, but they also sometimes appear as the most skilled proponents of
the poetic art in cultures which, as in many of the traditionally uncentralized
societies of Africa, do not possess full-time literary specialists. At these less
professional levels women are often mentioned. Certain kinds of poetry
are typically delivered or sung by women (particularly dirges, lullabies,
mocking verses, and songs to accompany women’s ceremonies or work),
and each culture is likely to have certain genres considered especially
suitable for women.”® However, references to men seem to occur even more
often and, with a few striking exceptions,'® men rather than women tend to
be the bearers of the poetic tradition.

Very often these poets earn their living in some other way, supplementing
their incomes by their art. At times the poet’s main reward may be in terms
of honour rather than of more tangible goods, but usually some material
return is forthcoming from his audience or temporary patron. These poets
are often not equally expert in the whole field of oral art. Usually a poet
becomes known for his exposition of a single genre of sung or spoken
verse, one perhaps associated with a particular occasion when the poet-
singer comes forward from the mass of his fellows to exhibit his art.

14 For some further details of this rather complex organization in Senegambia see Gamble
1957: 45; Silla 1966: 764-7; in Haut-Sénegal and Niger, Delafosse iii 1912: 117-18; for the
Toucouleur of Senegal, Diop 1965: 23; a useful bibliography is given in Zemp 1966.

15 For example, the Fon wives’ choruses praising chiefs, (Herskovits ii 1938: 322) the
Hottentot sarcastic ‘reed songs’ (Hahn 1881: 28), Somali buraambur (Andrzejewski and
Lewis 1964: 49), or certain named dancing songs at Limba memorial ceremonies.

16 Notably the Tuareg (see Chadwicks iii 1940: 658ff).
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Within this general category there are naturally many different degrees
of expertise. Some poets hold a relatively specialized status, differing only
in degree from that of the professionals discussed earlier. This seems to be
true of some of the West African poets usually lumped together under the
general name of ‘griot’”” or the non-professional poets of the Somali who
build up an entourage of admirers in competition with others and hear their
poems transmitted further by reciters who learn them by heart (Anyumba
1964: 189-90). It is also true, although to a lesser degree, of the Luo nyatiti
(lyre) player who generally acts as an entertainer in this uncentralized
society of East Africa. As we have some detailed evidence (Anyumba 1964)
about these particular singers, it is worth giving a fairly full description to
illustrate the kind of part the poet may play in such a society.

The great forte of the Luo nyatiti singer is the lament song. Funerals
are celebrated on a grand scale and one essential part is the songs of the
nyatiti player. He needs no special invitation for he is always welcome once
the noise and bustle of the actual burial have subsided. From the singer’s
point of view there are various reasons why he puts in an appearance: he
may come from sorrow at the loss of a friend or relative; to do his duty to
a neighbour; to take advantage of the food and drink profusely available
at funerals; and finally —a not insignificant motive—to make money from
a large and admiring audience (here he may have to contend with a rival).
He takes up his stance, singing at the top of his voice to the accompaniment
of his lyre and the rattling of his ankle-bells. He sweats profusely with the
effort, and consumes vast quantities of beer. Before him lies a plate into
which those who accost him can drop their pennies. He is frequently called
on to sing about the dead person, and, in preparation for this, he has a
tune ready from his normal repertoire which can be modified to suit the
occasion. He adds ‘an uncle here and a grandfather there, together with
any knowledge he may possess of the attributes of the deceased. The skill
and beauty with which the musician is able to improvise at such moments
is a measure of his musical and poetic stature’ (Anyumba 1964: 189-90).

These songs, involving the arts both of composition and of performance,
are in fact usually soon forgotten after serving the purpose of the moment.
Others, however, arise from more studied composition in preparation for
the funeral. This is usually when the singer himself is deeply moved by the
death or has some especially close link with the deceased. Here he creates
a new song. He must consider and weigh up both the suitable melodic

17  For example, some of the Ivory Coast singers mentioned in Zemp 1964.
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patterns and also the words and names to go with them. The process takes
time and concentration, but the tune itself sometimes comes to the singer
at an inspired moment. After some trials on his lyre, he then, on the actual
occasion, sings with so much intensity and meaning that large gifts are
showered on him. Indeed the song may gain such favour that he is begged
to sing it later by his fans—and, after the due deposit of a few coins on
his plate, he agrees. By then ‘the song being freed from the solemnity of
a funeral may rove from the fate of a particular individual to that of other
people, and finally to the mystery of death itself’ (Anyumba 1964: 190).

If the nyatiti singer’s prime function is that of the lament, his art also
extends to other spheres and occasions. He is called on to praise friends or
relatives, to recount his personal experiences, to exalt kindness, hospitality,
or courage, and to comment on current affairs. In all these he is judged by
the degree to which he can unite the art of the musician/performer and that
of the poet/composer; he is ‘judged as much by his skill on the instrument
as by his ability to weave a story or meditate on human experience. In this
lies the real fascination of the nyatiti player’ (Anyumba 1964: 187-8).

This account of the nyatiti singer illustrates the kind of role which
the part-time poet/musician can play in a non-literate society. His art is
practised partly to fulfil social obligations and to share in ceremonies
which are also open to others, but also partly for direct material reward.
Some of his performances arise out of the ceremonial occasion itself, with
his audience directly involved in the occasion; but others, particularly
those by the most skilled singers, are specifically given at the request of
admirers who patronize him and reward his performance. Finally, there
are some occasions (and for some singers these may be in the majority)
when the song produced is uninspired and stale, in spite of cleverly
introduced modifications; while on other occasions the song is the product,
and recognized as such, of the truly creative imagination of the singer.

The position of the poet in many other African societies is unfortunately
not often described in even the detail given in Anyumba’s short article.™
But it seems that the position and conditions of many of the more expert
(but non-professional) poets are not unlike those of the Luo nyatiti singer.
We frequently meet the same kind of balance between the social and the
profit motive, the more and the less specifically ‘artistic’ occasion, the
greater and lesser personal inspiration of the poet.

18  See the excellent description of Yoruba ijala singers in Babalola 1966, especially chapters
4 and 8.
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Other African poets, however, have less general recognition than Luo
singers. But there are still many specific occasions when they can exhibit
their poetic skills. One frequent context is at meetings of the specialized
associations characteristic of many parts of West Africa. The Yoruba, Akan,
and others have hunters’ societies each with their own special hunting
songs. These are performed on festive occasions, at funerals of members of
the group, and at other meetings of the association. The poets are there in
their capacity as hunters, but one aspect of their craft, for some members
at least, is skill in poetic composition and performance. These very part-
time poets, then, are patronized by fellow-hunters and also at times by the
public at large, as when the Yoruba ijala poet is especially invited to perform
as a general entertainer on non-hunting occasions. Similar connections
between specialist association and a specific genre of poetry exist among
the Akan military associations, cults of particular deities among the Yoruba
and others, secret societies, local churches, and some of the more formally
organized cooperative work groups. In all these cases the primary context
is that of the association, and the poet is fulfilling his social obligations as
a member (though he may acquire a material profit in addition); special
performances to wider audiences or for more direct reward seem to be
secondary and in many cases not to occur at all.

The various crucial points in the human life cycle also provide contexts
for festivity and thus for artistic performance. Occasions such as initiations,
weddings, or funerals provide fertile stimuli for poetic exhibition. Here again
the range is wide—from occasions when those most intimately involved
sing just as part of their general social obligations in the ceremony, to special
appearances of famous artists or bands. Even within one society, different
rituals may have different degrees of expertise considered appropriate
to them. A good example of this can be seen in the contrast between the
initiation ceremonies of boys and of girls among the Limba. An important
part of the boys’ ceremony consists of the all-night session during which
the boys must demonstrate their skill and endurance in the dance before
hundreds of interested spectators. A number of singer-drummers must be
present. Therefore the best (part-time) artists in the boys’ village or group
of villages are called on to attend and are booked several weeks in advance.
They receive numerous small monetary gifts during their performance,
and the amount earned, when all the several contributions from the boys’
relatives and the audience are counted up, may come to as much as a fifth
or quarter of the average labourer’s wage for a month. By contrast the girls’
ceremony is a less celebrated affair. The singers are merely those who are
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in any case directly involved in the occasion, with no special reward due to
them for their songs. Other Limba occasions provide yet another contrast.
In their large-scale memorial rituals the most famous singers in the whole
chiefdom area or beyond are begged to come to display their specialist art;
they usually have no direct relationship to the principals in the ceremony —
or if they have this is irrelevant—but take time off from their everyday
pursuits to attend as specialists in return for the very large gifts their hosts
undertake to provide.

In some areas weddings are occasions for much singing and dancing,
sometimes by those directly involved, sometimes by especially invited
expert teams. Thus Hausa weddings, elaborate and complex affairs,
require the presence of specialist maroka teams. These are independent
and unattached bands who gain their livelihood partly from their craft
and partly from subsistence farming (Smith 1957: 30-31, 32). They attend
weddings largely for profit, and they are the principal beneficiaries of the
costly gifts that are made publicly on these occasions.

The kind of performance that can take place at funerals—another
common context for poetry—has already been illustrated from the case
of the Luo lament singer. A rather different type is provided by the Akan
dirge singers. Every Akan woman is expected to have some competence
in the dirge, and though some singers are considered more accomplished
than others, nevertheless every woman mourner at a funeral is expected
to sing—or run the risk of strong criticism, possibly even suspicion of
complicity in the death (Nketia 1955: 18). Thus they perform as part of
their general social responsibilities and their audiences hear and admire
their performances as one aspect of the funeral rituals which they are
attending, rather than as a specialist aesthetic occasion which demands
direct recompense to the artist. Yet that even this relatively low degree of
specialization can result in elaborate literary compositions, valued alike
for their aesthetic merits and their social functions, should be clear from
the detailed account of these dirges given by Nketia 1955 (summarized in
Chapter 6).

Besides such occasional poetry at the crucial points in the life cycle,
there are other contexts in which the element of entertainment is foremost.
Sometimes these actually hinge on organized competitions by poets,
as used to be the case in several areas of East Africa. In Tanganyika, for
instance, two singers of the same type of song, each leading his own group
of members, sometimes decide to compete on an agreed day. In the interval
they teach their followers new songs of their own composition. Then on
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the day the two groups sing in turn at a little distance from each other.
The victor is the singer who draws the greatest number of spectators to
his side. Sometimes these competitions are arranged by the Sultan who
also acts as umpire between the two insulting sides—for insults are also in
order, and as each side has taken the trouble to find out their opponents’
songs in advance, they have prepared suitably sarcastic replies to them
(Koritschoner 1937: 57-59).” In other types of entertainment, the element
of competition is absent and the emphasis is on the skill and expertise
with which the artists make their specialized contribution to the occasion.
At social gatherings among the Ila and Tonga of Zambia, for instance, a
woman who is skilled in the special type of solo termed impango stands
up and sings from her own personal repertoire. If she has close friends
or relatives present, they too stand up to praise her song and present her
with small gifts like tobacco or a sixpence (Jones 1943: 11). Some of the
West African entertainments draw on more complex teams, with singer,
drummers, and sometimes wind-instruments—like the Hausa teams who
sometimes play for the young peoples’ recreational associations (Evans-
Pritchard 1940: 46 ff; Lienhardt 1961: 13, 18f), or the Akan popular bands
who perform for pure entertainment, often for dancing in the evenings.
Their purpose is social and recreational, but they make some economic
profit from their performances (Nketia 1963b: 157).

This discussion of the various occasions and forms of poetry finally
brings us to the times when there is practically no degree of specialization
at all. This is particularly true of certain general categories of song in any
society —in work songs,® children’s verse, lullabies, or the chorus parts
of antiphonal songs. There are also the times when every member of a
society (or every member who falls into a certain category) is expected to
have some competence in certain types of verse. Sotho boys, for instance,
were all required to demonstrate proficiency in praise poetry as part of
their initiation ceremonies, and had to declaim the praises of their own
achievements and expectations before the crowd gathered to welcome them
after their seclusion (although even there the common African practice of

19 See also the Pemba competitions mentioned in Whiteley 1958, and the rather different
Somali use of poetic combat as a means of publicity in war and peace in Andrzejewski
and. Galaal 1963.

20 Though even there the common African practice of balancing soloist and chorus gives
scope for a certain degree of expertise by the leader.
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balancing soloist and chorus gives scope for a certain degree of expertise by
the leader); among some of the Zambian peoples a young man had to sing
a song of his own composition on the occasion of his marriage (Laydevant
1930: 524). Not all contexts are as formal as this. We hear of the Nuer youth
leading his favourite ox round the kraal in the evenings, in pride and joy,
leaping before it and singing its praises, or, again, of young Nuer or Dinka
boys chanting their songs in the lonely pastures (Evans-Pritchard 1940:
46ff; Lienhardt 1961: 13, 18ff) the lullabies which mothers in numberless
societies sing to their babies; the spontaneous outburst of song over a pot
of palm wine or millet beer in a Ghanaian village; the lyrics sung by Somali
lorry drivers to shorten the tedium of their long journeys (Andrzejewski
1967: 12) or the ability of the Congolese Mabale, or Rhodesian Shona, or
West African Limba, or countless others to join in the choruses of songs led
by their more expert fellows. In all these cases poetic facility has become
no longer a specialist activity, but one which in some degree or other all
individuals in the society are expected to have as a universal skill.

It would clearly be impossible to relate all the occasions and audiences
that there are for poetry, or all the roles that can be played by the African
poet. But enough has been said to show that it is not only in societies in
which there is courtly, aristocratic, or religious patronage, or marked
cleavages of wealth or power, that the poet finds opportunity to exercise
his skills. There are many egalitarian societies too, often those with little
specialism in any sphere of life, in which nevertheless poetry can flourish—
like the Ibo, the Somali, the Nilotic peoples of the Sudan, and many others.
It is true that it does seem to be in court poetry, and occasionally in religious
poetry, that we find the highest degree of specialism, and the longest and,
in a sense, most intellectual poems. But they do not necessarily reflect a
more sensitive understanding of language and of experience than, say, a
Dinka youth’s praise of his ox, which to him represents both his own role
and ‘the whole world of beauty around him” (Deng in Lienhardt 1963: 828)
a lyric to accompany the dance, or the lullaby in which an Akan mother
verbalizes her joy in her child in the world she knows:

Someone would like to have you for her child

But you are my own.

Someone wished she had you to nurse you on a good mat;

Someone wished you were hers: she would put you on a camel blanket;
But I have you to rear you on a torn mat.

Someone wished she had you, but I have you (Nketia 1958b: 18)
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We have assumed that there is a conjunction, characteristic of oral poetry,
between the performer and the composer. It is often futile, therefore, to
ask about the circulation of a particular piece—those who ‘circulate’ it are
themselves poets of a kind and make their contributions and modifications.
It may be that many of them are not particularly good or original poets
even in terms of their own culture, and make more of a contribution to the
performance than to the composition. But the fact remains that this too is
an essential part of the poetic skill of the oral practitioner, and that poems
cannot reach their public without the interposition of such artists.

There are, however, a few exceptions to the joint role of the poet which
should be mentioned in conclusion. In some of the most highly specialized
or technically complex poetry—Rwanda dynastic poetry, Yoruba Ifa
literature, or Somali gabay—reciters may be distinguished from creative
poets: the former are responsible for transmitting the poems of others, and
for preserving the authoritative tradition for political or religious motives.
Thus even if in fact the reciter does modify a poem, this aspect is played
down and the poem is supposed to be merely transmitted by reciters in
the traditional form. Thus certain poems may circulate in their own right,
sometimes even with named authors (as in Ruanda or Somaliland).

Another and very different class of poems where performance may be
so much to the fore that the element of composition seems to vanish is that
of dance songs, work songs, or songs accompanying children’s games. Here
the song is merely the background to some other activity, and repetition of
known verses is more noticeable than poetic originality. Songs of this kind
can become popular and spread over a wide area with incredible speed, to
be supplanted after a time by new ones. Yet, as will appear in later chapters,
even in these cases there can be modification and additions either in the
musical aspects or in the words. Even if, for instance, the chorus remains
more or less the same so that a superficial observer may be pardoned for
considering it just another performance of the same old song, the soloist
who leads the song and supplies the verses may in fact be making his own
original musical and verbal contribution.

A more accurate case of the true circulation of a poem independently of
its composer is to be found in the areas where the existence of writing has
led to the concept of a correct version which can be copied or learnt in an
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exact form. For indigenous African verse the writing is most often in Arabic
script, and we find—as in Swahili, Hausa, or Fulani—a tradition both of
the circulation of definitive versions of poems and of remembering the
original authors by name. Such poems may also circulate by oral means,
for actual literacy is often confined to the few, but they differ from fully
oral compositions in that the roles of composer and reciter can be clearly
distinguished.

In many cases it is difficult to assess how much emphasis should be
laid on the two aspects of composition and of delivery. It is not easy to tell,
for instance, how far the verse in any single instance is the product just
of a performer reproducing well-known and prescribed forms with little
contribution of his own, and how far it can also be put down to the arts
of the creative poet; or how much one can attribute to the stimulation and
participation of the audience or the emotion of the occasion itself. Many
investigators have particularly emphasized the aspect of the second-hand
reproducing of known traditional forms; and this interpretation has of
course been especially popular with those very impressed by the concepts
of communal creation or of the ‘typical’ poem and so on.

In African literature one can of course encounter both the second-rate
technician and the inspired artist—oral art is no exception in this. But
when the role of the poet or singer is analysed in some detail, we are left
wondering whether creative composition (either the spontaneous creation
of the accomplished and sensitive artist or conscious long-drawn-out
composition in preparation for later display) may not be rather more
important than is often realized; and we may suspect that the playing
down of this factor may be due as much to lack of investigation as to any
basis in the facts. Without Anyumba’s analysis, for instance, we could
hardly appreciate the care and conscious art with which some Luo singers
sometimes compose their songs, and would be more likely, in a common
search for ‘the typical lament’ of the Luo, to omit any consideration of
the individuality of the inspired Luo poet. The actual circumstances of
composition and the personality and skill of individual poets deserve fuller
consideration than they have yet received.”

21 A partial exception, with the main emphasis on the musical aspect, is Nketia's African
Music in Ghana 1962. See also (besides references given earlier) Lacroix 1965 (on Adamawa
Fulani), de Dampierre 1963 (Nzakara), Andrzejewski and Lewis 1964 (Somali), Babalola
1966 (Yoruba). For some further remarks on composition see Chapter 9.
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To others, as to me, this chapter must seem unbearably sketchy and
impressionistic. A few of the points raised are explored a little further in
later chapters which deal with some of the different genres of poetry and
their exponents in various cultures. But the main reason for the gaps is
ignorance, not lack of space. This must be in part because I have not read
far enough in the sources to discover the answers to many of the questions
I want to raise. But it is also that such factors as the general position of the
poet, his poetic training, his economic situation, his relation to his audience,
his patron, other poets, or the general culture of his time, his modes of
composition and inspiration —all these have seemed to be of little interest
to investigators, even those who have published excellent accounts of other
aspects of oral literature. We know enough to be able to guess at the variety
that can be found and that the simplistic pictures we opened with are not
sufficient; but in practically no African society have these points been fully
explored. This is the sphere above all in which there is the widest need and
scope for further investigation.

A NOTE ON “EPIC'*

Epic is often assumed to be the typical poetic form of non-literate peoples,
or at least of non-literate peoples at a certain stage. Surprisingly, however,
this does not seem to be borne out by the African evidence. At least in the
more obvious sense of a ‘relatively long narrative poem’, epic hardly seems
to occur in sub-Saharan Africa apart from forms like the (written) Swahili
utenzi which are directly attributable to Arabic literary influence.

The term ‘epic’ appears in the titles of several collections or discussions
of African oral literature® (perhaps partly because of the common
expectation that it is likely to be a wide-spread art form). But almost all
these works in fact turn out to be in prose, not verse—and often only brief
prose tales at that. There are only a very few in verse form.** Many of the
lengthy praise poems, particularly those in South Africa, do contain some

22 This is admittedly a large subject to discuss in such a note, but some brief apologia
seemed due to explain the non-appearance of the term in a work of this kind. For a
helpful introduction to this rather controversial subject see Knappert in Andrzejewski
and Messenger 1967.

23 For example, Puplampu 1951; Larson 1963; Jacobs 1962a; Ba and Kesteloot 1966;
Meillassoux 1967; Niane 1960; Cornevin 1966; Konate 1966; Ba and Kesteloot 1966; see
also Clark 1963; Papadopoullos 1963; de Vries 1963 (chapter 7, “The epic poetry of non-
Indo-European nations’, speaks of the ‘epic poetry of the Fulbe’).

24  See especially the discussion in Cornevin 1966 and the poems in Coupez and Kamanzi
1962.
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epic elements and provide the nearest common parallel to this form in
Africa. Nevertheless, as will emerge in the following chapter, panegyric
poetry concentrates far more on the laudatory and apostrophic side than
on the narrative and cannot really qualify as ‘epic’ poetry in the normal
sense of the word.

The most frequent mentions come from the equatorial areas of the
Congo, particularly among the Mongo-Nkundo peoples where ‘epics’
have been referred to by many scholars. But even these cases are somewhat
doubtful. For one thing, many of these narratives seem quite clearly to be in
prose merely interspersed with some sung pieces in the regular manner of
African stories,” and there is no reason to believe that they differ radically
in form from such prose tales.*® And even if one waives the verse criterion,
as is done in some definitions of epic, the Congo instances are still rather
ambiguous. Take the most famous case of all, the ‘Lianja epic’ (see Chapter
13). In its most fully published form it runs to about 120 pages of print
for both text and translation —the sort of scale which might qualify —and
covers the kinds of events we tend to associate with epic or heroic poetry:
the birth and tribulations of the hero, his travels and leadership of his
people, finally his death. But how far was this conceived of and narrated as
a unity prior to its recording (and perhaps elaboration) in written form?*
It is not at all certain that the traditional pattern was not in fact a very
loosely related bundle of separate episodes, told on separate occasions
and not necessarily thought of as one single work of art (though recent
and sophisticated narrators say that ideally it should be told at one sitting,
de Rop 1964: 17). By now, of course, its circulation as a composite written
narrative among sophisticated audiences has, in a sense, established ‘The
Tale of Lianja’ as a kind of (prose) epic in its own right, and this and similar
forms in the Congo are well worth study —but it does not follow that we
have discovered the existence of an oral epic tradition even in prose, much
less in verse.

A better case might be made out for the less celebrated muvet literature
further to the west in Gabon, Spanish Guinea, and the Southern Cameroons
(particularly among the Fang peoples). In this area many different kinds

25 For example, Boelaert 1949 and 1957-58, de Rop 1959 and Biebuyck 1953.

26 In spite of Bascom'’s description of the Lianja narrative of the Nkundo as a ‘remarkable
epic poem’ (1964: 18), examination of the actual text suggests that seven-eighths or
more is in prose.

27 Edited or discussed in, among other sources, Boelaert 1949 and 1957-58; de Rop 1959
(11.323), 1958, 1964.



110 Oral Literature in Africa

of songs are sung to the accompaniment of the mvet (a type of lyre), and
these seem to include some historical poetry not unlike epic.”® It has been
described as ‘art musical, art chorégraphique, art thedtral méme, mais
surtout art de la parole qui retrace avec tant d’habileté la société de nos
peres pahouins’ (Towo-Atangana 1965: 178). However there is as yet little
published material readily available about this type of narrative poetry,
and further study is needed before we can come to any conclusion about
whether or not it can truly be described as ‘epic’.

All in all, epic poetry does not seem to be a typical African form. Some
exceptions can of course be found (in addition to the controversial cases
already mentioned), nearly all of which need further published elucidation;*
and we must not forget the many Arabic-influenced historical narratives in
the northerly areas of the continent and the East Coast. Certain elements of
epic also come into many other forms of poetry and prose. But in general
terms and apart from Islamic influences, epic seems to be of remarkably
little significance in African oral literature, and the a priori assumption that
epic is the natural form for many non-literate peoples turns out here to
have little support.

28 For example, Awona 1965, 1966 (a narrative poem of about 2,800 lines); Towo-Atangana
1965 (discusses the various types of mvet songs, including the Angon Mana, a ‘type
of epic’); Towo-Atangana 1966; Echegaray 1955 (on ‘primitive epic poetry” in Spanish
Guinea); Belinga 1965, Ch. 4 (on Pahouin-Bantu of Cameroun).

29 For example, the ‘magnificent traditional sung historical . . . chants’ of the Nigerian
Idoma (R. Armstrong, personal communication), the Haya ‘sung legend” (Tracey 1954a:
238), or the Igala ‘chanted stories” (John Boston, personal communication).



5. Panegyric

Introductory: nature and distribution; composers and reciters; occasions.
Southern Bantu praise poetry: form and style; occasions and delivery;
traditional and contemporary significance.

I

In its specialized form panegyric is the type of court poetry and one of the
most developed and elaborate poetic genres of Africa. It seems to go with a
particular ethos, a stress on royal or aristocratic power, and an admiration
for military achievement. It is true that praises (including self-praises)
also occur among non-centralized peoples, particularly those who lay
stress on the significance of personal achievement in war or hunting (such
as the Galla or Tuareg), and also that the use of ‘praise names’ is nearly
universal. But the most specialized forms, and those which will primarily
be considered here, are the formalized praises directed publicly to kings,
chiefs, and leaders, composed and recited by members of a king’s official
entourage.

First, something must be said about the ‘praise names’ which often form
the basis of formal praise poetry. These are most often given to people but
may also describe clans, animals, or inanimate objects, and they are usually
explicitly laudatory. The Zulu king Shaka is praised in one of his names as

‘The Ever-ready-to-meet-any-challenge’ (Grant 1927: 211), a Hausa chief as
‘Fearful and terrible son of Jato who turns a town into ashes’, or an Ankole
warrior as ‘He who Does Not Fear Black Steel” (Morris 1964: 48). Such words
or phrases occur frequently within the more complex form of a complete
poem. Other ‘praise’ names are derogatory or concerned more with insight
into inherent qualities than with praise. The Hausa ‘praise names’ (kirari),
which in fact are often whole sentences and may refer to inanimate objects,
illustrate this well. The stock praise name of molo (three-stringed guitar)
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goes ‘Molo, the drum of intrigue; if it has not begun it is being arranged’
(in reference to the common association between the molo and immorality)
(Fletcher 1912: 48); of the wind ‘O wind you have no weight, but you cut
down the biggest trees” (Merrick 1905: 76). Similar stock descriptions are
used of people or animals: a butterfly is ‘O Glistening One, O Book of God,
O Learned One open your book’ (i.e. the wings, compared to the Koran);
a lion ‘O Strong One, Elder Brother of the Forest’; while an old woman is
addressed as ‘O Old Thing, you are thin everywhere except at the knee,
of flesh you have but a handful, though your bones would fill a basket’
(Tremearne 1913: 174-6). These generalized and derogatory ‘praise’ names
seem characteristic of some West African societies and appear in proverbs
and riddles as well as conversation. They do not replace the more laudatory
comments, however, for, also among the Hausa, every celebrated man has
his own praise name which is used as a basis for prolonged praises by
what Tremearne describes as ‘professional flatterers’ (1913: 177). Similarly
among the Yoruba the oriki or praise names are permanent titles held by
individuals, given to them by friends or, most often, by the drummers.
Some individuals have several of these names, so that a collection of them,
recited together, resembles a loosely constructed poem (also called oriki)
about the person praised (Gbadamosi and Beier 1959).!

In eastern and southern Africa cattle form a popular subject in praise poetry,
and inanimate things like divining implements or even a train or bicycle are
also praised. In West Africa, apparently unlike other areas, formal praises are
addressed to supernatural beings. Hausa bori spirits for instance, each have
their own praise songs (taki, kirari). When the spirit is to be called, its praise
songs are played through one after another until it takes possession of one of
its worshippers (Smith 1957: 33). The Yoruba praise poems to deities in Nigeria
and Dahomey (as well as from the Yoruba in Brazil) are particularly famous.?
Each of the many Yoruba deities (orisha) has a series of praises expressed in
figurative and obscure language, sung by the priest. Here, for instance, is a
praise poem about Ogun, the god of iron, one of the most powerful deities,
worshipped particularly by warriors, hunters, and blacksmiths:

Ogun kills on the right and destroys on the right.

Ogun kills on the left and destroys on the left.

Ogun kills suddenly in the house and suddenly in the field.
Ogun kills the child with the iron with which it plays.

1 For further discussion of names and their significance see Chapter 16.
2 The largest collection is in Verger 1957.
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Ogun kills in silence.

Ogun kills the thief and the owner of the stolen goods.

Ogun-kills the owner of the slave—and the slave runs away.

Ogun kills the owner of thirty ‘iwofa’ [pawns]—and his money, wealth and
children disappear.

Ogun kills the owner of the house and paints the hearth with his blood.

Ogun is the death who pursues a child until it runs into the bush.

Ogun is the needle that pricks at both ends.

Ogun has water but he washes in blood.

Ogun do not fight me. I belong only to you.
The wife of Ogun is like a tim tim [decorated leather cushion].
She does not like two people to rest on her.

Ogun has many gowns. He gives them all to the beggars.

He gives one to the woodcock —the woodcock dyes it indigo.
He gives one to the coucal —the coucal dyes it in camwood.

He gives one to the cattle egret—the cattle egret leaves it white.

Ogun is not like pounded yam:

Do you think you can knead him in your hand

And eat of him until you are satisfied?

Ogun is not like maize gruel:

Do you think you can knead him in your hand

And eat of him until you are satisfied?

Ogun is not like something you can throw in your cap:

Do you think you can put on your cap and walk away with him?

Ogun scatters his enemies.
When the butterflies arrive at the place where the cheetah excretes,
They scatter in all directions.

The light shining on Ogun’s face is not easy to behold.
Ogun, let me not see the red of your eye.

Ogun sacrifices an elephant to his head.

Master of iron, head of warriors,

Ogun, great chief of robbers.

Ogun wears a bloody cap.

Ogun has four hundred wives and one thousand four hundred children.
Ogun, the fire that sweeps the forest.

Ogun’s laughter is no joke.

Ogun eats two hundred earthworms and does not vomit.

Ogun is a crazy orisha [deity] who still asks questions after 780 years.
Whether I can reply, or whether I cannot reply,

Ogun please don’t ask me anything.

The lion never allows anybody to play with his cub.
Ogun will never allow his child to be punished.
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Ogun do not reject me!
Does the woman who spins ever reject a spindle?
Does the woman who dyes ever reject a cloth?
Does the eye that sees ever reject a sight?
Ogun, do not reject me! [Ogun needs his worshippers].
(Gbadamosi and Beier 1959: 21-2)

Despite these elaborate religious praises, however, the most frequent
subjects for panegyric are humans, especially kings and chiefs. Sometimes
these are self-praises, like the personal recitations of the Hima noble class
of Ankole in which a man celebrates his military achievements, building
his poem on a sequence of praise names:

I Who Am Praised thus held out in battle among foreigners along with The
Overthrower;

I Who Ravish Spear In Each Hand stood resplendent in my cotton cloth;

I Who Am Quick was drawn from afar by lust for the fight... (Morris 1964: 42)

Praises of kings are the most formal and public of all, ranging from the
relatively simple Ganda praise of the powerful nineteenth-century king
Mutesa cited by the Chadwicks:

Thy feet are hammers,

Son of the forest [a comparison with a lion]

Great is the fear of thee;

Great is thy wrath;

Great is thy peace;

Great is thy power (Chadwicks iii, 1940: 579)

to the more allusive and figurative praise of another powerful ruler, a man
who had seized power for himself in Zaria and was deposed by the British
when they occupied Northern Nigeria:

Mahama causer of happiness, Mahama yenagi yenaga [meaning uncertain],
Mahama slab of salt who handles it tastes pleasure

— though thou hatest a man thou givest him a thousand cowries

— thou hatest a naked man’s blood but if thou dost not get his garment thou
slayest him

— Mahama the rolling flight of the crow, O boy cease gazing and seeing first
white then black . . 3

— the wall of silver that reaches the breast of the horseman

— the tying up that is like releasing*

3 Reference to a crow with a white band which shows intermittently in flight—i.e. do not
expect consistency from this powerful ruler.
4 ie. we ought to enjoy even ill treatment from such a great man.
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— son of Audu thy help (is) God

— son of Audu, the support of God which is more than the man withthe
quiver, yea more than his chief on his horse

— hammer of Audu

— salt of Kakanda that is both sweet and bitter®

— son of Audu, O sun thou dost not look askance and slightingly®

— storm on the land, medicine for the man with the mat-cover

— elephant with the red loins, medicine for the standing grass,” with thy
trunk thou spiest into every man’s house

— the beating of the rain does not stop the jingling of the bell®

— the swelling of the palm-stem that fills the embrace of the (climbing) boy®

— black dafara tree there is labour before thou breakest.!

The frank assessment of the emir’s character which accompanies the
lauding of his power and achievements is not unparalleled. ‘Praise” poems
of people frequently include derogatory remarks, veiled or otherwise,
or give advice as well as praise. Thus the praises of two Hausa emirs of
Zazzau run

Look not with too friendly eyes upon the world,
Pass your hand over your face in meditation,
Not from the heat of the sun.

The bull elephant is wise and lives long.

and

Be patient, and listen not to idle tales
Poisoned chaff attracts the silly sheep—and kills them (Heath 1962: 27, 32)

Self-praises, created and performed by the subject him or herself, are not
uncommon. Among the Sotho all individuals (or all men) are expected to
have some skill in the composition and performance of self-praises, and
the composition of formalized praise poetry among the Ankole is expected
to be within the capacity of every nobleman: he must find inspiration in a
particular episode, compose a personal and topical praise poem based on
it, and add it to his repertoire (Morris 1964: 13). Again, among the Ibo the
taking of a title is sometimes followed by a string of self-praises (Egudu
1967: 9-10). As we saw in Chapter 4, a certain amount of private enterprise

5  We must bear his will whatever it is.

6  Heis as overpowering as the sun dazzling in the sky.

7 You trample it down as you trample your enemies.

8  No efforts of ours will curb his will.

9  Asformidable to his foes as the swelling in the palm-tree to one trying to swarm up it.
10 His power is compared to that of a tough climbing plant. Fletcher 1912: 38-9. On Hausa

praise poetry see also Prietze 1918; Smith 1957.
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praising of individuals is also widespread. In northern Sierra Leone
and other parts of West Africa it is not uncommon for expert Mandingo
singers, sometimes accompanied by drummers or xylophonists, to wander
through the streets or attend festivals on their own initiative. They pick
on some outstanding or reputedly wealthy individual for their praises;
and even those who refer to them contemptuously as ‘beggars’ are in fact
glad to reward them with gifts and thanks, and thus hope to send them
on their way content, avoiding the possibility of public shaming for lack
of generosity. Praises by women sometimes occur too. In the kingdom of
Dahomey choruses of wives are expected to perform in praise of the king
and chiefs (Herskovits 1938, ii: 322) and professional singers include a
women’s group among the Nupe (Bowers 1965: 54).

The most formal state praises, however, are usually made by official male
bards. Thus every Zulu king had one or more specialists who both recited
the praises of previous rulers and composed new ones to commemorate
the achievements and qualities of the present king. Similarly there were
specialist praise poets, ranging from the Ashanti state drummers and
singers to the Rwanda dynastic poets described in an earlier chapter. Where
accompaniment is important whole teams may sometimes be responsible
for official praises; among the Hausa a District Head’s maroka (praise) team
normally contained several drummers (to play the different types of drum),
eulogists, two or more pipers, and sometimes a horn-blower (Smith 1957:
29). Lesser chiefs tended to have bards who were less skilled and less
specialized, modelled on the king’s but performing in a less complex and
more limited way.

The style of recitation varies between the unaccompanied forms
characteristic of the Southern Bantu praises, those with fairly minimal
accompaniment on some stringed instrument,' and that in which the
accompaniment is stressed (usually percussion or wind). This last type
is widespread in West African states and its precise form is sometimes
a significant aspect of the attribution of status implied in the praise.
Among the Hausa the amount or type of musical accompaniment is
clearly laid down for the praises of each grade of ruler in the hierarchy;
wooden gongs, for instance, may not be used to praise anyone below a
certain level, and there are special instruments that can only be used for

11 This is apparently typical of Eastern Bantu poetry (Chadwicks iii, 1940: 577) and of
some peoples in West Africa such as the Bambara (Paques 1954: 108).
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praising kings and leading vassals (Smith 1957: 28). In West Africa the
whole praise may take place on the drum or on horns, without the use of
the human voice at all, a particularly common form in southern Ghana,
Dahomey, and Nigeria but also recorded in some more northerly areas
(for drum poetry see Ch. 17).

Most praise poetry, above all the official type, seems to adopt a more or less
obscure and allusive style. The language may be archaic and lofty, there are
often references to historical events or people which may need interpretation
even to local listeners, and figurative forms of expression are common.
Especially frequent are comparisons of the person praised to an animal or
series of animals. His strength may be conveyed by referring to him as a lion,
arhinoceros, or an elephant, and, particularly in Southern Bantu praise poetry,
the actions and qualities of the hero may be almost completely conveyed in
metaphorical terms, only the animals to which the hero is implicitly compared
being depicted in action. Comparisons to natural phenomena are also fairly
frequent—the hero is likened to a storm, a rock, a downpour of rain. Other
figurative forms of expression occur, sometimes reaching a high degree of
complexity. In one Rwanda poem the royal name, ‘Ntare, suggests to the poet
the term intare, lion; he does not make a direct substitution of one name for
the other, but ‘veils’ the royal lion by talking about the qualities of the animal,
and so refers to the king by such terms as ‘Hunter of zebras’, “Clamour of the
forests’, ‘Mane-carrier’ (Kagame 1951b: 17). Not all praise poetry takes allusion
quite so far, but in general panegyric seems to exploit allusion and imagery to
a higher degree than other forms of poetry in Africa. Praise of a person (or a
thing) is not something to be expressed in bald or straightforward language.

Much panegyric is formalized, thus less variable than many other types
of oral literature. Unlike self-praises and the more informal and topical
praise poems there seems to be a marked tendency for the state praises of
present (and particularly past) rulers to be handed down in a more or less
received version. Word and stanza order is, indeed, sometimes varied from
recitation to recitation, or follows the particular version approved by an
individual bard (as in the case, for instance, of Southern Bantu panegyric),
but the changes seem to be minor; stress is laid on conformity to tradition. In
Rwanda, with its powerful corporation of bards, the exactness of wording
seems even more close. In one case there were only very slight variations in
four versions by four different bards of a 365-line praise poem attributed to
a poet of about 1820 (Ibid.: 24ff).
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The occasions for the performance of praise poetry have already been
touched on in the discussion of its authors and reciters. Praise names are
used when formal address is required. Among the Southern Bantu the
praise name of an individual’s clan was used on formal occasions, while
among the Yoruba praise names, sung or drummed, are to be heard widely
on festive occasions when the drummers go about the streets formally
addressing the passers-by and receiving a small reward in return. Among
many West African peoples drummers at a king’s gate play not only
the king’s praise names, but announce and honour important guests by
drumming or piping their names as they enter the palace. A man’s status
is recognized and reaffirmed by the use of these formalized praise names,
particularly when, as in the announcement of visitors, this is a matter of
public performance.

Among peoples to whom the concept of praise names or praise verses
is common, there are many informal occasions when praises are used in
the same way as speeches or commentaries in other contexts. Thus among
the Kele of the Congo wrestling matches are often accompanied by a form
of praise on the talking drum: the contestants are saluted as they enter
the ring (“the hero, full of pride’), there is comment and encourage