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Foreword

Mark Turin

It is surprisingly difficult to tell a good story about storytelling. It is harder
still to make the storytellers themselves come alive, helping their in situ oral
performances flourish in text on a printed page. Robert Cancel achieves
both of these goals, and more still. Storytelling in Northern Zambia is a
masterful book in which Cancel grapples with collection, representation
and fieldwork ethics, and a work that showcases the agency of his
interlocutors.

At the centre of the monograph are the performers of specific oral
narratives. Through a powerful repositioning that highlights the agency of
these narrators, the author acknowledges common pitfalls when writing
about fieldwork: “the more I wrote and translated, the more obscure the
conditions of research and the contexts of the performances became.”

Through such reclamation, Cancel brings the documentary moment of
gathering to the fore—’capture’, as he calls it. Performance and collection
become rooted in actual historical moments, replete with agendas, attitudes,
histories and doubts. But just as Cancel ‘captures’” Zambian worlds on his
recording device and through his writing, he too has been captured by the
performers for their own ends. This re-capture is not cause for concern,
but rather a first step in the rebalancing of traditionally lopsided power
relationships. “Capture, if we are doing what we should be doing, is
inevitable,” Cancel concludes.

Throughout the book, the author reflects with candour on his own
position in the text and context. “My role,” Cancel suggests, “was primarily
as an instigator, secondarily as a recorder.” At points he even portrays
himself as “a simple functionary [...] there to record whatever people chose
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to do.” Ever cautious and tentative in his own analysis, and mindful of
“assertive interpretations based on incomplete or superficial data [that]
only risk instances of essentialism,” Cancel is insightful and compassionate
throughout.

The author describes the subtitle of his book as ironic—Theory, Method,
Practice and Other Necessary Fictions—but it underlies a more serious
point. Our scholarly frames of reference and our work practices need to
be communicated transparently, both so that the voices of our research
partners can be heard and to allow our colleagues and students to know
more about the techniques of our work. Invoking anthropologist Michael
Jackson, Cancel describes his study as one that emphasises storytelling
over stories, with a focus on the “social process rather than the narrative
activity” itself. In keeping with the shifting analytical frames he consistently
employs, Cancel adds that he has also “kept the tales themselves in close
focus, since these are indeed the products created by the storytellers.”

Cancel has crafted a sophisticated narrative about narration without
lapsing into simply descriptivism or journalistic asides. His lasting lesson
to the reader is “that people are not necessarily their performed stories—
though in many ways they are “performing” themselves—and their lives
do not begin and end when I arrive then leave.” Storytelling in Northern
Zambia is a singular achievement, laying bare the complex realities of
fieldwork. It is an excellent addition to the World Oral Literature Series
with our committed partners at Open Book.

New Haven, Connecticut
May 2013



[. Writing Oral Narrative:
The Role of Description
and Self in Recording
Living Traditions

Lukhero’s essay forcefully raises the question of the extent to which
ethnographers, and in particular indigenous ethnographers, can gain access
to the sentiments of the people they study without being captured by them.
This empirical question is perhaps not as important as the disciplinary
query: should the committed ethnographer solicit capture or try to avoid it?

J.A. Barnes, 1999/2000, cited in Schumaker, p. 259

At around the time I was finishing a monograph on the fictional oral
narratives of the Tabwa people of Zambia, a number of doubts and
questions that had been only touched on in that project reemerged to
occupy my thinking.! At the base of these preoccupations was the problem
of ethnographic authority as it has been debated over the last three or four
decades. Questions of power, neocolonialism, inscription, and effacement—
in the poststructuralist sense—forced me to reconsider the confusing and
ambiguous experience of field research and the ways we represent it to
others.? In particular, how can we preserve or at least frame the agency
of the performers who contribute their artistry and self-assertion to our

1 See Cancel 1989.

2 As Jackson notes, it is important to “throw light on the anthropological project, for in
both cases [of the dialectic between private and public performance] an interplay is
implied between authorship and authority, and the knower and the known.” (Jackson
2006, p. 292).

DOI: 10.11647/OBP.0033.01



2 Storytelling in Northern Zambia

work? In a related disciplinary question, I was not willing to carry out
a purely “literary” analysis that considered mostly formal and thematic
elements while playing down the living context of the storytelling sessions
I had recorded. Yet, again coming back to the contextual or ethnographic
dimension of the research, it was difficult to gauge exactly how much truly
accurate information I could provide to the overall analysis.?

I will interrogate some ideas in the ongoing ethnographic/critical
debate, and then suggest some strategies of description that will lead to
a clearer, if not necessarily a deeper, understanding of the collection of
story-performances in my fieldwork and, in particular, the narratives
contained in the chapters that follow. There are many ways to go at the
dynamics of living performances and these cross a number of scholarly
disciplines. No one approach is entirely satisfying and any combination of
methods can be both convincing and raise questions about their efficacy
at the same time. I will selectively employ methods that grow out of
ethnography, folklore, performance studies, literary studies and discourse
analysis; ultimately using one or a combination of these as dictated by the
specific situations of performance context. If there is a central concern in
this project, it is to represent the storytellers who provided me material in
as honest and evocative a manner as possible. “Analysis” will grow out of
this concern and always return to the living situations and contexts of the
tield work’s recordings.

Ethnographic Authority and Power

For over thirty years anthropologists, partly drawing on postcolonial
and poststructuralist discourses, have been conducting a fairly radical
reexamination of fieldwork and the ways it is transformed for publication.
The scholars involved in this discussion are numerous, but we can profitably
look at one of the more interesting discussions focusing on the historicizing
of ethnographic theory and method. One of the earlier primary spurs of this
discussion is Bronislaw Malinowski’s field diary, published posthumously
in 1967.* It is a fascinating work. The reader is exposed to the heretofore

3 Johannes Fabian identifies my concerns and intentions by wryly positing the scholarly
genre of “the second book” wherein the researcher “having already fulfilled the
academic obligation to publish his or her dissertation research in monograph form, now
feels compelled (and free) to reflect on what that project was really about.” (2008, p. 136)

4 Malinowski 1967.
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rare personal field insights of a seminal figure in ethnographic research.
The loneliness, isolation, and periodic outbursts of xenophobia of the
individual working in an alien culture are not only very human responses
to the situation but also engender an intense familiarity for many who have
worked in similar circumstances.

Moreover, we have evidence that Malinowski was aided by the
conditions that promote the kind of research and scholarship that James
Clifford, in his study of the work of Marcel Griaule, calls “ethnographic
liberalism.”® This process is framed by underlying colonial, religious or
political power that allows the foreigner to move pretty much unimpeded
through the area of study, empowered by the same forces that keep the
local people under foreign or at least distant hegemony. From this rather
privileged position, the ethnographer will often speak out against the
oppressiveness of the colonial/national power structure that seeks to entrap,
debilitate, or deculturate local societies. The ethnographer sees his or her
efforts as something opposed, or at least not connected, to elements of that
imposed hegemony. “We” —and I mean this is what I thought in 1976 —are
living with the local people and recording their culture in order that they
have representation on the national and international level. Claims are
often made for getting to “know” the other in unprecedented and unique
depth through the tried and true forms of participant observation. The form
of this representation will, naturally, be our unbiased, positive reporting of
these ancient traditions and intricate art forms.*

5 See Clifford 1983, p. 142. This insightful and thorough reading of Griaule’s work sets it
into a clear historical frame. Part of the study considers another French anthropologist,
Griaule’s contemporary and colleague, Michel Leiris, whose approach tended to move
away from Griaule’s certainty to throwing doubt on the concept of truly knowing
another culture. “Griaule’s energetic confidence in cultural representation could not
be farther from Leiris’ tortured, lucid uncertainty. The two positions mark off the
predicament of a post-colonial ethnography. Some authorizing fiction of “authentic
encounter,” in Geertz’s phrase seems a prerequisite for intensive research. But initiatory
claims to speak as a knowledgeable insider revealing essential cultural truths are no
longer credible.” (p. 152)

6 When I was writing my dissertation on Tabwa oral narratives, I was both brought up
short and also inspired by Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s opening observations in his literary
study Homecoming: Essays on African and Caribbean Literature and Politics. In his Author’s
Note, Ngugi warned against what Jomo Kenyatta had described as “professional friends
and interpreters of the African...[who] have the arrogance of assuming they have more
and closer natural ties to Africa than have Africans in the West Indies and in America.
It is such people who acquire a most proprietorial air when talking of the part of Africa
they have happened to visit; they carve a personal sphere of influence and champion
the most reactionary and most separatist cause of whichever group among whom they
happen to live. They are again the most vehement in pointing out the unique intelligence,
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The intervening years have seen a revision in my thinking, as not
only humanistic but also social science writings have come to be seen as
so many historically situated texts; texts that have specific points of view
and particular ways of presenting material knowledge.” Questions of
self and other, subject and object have been incorporated with historical
perspectives that allow us to see such writing in context, as texts within
larger frameworks and discourses. These concerns allow anthropologists,
for example, to critically evaluate their methods and theories in a reflexive
manner. History, language, power and empowerment are forces that
suffuse ethnography of all types, despite particular methodological
differences. One fascinating frame for these explorations is the first volume
of the series “The History of Anthropology,” entitled Observers Observed:
Essays on Ethnographic Fieldwork, edited by George W. Stocking, Jr. (1983).
Almost every chapter resounds with revealing information about famous
fieldworkers—Franz Boas, Griaule and Malinowski, for example—and
their projects, often using original field notes or early publications
supplemented by the historical and contextual commentary of current
critical scholarship. What I see, more than anything else, is the essentially
literary core of the original writing. As Geertz and Clifford both suggest, we
are actually reading/writing elaborated fictions, fictions that are, to be sure,
new and eclectic in their generic make-up, but fictions, “not necessarily
falsehoods,” nonetheless. And, as Geertz emphasized, these are necessary
fictions, for how else can we propose to do the near-impossible and write
in any substantial way about cultures that are not our own?®

Troubled by just such concerns, anthropologist Michael Jackson
followed two major monographs on the Kuranko people of Sierra Leone
with a book he designates “an ethnographic novel,” Barawa and the Ways
Birds Fly in the Sky (Jackson 1986). Jackson, elsewhere, says of the book that
it was “a point of no return, and of disenchantment. It ends at the edge
of the sea: an ethnographer, unsure of his direction and identity, walking
along the tide-line, looking down at a film of water that reflects ‘pale grey

amiability and quick wit of their adopted areas and groups.” (Ngugi wa Thiong’o 1972,
p- xviii)

7 Animportant contribution to this reevaluation is Clifford and Marcus 1986.

8 (Clifford, in his 1983 piece on Marcel Giraule, cites Geertz’s 1968 essay on “Thinking as
a moral act...”: “Usually the sense of being members, however temporarily, insecurely
and incompletely, of a single moral community, can be maintained even in the face of
the wider social realities which press in at almost every moment to deny it. It is this
fiction—fiction not falsehood —that lies at the very heart of successful anthropological
field research...” (Geertz 1968, p. 154)
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clouds in a cocoa-coloured sky.” (Jackson 1989, p. 1) In this extraordinary
experiment, Jackson is able to say and do things that cross literary/
disciplinary boundaries. He is able to act as an historian collating and
telescoping details of the African and European explorer past, as well as
weaving in family histories of his Kuranko associates to evoke the history
and culture of a specific region and people. Further, he places himself
in the narrative in both the third and first person, including elements of
fieldwork in their profound lunacy as well as moments of gratifying insight
and beauty, the various situations whereby the ethnographer is both the
used and the user. His ethnographer —himself —ends the book with what
most honest researchers experience, a combination of accomplishment and
questions, of connectedness to local friends and a realization that those
friends comprise only a small part of a much larger, more complex reality.
Whose side are we on? Who has “captured” us? What is the significance of
such designations?

Jackson has authored at least three sets of essays that explore these
questions in a more scholarly framework. While I cannot say I enjoyed these
latter observations as much as the ethnographic novel, these at least have
the advantage of spelling out his concerns in a prescriptive and thereby
more replicable, theoretical manner. In Paths Toward a Clearing he describes
and employs the elements of the book’s subtitle: Radical Empiricism and
Ethnographic Inquiry (1989). In most of the essays, the author explores various
levels and entities of Kuranko society using both written and observed
sources. He does not hesitate to use personal, what we might call subjective,
evidence to make his points, as he employs a good deal of biographical and
autobiographical material. The result is a picture of a living and breathing
society, one that is every bit as knowable and confusing as our own. One of
the more interesting ideas Jackson puts forth is the efficacy of an existential
model for understanding Kuranko social and self-images. Jackson is less
concerned with proving one idea over another than emphasizing the plural
and pluralistic qualities of Kuranko society, and how these extend into
what had hitherto been considered static and proven social “facts.” It is
also a welcome departure from older models of dominant or unyielding
“tradition,” built on narrow notions of ritual, religion and kinship. He takes
these ideas further in Existential Anthropology: Events, Exigencies and Effects
(2005), wherein he asserts, beyond the Sartrean notion

...s0 often associated with existentialism, that our humanity consists in our

individual will-to-be, a striving for self-realisation or authenticity, for most
human action is less a product of intellectual deliberation and conscious
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choice than a matter of continual, intuitive, and opportunistic changes of
course—a ‘cybernetic’ switching between alternatives that promise more or
less satisfactory solutions to the ever-changing situations at hand. (p. xii)

Jackson focuses on notions of intersubjectivity and reciprocity to guide
his analyses of cultural and social behaviors in a number of societies and,
by definition, the terms tend toward an analytical approach that utilizes
continual shifting and recontextualizing of primary data.

I would further go along with another of Jackson’s assessments (1989)
that seeing ethnography as only an elaborate literary genre tends to place
too narrow an emphasis on the discipline as art form rather than social
science.’ It is much more helpful to consider a balance of approaches that
places the elements of ethnographer, “other,” location, and time into a
flexible frame. Such a frame would allow for provisional statements
of analogy as well as the understanding that such comparisons and
contrasts are often based on frozen moments in time that reflect certain
ideas, perhaps certain individuals, and not necessarily entire societies or
“realities.” Geertz locates two opposed but complementary approaches
to ethnographic research, grounded in the kinds of writing that present
the findings of the anthropologists Claude Lévi-Strauss and Malinowski.
Lévi-Strauss has always had a strong inclination to look beyond surface,
or even below underlying, cultural data to deeper systemic interpretations
of human social order: “... Lévi-Strauss argues that the sort of immediate,
in person ‘being there’ one associates with the bulk of recent American
and British anthropology is essentially impossible: it is either outright
fraud or fatuous self-deception” (Geertz 1988, p. 46). The other side of
this assertion is that “being there” does engender positive, accurate
interactions of observation, participation and, significantly, exchange and
dialogue.

9 Burawoy 2003 probably states an extreme version of the critique of Geertz’s reflexive/
discourse approach, “In his hands ethnography becomes a mesmeric play of texts upon
texts, narratives within narratives. By the end of its cultural turn, anthropology has lost
its distinctive identity, having decentered its techniques of field work, sacrificed the
idea of intensively studying a ‘site,” abandoned its theoretical traditions, and forsaken
its pursuit of causal explanation. Theory and history evaporate in a welter of discourse.
Anyone with literary ambition can now assume the anthropological mantle, making the
disrupted discipline vulnerable to cavalier invasion by natives and imposters. Once a
social science, anthropology aspires to become an appendage of the humanities.” (p. 674)
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Africans “Write Back”

Next day the anthropologist began taking down the words of informants
sent by Saif....Shrobenius’s head teemed with ideas. Reeling off spirituality
by the yard, the men paced the courtyard with anxious, knit brows....Saif
made up stories and the interpreter translated, Madoubo repeated in French,
refining the subtleties to the delight of Shrobenius, that human crayfish
afflicted with a groping mania for resuscitating an African universe —cultural
autonomy, he called it—which had lost all living reality; dressed with the
flashy elegance of a colonial on holiday, a great laughter, he was determined
to find metaphysical meaning in everything, even in the shape of the palaver
tree under which notables met to chat....African life, he held, was pure art,
intense religious symbolism, and a civilization once grandiose—but alas a
victim of the white man'’s vicissitudes. (Ouologuem 1971, pp. 87-88)™°

Another important perspective is provided by some African scholars
and artists on the findings of western anthropologists regarding African
culture. Years before Geertz, Clifford and others began the deconstruction
of heretofore standard ethnographic writing practice, Horace Miner
published a satirical, though straight-faced essay in American Anthropologist,
titled “Body Rituals Among the Nacerima” (1956). It is a classic cautionary
piece on the power that vocabulary and frames of reference, i.e. discourse,
can have on descriptions of other cultures. The above quote from Yambo
Ouologuem’s provocative novel Bound to Violence [Le devoir de violence],
moves the focus beyond skeptical views of dominant discourses to the
other side, the manipulation of ethnographic “data” by the local colonial
subjects. That the process can work both ways must be, by this point in
time, an accepted truism. It is also clear that African intellectuals have long
been aware of the many ways their societies have been written by outside
explorers, colonial officers, missionaries, social scientists, creative writers
and, more recently, aid workers. Even people I encountered in rural villages
were self-conscious, at least initially, about how photos I took of them might
be received and interpreted by residents of “Bulaya,” the generic word for
Europe and other lands of white people.

Ouologuem’s book spans a long period, but the section I cited is set
in the early 1900s, when the German anthropologist Fritz Shrobenius—a
thinly veiled caricature of Leo Frobenius—arrives in the West African
land of Nakem and begins to buy up “authentic” artifacts of local culture

10 Originally, Le devoir de violence, Yambo Ouologuem (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1968), p. 102.
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and aggressively elicit information about that society. While Ouologuem’s
intent here is wicked satire, there is also the irony that underlies it, which is
that European ethnographic studies would serve as a source of information
on “real” African culture for some of the brilliant black intellectuals who,
in 1930s France, originated the revolutionary cultural movement called
Négritude. Among others in that group, Léopold Sédar Senghor, the
Senegalese poet and nationalist, used the images of African art found in
Parisian museums and discourses of traditional cultures found in works
of European social science to reconstruct an African past that he and his
colleagues felt they had been denied by the deculturation processes of the
colonizing mission.

In the mid 1930s, Kenyan nationalist and student, Johnstone Kamau,
read anthropology at the London School of Economics under Malinowski.
In 1938 he published his revised thesis as Facing Mount Kenya, under his
new name, Jomo Kenyatta. Clearly, taking control of the ethnographic
discourse of the time, forming the images of his own people, the Gikuyu, as
he himself deemed proper, was an important step in Kenyatta’s nationalist
project. This kind of “writing back,”! would spur a new vision that was
promulgated by postcolonial authors such as Chinua Achebe. In what
many feel to be the seminal novel of modern anglophone African literature,
Achebe brings the tragic story of the Igbo warrior Okonkwo to a bitter and
ironic conclusion by switching narrative voice and point of view to the
local British District Commissioner. In two paragraphs Achebe evokes a
chilling and ominous premonition, whereby the D.C. seeks to encapsulate
the epic story of this “native’s” death into a single paragraph for the
ethnography/administrative handbook he is writing, titled: The Pacification
of the Primitive Tribes of the Lower Niger.'> Reclaiming an authoritative voice
in self-representation, then, remains an ongoing project for African writers
and scholars.

In Zambia, in the Luapula Valley, lan Cunnison’s historical and
ethnographic texts have been used to valorize local customs and political
practices. More significantly, one of Cunnison’s research assistants,
Chileya J. Chiwale, went on to conduct his own research in Lunda culture
and history, especially in the collection and analysis of praise poetry.
Building on an earlier history produced by a committee of elders, under
the auspices of the Lunda king, Mwata Kazembe XIV, and French Catholic

11 See Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 1989.
12 Achebe 1959.
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Missionary Fr. Edouard Lebrecque,” Chiwale and Mwata Kazembe
Munona Chinyanta XVIII collaborated on a study of Lunda customs and,
in particular, the annual kingship festival, the Mutomboko."* Another long
term research assistant at the Rhodes-Livingstone Institute—later changed
to the Institute for African Studies—Matshakaza Blackson Lukhero, built on
earlier work by European researchers and wrote studies of his own people,
the Ngoni of Zambia. Like Chiwale, Lukhero had a hand in reviving and
codifying an annual kingship rite, the Nc'wala.” In all these cases, local
people have found textual models to either validate or rewrite for their
own purposes. Zambian scholars have consciously set out to conduct their
own forms of fieldwork and evaluations of older studies.'® The work of
all non-local, and even indigenous, scholars needs to be open to similar
revision and reclamation, especially as it applies to such linguistically
dense representations as oral literary traditions. Clearly, whatever I write
about Bemba-language oral performances is in many ways preliminary,
even considering the substantial degree of collaboration that I've sought in
the process of transcription, translation and interpretation."”

13 See Kazembe and Labrecque 1951.

14 See Chinyanta and Chiwale 1989.

15 See Lukhero 1993.

16  An excellent example of local African scholars revising work done earlier by Europeans
is Chipungu, ed., 1992. Zambian anthropologist Owen Sichone evocatively states one of
the reasons for him choosing to become an anthropologist was his “dissatisfaction with
the accounts of Zambian life that I read in the classic literature and a desire to rework
them from a Zambian perspective.” (Sichone 2001, p. 371)

17 Numerous African universities contain departments of Anthropology or Sociology
staffed by western-trained anthropologists. There is no shortage of monographs and
articles by African ethnographers. The point I want to make is that ethnographic
discourse is contentious and the scope and intent of even indigenous scholars vary
widely. Sichone notes, “Many African scholars dislike anthropology intensely. I have
frequently heard many political scientists and economists insult each other by
referring to aspects of their work as ‘anthropological’. The tarnished reputation of
the discipline is blamed on anthropology having participated in the imperial strategy
of divide and rule. But was anthropology the handmaiden of imperialism in a way
that geology, cartography and land surveying were not?” (Sichone 2001, p. 370) Some
well known ethnographic monographs by African scholars include: Francis Mading
Deng, The Dinka of the Sudan (1972); A.B.C. Ocholla-Ayayo, Traditional Ideology and
Ethics Among the Southern Luo (1976); Philip O. Nsugbe, Ohaffia: A Matrilineal Ibo People
(1974), etc. Bernard M. Magubane offers a well-known set of critiques of colonial social
science practices and alternative African scholarly approaches that have been collected
in a set of essays (2000).



10  Storytelling in Northern Zambia

Researching Oral Traditions (1976-77)

Fieldwork, then, is a process of intersubjective construction of liminal modes
of communication. Intersubjective means literally more than one subject,
but being situated neither quite here nor quite there, the subjects involved
do not share a common set of assumptions, experiences, or traditions. Their
construction is a public process. ...That the communication was often
painstaking and partial is an equally important theme. It is the dialectic
between these poles, ever repeated, never quite the same, which constitutes
fieldwork. (Rabinow 1977, p. 155)

When I began conducting research in Zambia in 1976, I was only vaguely
aware of the unusually rich tradition of ethnographic and sociological
studies in what used to be called Northern Rhodesia. While the history of
this research is well documented, I want to briefly describe the framework
of scholarship that evolved and how I came to interact with it. Although
Zambia is not the only former colony to be well represented by a large
corpus of ethnographic and historical social research, the creation of a
formal institution for these endeavors suggests a deep commitment to such
efforts by the colonial power. The Rhodes-Livingstone Institute came into
being in the late 1930s. It both grew out of and was spurred on by the efforts
of pioneering ethnographers such as Godfrey Wilson, Audrey Richards
and Max Gluckman.”® Following the Institute’s establishment, a most
impressive coterie of researchers would eventually produce numerous
ground-breaking studies, creating a nearly unprecedented body of data
and methodological practices, modeled on what was broadly identified as
“British functionalism,” that would serve future scholars in that and other
regions of ethnographic endeavor.

Links to seminal thinkers of British social anthropology were prevalent
among these scholars, many of whom were students of Malinowski and/
or A.R. Radcliffe-Brown. By the late 1940s, a strong link between the
Institute and Manchester University grew into a continuous reciprocal
flow of scholars and publishing opportunities. Some of the most influential
and highly regarded book-length studies of the time appeared under the
Manchester University Press/Rhodes-Livingstone Institute imprimatur,
for this reason the authors of these monographs are collectively known
as the “Mancester School”. At independence, the name was changed from
Rhodes-Livingstone to the Institute for African Studies, linked to the new
University of Zambia. From its inception, directors of the Institute were

18 See Schumaker 2001.
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themselves respected researchers who enabled affiliates in their projects,
perpetuating a tradition of thorough and careful fieldwork. Consequently,
there was a near industrial amount of scholarly production coming from
the IAS in the 1950s through the early 1970s."

From December 1975 until March 1977 I conducted research and field
work in Zambia under the auspices of the Institute for African Studies.
My initial exposure to the Institute was as a resident research affiliate,
expected to take part in the intellectual and quotidian life at that location
and on the campus of the University. Armed with a good deal of archival
work, personal contacts, written government permission and ten weeks
of intensive language study my wife and I began almost ten months of
field work in three Tabwa villages. We were sanctioned by the government
and university, and this allowed me to secure the help and cooperation of
local government workers at schools, health clinics, fisheries, courts, game
control, and agricultural stations. However, once “officially” situated, the
work began with no guarantees that local people would help us in our
endeavors to record storytelling traditions. In fact, it seemed most people
were suspicious of us, not because of political relations with South Africa or
Rhodesia, but simply because we were strangers and did not fit the usual
conceptions of what white people might be doing in the area. We were
not missionaries, doctors or technical advisors. We did not have children,
so some neighbors were not even convinced that we were really married;
some thought we were brother and sister. Paul Rabinow discusses a similar
situation in his memoir Reflections on Fieldwork in Morocco (1977):

In fact, I was forcing my way into the village through my official connections.
That was the only way that it could be done. Informing the officials had been

19 Moreover, the seminal early studies have led to a more recent secondary wave of
revisionary work, treating the same areas and people that some of the more famous the
Institute researchers had written about. For example, Audrey Richards’ Land, Labour and
Diet: An Economic Study of the Bemba Tribe (1939) has been revisited and recontextualized
in Moore and Vaughan's Cutting Down Trees: Gender, Nutritition and Agriculture in the
Northern Province of Zambia, 1890-1990 (1994). Similar revision has been conducted on
William Watson’s socio-economic study Tribal Cohesion in a Money Economy: A Study of
the Mambwe People of Zambia (1958) by Johan Pottier in Migrants No More: Settlement and
Survival in Mambwe Villages, Zambia (1988).

20 From the end of the 1960s to the late 1980s, Zambia was frequently under a state of
emergency because of its involvement as a “Frontline State” in the wars of liberation in
Rhodesia (Zimbabwe), Southwest Africa (Namibia), Angola, Mozambique and, finally,
South Africa. Security concerns often focused on foreigners, especially whites, who
stood out so obviously. See Molteno 1979 for what was at the time a common opinion
of the US role in the region and the suspicions brought to bear on foreign, especially
American, academics and researchers.
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unavoidable, but their approval had made the affair a dangerous one from
the villagers” perspective. To think that these rural countrymen should have
accepted my proposal at face value and graciously granted it in the spirit of
mutual respect between cultures is absurd. Why, the villagers asked, should
arich American want to move into a poor rural village and live by himself in
a mud house when he could be living in a villa in Sefrou? Why us? Why get
ourselves into a situation where the government holds us jointly responsible
for this stranger? What's in it for us? The risks are all too evident. (pp. 77-78)

Our initial contacts and early friends and neighbors were educated
Zambians of one type or another: the local school teachers, the local health
clinic workers, people who worked for the government fisheries, the court
clerk, and the Rural Council postman. All spoke at least some English and all
had some prior experience with “Europeans.” Because these people, often
not from this particular area or not even native speakers, all spoke Bemba
with much greater facility than either my wife or I, they served as initial
bridges to the local people. They provided introductions or explained our
presence there. In fact, the original idea of settling in Mukupa Katandula
came from a Scots Catholic White Father who worked in the district. He
felt the village was the most remote of the three Tabwa chiefs’ courts and
therefore was, by his thinking and mine at the time, more “traditional.”
It was also his early intervention that spurred the village authorities to
approve our stay and help to find us a government house that was at the
time unoccupied.

My first efforts to tape record storytellers were characterized by uneven
and at times inadequate language skills. As I struggled to transcribe the
material,  began enlisting the help of several local schoolboys. They became
another inroad to village residents. After a while, for their own reasons,
people decided to get involved with our efforts to record stories, and I had
a fairly steady stream of storytellers to work with. We established a method
of compensation that involved the giving of gifts over time, rather than
a simple “payment” for stories told. Although I still felt deep down, in
retrospect quite naively, that the stories should be freely provided in the
spirit of scholarly cooperation, the preservation of vital traditions, and the
avoidance of commercialization or commodification of these verbal arts,
it became clear that the exchange of gifts or services was one of the most
common ways to establish relationships between people. In fact, what I
was doing was forming ties that, over the years, have proven to be both
personally gratifying and professionally invaluable.

As the year progressed, and we moved to the two other main villages
of the Tabwa chiefs, Kaputa and Nsama, our language skills improved
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dramatically and we were able to conduct everyday interactions much
more effectively. The initial uncertainty and self-consciousness over being
the center of attention wherever we walked, of being stared at constantly, of
frustrations over not understanding what people were saying or knowing
how to express ourselves had faded into a more comfortable and secure
situation. We progressively came to know and interact with our neighbors
and get involved in various everyday activities and special occasions. Later,
my wife and I ended up spending almost two months in the Northern
Province capital, Kasama, where I did translation work with two students
from Malole’s St. Francis Secondary School. After another month or so in
Lusaka, we returned to the US where the task of writing the dissertation
would be completed.

In all this time, I never questioned the notion itself of my presence
among the Tabwa. Trained in a renowned area studies program and
rigorous academic department, using a half-century of ethnographers,
folklorists and literary scholars as my model, and sanctioned, as it were, by
Zambian church and state, I simply went in and did my research, initiated
some marvelous friendships, enjoyed the company of a host of different
nationalities and social strata, and went home. As with many scholars,
the period of reflection really began when writing up my data and trying
to transcribe and translate the stories I'd collected. The more I wrote and
translated the more obscure the conditions of research and the contexts
of the performances became. I was literally textualizing living events,
distilling story texts, and isolating moments out of a continuum, and this
was somehow depleting the richness of my experiences and the complex
interactions that surrounded these sessions.

Though I found ways to incorporate more and more of these elements
into what eventually became my first monograph, I became increasingly
uncomfortable with the use of an ethnographic frame in my writing and
with the necessity to take charge of all these cultural elements and order
them for my readers. Nowhere in this writing, for example, is there a
sense that Zambia was undergoing many changes as we sat in villages and
recorded stories. That our neighbors were also undergoing changes was not
evident in the way I wrote about them. I remember being most obviously
struck by this notion in 1988, when I realized that my closest friend
among the Tabwa, a man very near to my age, was himself undergoing
fundamental upheavals in his life that I'd never expected. A devout
Jehovah’s Witness, with a close relationship to his family and a propensity
for industrious, back-breaking labor in farming, salt-making and fishing,
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my friend revealed to me in 1988 that he had divorced his wife and gone
to work for the government cooperative union. This also meant that he
had to leave the Watchtower movement that prohibited involvement in
secular government activities. Somehow I'd set him into a static, rather
romanticized image that depended on all these socially defining elements
and was rather shocked, perhaps even disillusioned, that he’d taken such
a different course in his life. Why had I so easily framed him in such a
position, somehow immune from the possibility of personal change?*
This eventually brought me back to the problem of representation in my
writing and thinking.

Locating a Discipline/Method

There is, moreover, a hazy boundary between the study of oral narrative
performance and what might strictly be termed ethnographic research. The
former is in some ways harder to pin down than the latter. In my initial
work, I did not ignore individuals or their social contexts, indeed that kind
of information was important in locating them and their storytelling efforts
within Tabwa society. However, the premise then and now is that their
creations rely upon aesthetic form and a cultural knowledge of narrative
conventions and imagery. The way the narratives worked involved the
manipulation of a very old system of discourse, image and structure to
create seemingly fresh, new narrative experiences. Ethnography, if it
takes up storytelling performance at all, often focuses on the social over
the aesthetic, looking for what the tales or performances say about the
society. Geertz may see the Balinese cockfight as a kind of art form, but
his concern is what it says about the Balinese.” Even discourse analysis
kinds of approaches often lose the art—at the same time claiming to be
identifying aesthetics—in favor of evaluating performances in frames of
linguistic competence or the jockeying for power in social relationships.?

21 Jackson makes a similar point when he says, “Clearly, therefore, it would be a mistake
to reduce any person to some abiding essence or self that remains constant throughout
an entire lifetime, or to reduce a human life to the general conditions that define his class,
her culture, or his credo. Even to speak of variations on a theme is a misnomer, for any
one moment every variation is in effect experienced as a theme.” (Jackson 2006, p. 294)

22 See Geertz 1973.

23 These approaches are grounded in the work of Roman Jakobson, but more readily in
the pioneering work in language and ethnography of Dell Hymes (1964, 1974, 1996).
Important studies in this vein include Bauman 1986; Labov 1972; Scollon and Scollon
1979; Shuman 1986 and 2005; Tannen 1982.



I. Writing Oral Narrative 15

In any event, although my work certainly crosses disciplinary boundaries,
in the end I am not an ethnographer. I don’t focus on the same concerns
and do not try to build models that broadly explain cultural behavior.
This, therefore, might be the boundary between ethnographic and oral
tradition scholarship that keeps me mostly on one side rather than the
other. My observations are more likely to look at behavior or intent only
in specific situations without drawing wider conclusions, except for the
instances where overlap with other examples seems obvious and suggests
recurring patterns. Moreover, my aesthetic evaluation of a performance is
drawn from the combination of story elements and the storyteller’s skills in
conveying that narrative vision to an audience.

In a very real sense, then, one concern I had about this study is
identifying my object of investigation; narrative “text” and/or performer
and/or context. The question was simplified in 1988-89 by going to places
where I knew virtually no one and ended up with a pretty clear object of
study: video records of the performances, memory, some field notes and
whatever other printed or oral data I could apply to the events and their
various texts. Consequently, this could not approach the deeply interactive
research explored in Tedlock’s marvelous evocation of a spectrum of
earlier studies that attempted real dialogical engagement.* His citing of
an ethnographer/local subject interaction from Dwyer (1982) suggests the
ongoing and shifting paradox of trying to represent such interactions.

Dwyer: And what do you think that I think about you? What might I say to
myself about you?

Fagir Muhammad: You're the one who understands that. Why, am I going
to enter into your head? (p. 285)

Titon (2003) describes a related consideration when it comes to discussing
living performances, which is the unavoidable textualization that
scholarship entails.

A deeper dilemma turns on the practice of performance analysis, for insofar
as analysis constitutes its object, it is forced to remove performance from
living processes and treat it as a text. This dilemma appears to be inherent in
our scholarly procedures, not only because we write our scholarship as text
but because analysis and interpretation are directed at objects, and if a text
is anything that can be interpreted, then there is no interpretation without
text. And so even when performance theory has driven folkloristic analysis,

24  Tedlock 1995.
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transcribed texts remain in our work, embedded now in new interpretive
contexts. (p. 78)

This challenge is at the base of how we choose to examine story
performances and will constitute, along with the ongoing questions of
reflexivity, authority and local individual assertion, the methodological
discourse of this study.

This current project explores ways to consider narrative performances,
and to concentrate on representing these performances and how I gathered
them, entailing what is often referred to as “the vagaries of fieldwork,”
among other concerns. Moreover, because what I recorded in 1988-89 was
shaped by whatever the performers wished to give—or, more accurately,

“sell” —me, the material I will consider here is a generic mix of mostly
“fictional” narratives, proverbs, heroic praises, some history, and some
explorations of topics people felt were of significance. Though the recordings
and transcriptions form objects of analysis, “texts,” they will be only part
of a wider examination of the situations and contexts of the performance
events themselves. As an example of how I focus on these various events,
I will describe the conditions of recording the efforts of a particular group
of Bemba performers, and suggest how these can be used to evaluate the
material. The goal of such a discussion is to open the examination to factors
of performance context and ethnographic immediacy, thereby keeping the
performance and collection in an actual historical moment.

My initial example is taken from research carried out during the 1988-89
academic year. I was teaching at the University of Zambia on a Fulbright
award and conducting research in urban and rural Zambia. This period
followed two intensive returns to the Tabwa area, for six months in 1983
and three months in 1985, to collect more narratives and information for
my first monograph. My research goal in 1988-89 was to record material
from all the Bemba-speaking groups of Northern and Luapula Provinces.
The task was much greater than I could realistically accomplish during
university holidays and the ten weeks of spring term that I was given leave,
but I did manage to visit and record performers from five ethnic groups;
securing a somewhat representative sampling from each. The nature of the
work militated against my method of long-term collection and analysis
among the Tabwa people. Rather than live in close proximity to and interact
daily with neighbors I came to know fairly well, I was forced to depend
on very brief concentrated visits with a variety of people. My entrée into
these different communities was, similarly, of a varied nature. For example,
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I visited the village of the Bemba Paramount Chief Chitimukulu armed
with a letter of introduction from the Chief himself. What hopefully is
clear from the following description is that I was working with people
who did not know me, or even of me, but who were willing to help on
a friend-of-a-friend basis. On more practical terms, this meant an early
and concerted necessity for negotiating the appropriate compensation
for people’s time and help. In the Tabwa area, my credit, in a manner of
speaking, was good. This meant that I could stop and record or discuss
material almost anywhere I'd been earlier without prior consultation
about money or gifts. It was generally known that at some point I would
compensate people who assisted me. Working in new areas required that
we set the exact conditions of compensation. For a Bemba royal bard, this
meant agreeing to a set price for the entire session beforehand. For some
Lunda storytellers it meant establishing an arbitrary but strictly adhered
to three-story minimum for a specific payment. How did this affect the
performance events? We can examine this question with evidence from the
following performance session.

Chitimukulu is the Paramount Chief of the Bemba, one of Zambia’s
largest ethnic groups. He was also, in 1989, a Member of the Central
Committee, one of the more prominent non-elected government posts
in the country. I had first met Mr. L.M. Ng’andu, whose royal title was
Chitimukulu 36, Mutale Chitapankwa II, in a rather remote village while he
was visiting his constituents prior to national elections, and he encouraged
me to drop by and see him.” Some five months later, I did, in fact, visit
his office in Kasama, and he gave me a letter of introduction and names
of people to see in the area around his home. He added what at the time
seemed a curious caveat, saying he wasn’t sure anyone would pay attention
to the note but that I should try in any case. When, accompanied by my
eight year-old son Daniel, I later visited the chief’s village these comments
became clearer to me. Near to Chitimukulu’s capital, I recruited a teacher at
Malole’s St. Francis Secondary School, Mr. S.M. Kalunga, who had kindly
agreed to help with introductions. We tried to see several people whose
names were provided by Chief Chitimukulu but were mostly unsuccessful
in finding anyone at home. However, at the local courthouse, we met two
men whose names had been on the list and arranged a visit for the next day.

25 Seemy chapter on Bisa storytelling for a more detailed description of my first interactions
with Chitimukulu.
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When we returned to the courthouse at around 2:30 PM there was no
one around. We inquired as to where everyone had gone and ended up at
the nearby home of the “headman” of that section of the village.” There
was a group of some twenty men and women drinking katubi inside the
house. This beer is generally made from finger millet and is distinctive
for the frothy, thick residue that floats on its surface. It is therefore sipped
through a straw that is forced down through the surface layer to the warm
liquid at the bottom. Daniel and I drew a good deal of attention as we sat
down on small stools against one of the walls. However, things loosened
up noticeably after I tasted the katubi and pronounced it to be of high
quality. [Ee, ciisuma. (Yes, it's good.)] Then I drew some laughs when
I responded to exhortations to have some more by saying “Saana.” [That’s
plenty.] Mr. Kalunga and I reminded the men of our agreement of the
previous day, and we were invited outside to discuss the matter. The local
court magistrate and the headman eventually emerged and spoke to us
about our desire to record oral traditions. Supplementing the note from the
Paramount Chief, I tried to validate my status by stressing my identity as a
university lecturer on research assignment, brandishing a dog-eared copy
of my UMI bound dissertation. At around this time, a short, compactly
built man who was probably in his late 50s walked up and started shouting
rapid-fire words at me. I recognized the style as imishikakulo, or Bemba
praise poetry. I found the experience uncomfortable since, from a Western
perspective, that tone of voice is culturally a sign of anger or insulting
language and it was aggressively spewing from someone I'd never met.
Further, the Bemba words themselves are often archaic or at least heavily
allusive, so I felt the disadvantage of understanding almost nothing of what
was being said. After a minute, the man spoke with the court magistrate
and made it clear that he would not perform without first settling the
payment of compensation. I said I'd pay after seeing what was performed,
but he would have none of it. Down deep, the fellow really put me off and
I didn’t care if he performed or not, but people around him seemed to be
taking his side, so I eventually settled on paying a set sum, roughly twelve

26 The term “headman” is mostly a carryover from the colonial era, but it remains the
most common gloss of the Bemba language title “mwine mushi,” “owner of the village.”
Essentially, headmen are lineage leaders whose relatives and non-blood constituents
live under his authority in a section of a larger village. His duties include acting as an
intermediary to the chief, settling disputes as an initial local court of appeal, before
the matter needs to be brought to the chief or civil authority, and involvement in daily
arrangements concerning labor, land, familial duties and so forth.
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or fifteen dollars, to the court magistrate who would then portion it out at
the end of the session. When we came to an agreement I placed a bench
next to the courthouse and set my camera on a tripod.

The first performer, with an audience of around twenty people, was the
magistrate, Mr. Chituloshi. He discoursed on the importance of heeding
wisdom provided by one’s society, illustrating it with the tale of how a
grasshopper outwits a hornbill trying to eat him. He then explained the
tale by coming back to the significance of group knowledge and values.
His delivery was slow and emphatic. The audience was polite but did not
really seem to be engaged by the tale. I replayed the audiotape for all to
hear and then recorded the second performer, Mr. Bernard Chitompwe,
the headman. After a brief introduction, Mr. Chitompwe launched into
several elaborate praises, employing the same style that the earlier man
used to welcome me. This same man responded to the praises with a
shouted word “pama” [Go on! Right on!] This performance caused a bit
more of a stir among the audience, which now numbered around forty
people. During these performances, my son sat next to or near Mr. Kalunga.
After the two performances, Daniel took to moving around a bit, returning
to his seat only when groups of children or adults surrounded him, staring
in curiosity or trying to engage him in conversation. This interest in the
strangers waned as the performances heated up. The third person to
perform was the man who had greeted me, Mr. Ng’ongo Yuba, who also
introduced himself as Kangwa Kabunda, a royal bard, or ing’omba. He
performed with a young man who played a single-headed drum, while
he himself played a double-headed drum that hung from his neck and
shoulder by a thin rope. Mr. Yuba introduced himself and his accompanist
in elaborate terms, then proceeded to play the drum vigorously, as women
in the audience began to ululate. When he stopped playing Mr. Yuba sang
a different kind of praise song called ing’omba or drum poetry.” Yuba's
performance of this genre consisted of taking a deep breath and singing
loudly and rapidly, bending at the waist as he expended the air in his lungs.
He then rose up straight as he inhaled deeply and did the same thing for
the next set of verses. During one of these renditions, as the drumming

27 Both the style of poetry and its practitioner are called ing’omba. The bards often play the
two-headed drum called ishingilili, that incorporates both a “male” (high) and “female”
(low) set of tones. Mr. Yuba was accompanied by a young man playing a smaller,
cylindrical drum called “sensele”. See Mapoma 1974, on Bemba royal bards and their
instruments.
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intervened between instances of singing, an older woman, also in her
50s, joined him rather spontaneously, to sing harmony to the poetry and
dance to the drumming. By now, there were over one hundred people in
the audience. Most of them responded to the performers by laughing in a
delighted way, ululating, or making encouraging exclamations like Parma!
or Eeya! When the performers stopped, I replayed the entire session on my
video monitor. This caused more excitement. Mr. Chitompwe sang more
imishikakulo, and Mr. Yuba performed more ing’omba, with his, now two,
accompanists.

By this time, people had pretty much turned all of their attention
to Mr. Yuba’s efforts. The audience swelled to nearly two hundred
participants. It seemed to me that I'd become a simple functionary at this
point, there to record whatever people chose to do. After each playback,
the performers seemed to try to outdo their earlier efforts. A man came
to tell me that the women insisted on singing some of their songs. So we
moved to the rear of the courthouse, where the crowd was not yet packed,
and I recorded singing, drumming and dancing that became more and
more controlled by the women. They did not like the drumbeat set down
by Mr. Yuba’s accompanist, so a woman took over that drum. Then, during
the performance of a song, one young woman spontaneously jumped into
the central clearing and began to dance as the song came to an abrupt close.
She was embarrassed by the action and fled back into the crowd. Soon
thereafter, however, women encouraged her to return, and she and a much
older woman, easily in her mid 60s, danced together to another song. This
performance intensified the already strong level of audience response
and participation, as evidenced by the almost complete involvement of all
present. By the time the last performance began, with a woman dancing
at the center of attention, there was almost no distinction, almost no space,
between performers and audience. In fact, performers, spectators, camera
and cameraman were all but enveloped in one rhythmically moving mass.

It was by now nearing sunset and we had been at it for almost four hours.
We prepared to take our leave by packing up and thanking our hosts and
performers. As the crowd dispersed, Mr. Yuba insisted we return to record
some really good material and visit him at his home where he would have
the time, space and control to perform his specialties. Mr. Kalunga, Daniel
and I mounted our vehicle and drove back to Malole then continued on to
Kasama.
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Though a broad, formal study of this session would obviously focus on
the verbal texts of material created by Mr. Yuba and the other performers,
it is also clear that the event itself makes an interesting subject for analysis.
Even when considering the taped material, it is important to take into
account the dynamics of large gatherings, and my use of video and audio
playback, as well as my presence as both an economic and archival source.

So, an analysis of the material collected at this session—besides a
thorough consideration of the verbal texts of story, praise, dance and song—
would include a description of the factors that led to and surrounded the
various performances. It is important to note the history or lack thereof
of my relationship to the people performing and reacting as an audience.
They were not familiar with me or my work. The performances formed
the core of activity and attention to such an extent that people virtually
forgot the camera, my presence and the notion of compensation and were
carried along by the competitive and expressive energies of the session.”
The material itself would require detailed work with previous studies
and local experts in these genres, since much of it was fairly esoteric and
particular to the things that constitute the repertoire of a royal bard and
to the themes and images, mostly from initiation songs, that the women
wanted preserved.

My role here was primarily as an instigator, secondarily as a recorder.
Understanding these conditions help me to evaluate what I have elsewhere
called the performance context of any tale or session.” This data can be
important for understanding elements of style or intent on the part of a
performer, as well as framing types of audience response, or lack thereof.
Do people perform more energetically when they are being paid? I would
say this was not a significant factor for at least the women participants, as
was evidenced by the spontaneous performances that evolved from the
otherwise elicited recording session. Further, realistically, I doubt that
the men who initially negotiated their own compensation were about to
share any of it with the virtually amorphous group of women. It is also
worth looking deeper into the manner in which women participated in
then took over the session, beginning with the first woman who danced
with Mr. Yuba and including the many women who drummed, sang and
danced. If nothing else, it is clear that the first woman broke into an initially

28 See Schechner 2003, for a wide-ranging discussion of the many elements and types of
performances.
29 See Cancel 1989 and 1988-89.
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male event, and that the other women eventually formed a communal
rather than individual expressive performance entity.*

We are really looking at considering the historical moment of collection
and performance as it pertains to the collector and his or her collaborators,
as well as what the situation was politically and socially in that area at that
time. What I mean is that Zambia in 1988-89 was experiencing economic
and political instability that led not only to the prices set for performances
but also the attitude of the performers towards any particular researcher.
While we did not know it then, due to broad national dissatisfaction and
unrest, the long-standing government of President Kaunda was only little
over a year from being voted out of office in the first multiparty elections in
decades. In my case, I was aided immeasurably by introductions from local
people, but this still did not place me in the same circumstance that held
sway when working among the more familiar Tabwa. Also, my status as a
university lecturer was ambiguous. It helped me receive official sanction
to conduct research, but, because the university was experiencing unrest
among the students and faculty due to financial and curricular issues, it
made me a bit suspect in the rural areas as well. Ordinary people often
had little sympathy for what they perceived, and relatively speaking not
entirely incorrectly, to be privileged students and faculty trying to get more
for themselves at the expense of taxpayers and government. Moreover,
depending on the area visited, the people’s feelings about the government
varied dramatically. Even armed with a letter from the Bemba Paramount
Chief, I still had to negotiate and scuffle for the performances I eventually
recorded. This said something about chiefly and governmental power
and its influence when the chief/government official was not around.*
Ultimately for a lot of the performers in this study, cash or in-kind payments
were the deciding factors, while in some other cases, as with the women at
Chitimukulu’s capital, I sensed a clear, overriding concern for expressing
and preserving ideas for posterity.

30 I will examine concerns of gender in performance in some of the chapters that follow,
but clearly in this session there was a sense that women wanted to express themselves as
a group in the material being recorded.

31 It became clear to me some time after the recording session that this particular
Chitimukulu was not as popular as some of his predecessors, in part because he sought
to change some of the older, traditional ways of doing things. In 1994, when I returned
to the area, I visited Chitimukulu Mutale Chitapankwa at his musumba, or palace, and
he provided me with a long autobiographical account that I videotaped. In it, he talked
about some of the traditions of the kingship he’d been seeking to change.
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An analysis of the performances described above would also take
advantage of the curious aftereffects evidenced by my presenting
Chitimukulu with an audiocassette of the event. While in his Kasama office,
he listened to one of Mr. Yuba’s songs and told me it was “not correct” in
some of its historical assertions. I thought little of this until five years later
when I visited the Chief at his court and he summoned Mr. Yuba to our
meeting. The man had changed dramatically, looking rather unkempt and
haggard, acting very submissive in the Chief’s presence, and reacting to my
greetings very solicitously. Chitimukulu had earlier told me that Mr. Yuba
had fallen on bad times, as some people in the village had been accusing
him of witchcraft. During our meeting the Chief demanded that he
produce a more accurate version of the song he’d performed earlier, but he
responded by saying he could not remember which song he’d been singing
and would have to see or hear the performance so that he could make his
revisions. This incident says a lot about the significance of royal praises
and the concerns nobles might exhibit over how they or their ancestors are
portrayed.® Clearly, Chitimukulu had a sense of how my recordings might
present him or Bemba history to a wider academic or public audience.
A thorough analysis of the earlier performance, with detailed knowledge
of the often allusive imagery of royal praise poetry would combine with
this latter epilogue to provide a richer understanding of the roles played by
bards and their art at the court and in the wider society.

In each location I stopped to do research, slightly different conditions
were in effect. Among the Bemba of Chief Nkula, I was sanctioned by a
Catholic missionary, which gave me easy and effective access to the
people living around the Ilondola mission. On the other hand, people
did not perform tales that were at all ribald. In fact, one man performed
a fascinating tale that he explained as being about the Catholic Church,
with one of the wiser characters representing the Pope. Among the Bwile
of Luapula Province, I was aided by the fact that Chief Puta was enthused
with my project and called a meeting of a number of his headmen and
councilors, some thirty or so men. He led off with a brief historical narrative
then a shorter reminiscence, then around five of his colleagues followed
with a series of fictional tales. My visit to the Bisa in the Munyamadzi

32 A similar occurrence can be examined in some detail regarding historical information
imparted in a narrative by the Bwile Chief Puta in 1989 and how this was received
and then modified by his successor during a visit in 2005. The original performance is
referred to below and presented in more detail in Chapter V on Bwile oral performance.
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Corridor was facilitated by an American researcher who had, at that time,
been living and working off and on with that group for over twenty years.
Two Zambian graduate students I'd been working with at UNZA provided
initial entrée into two Lunda villages for recording sessions. Again, while
it is speculative to discuss the motives of the people who allow me to
record their material, I'd reiterate one obvious and sensible conclusion is
that most do it for the compensation, a compensation that takes the form
of cash, goods, fulfilling obligations and/or garnering attention. However,
there is another factor to consider and that is why do some performers
turn in outstanding efforts and others seem to be going through minimal
motions? Here I believe that an alternate motivation is a combination of
pride and interest in the project. Older people often want to see the material
preserved, while many younger people mostly relish holding the stage and
having the opportunity to show off.*

Reflexively, there are at least two concerns I have in my descriptive,
not entirely “analytical,” writing. The first is that I try to honestly present
myself as a player in the ongoing event. The second is that I avoid the
temptation to become the star player in that event, writing others
rather than simply acknowledging our several texts and trying to work
within and, perhaps more significantly, between them.* So, to this end,
I include both photos of the performers and a subtitled DVD record of
the performances so that, limited as this technical framing of the sessions
might be, the video record can at least give the narrators a greater presence
in this discussion. If nothing else, these video records and my descriptions
will provide a more direct representation and, therefore, some form of
agency to the performers included here. Moreover, the lesson that has
been forming in my mind over the years pertains to the fact that people
are not necessarily their performed stories—though in many ways they

33  West 2007, discussing his relationship with his local subjects among the Muedan people
of Mozambique, makes an important point about how one of the elders he worked with
“’saw in me a kindred characteristic,’ I believe, because he knew, that in my writings,
I would attempt to produce of the Muedan world an order of my own description—
because he appreciated that such interpretive visions of the world necessarily constitute

a means of leverage on the world.” (p. 81)

34 A good examination of texts by writers from the colonized world satirizing the notion
of anthropologists as heroes, is Graham Huggan’s essay “Anthropologists and Other
Frauds.” (1994) He examines Ouologuem’s novel as well as works by Alejo Carpentier
(1999), considering Claude Lévi-Strauss, and Albert Wendt (1999), rethinking the impact
of Margaret Mead in Samoa. Jackson 1989, also notes that we can “no longer assume that
our texts have some kind of epistemological superiority over theirs.” (p. 168)
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are “performing” themselves—and their lives do not begin and end
when I arrive then leave. We need to see ethnographic data in the form of
recorded observed activities, in my case story performances, as limited, in
some cases misleading, information. I was reminded of this fact a couple of
years ago, when my friend and colleague, who had been my host in 1989 at
the Bisa village of Nabwalya, sent some photos from that visit. One of the
shots was of the recording session at the place where people had gathered
to harvest their sorghum crop. In the photo, the perspective was from the
back of a performer, framing my son Daniel, a friend named Marie who'd
accompanied us, and me sitting on stools or chairs in front of someone’s
house, with the video camera on a tripod and many audience members
around us. At the time I saw this snapshot I'd been studying the video
record of this session for nearly fourteen years, but had forgotten many of
the details revealed by this photo. Seeing what the performers were seeing
altered my perspective of what was encompassed by the overall tone and
experience of that recording effort.

We can discover behavior or attitudes that might help us to understand
pieces of people’s lives and perceptions, but at the same time we need to
carefully set these against the mountain of social and cultural relationships
that are beneath the surface of not only our but our subjects’ recognition.
Ultimately, I want to represent the oral traditional performances of Bemba-
speaking people within a writing style that moves from close reflexive
observation and the careful recording of details to the recognition that
true and thorough analysis and interpretation is often limited and, indeed,
limiting in its need for absolute or unifying conclusions.® I believe it is the
rare researcher, particularly someone who is not a member of the society
being studied, who can truly attain a deep knowledge of that culture.* Most

35 Jackson 2006, notes some of the limits of both reflexivity and trying to take the stated
views of others at face value when he says “we can neither assess the truth of our
understanding representationally—in terms of its fidelity to the espoused views and
observed practices of others—nor confessionally—as a disclosure of our own ulterior
motives and unconscious desires.” (p. 293)

36 Some examples of what appear to be in depth insights and near total immersion in African
societies include Stoller’s intimate study of the Songhay (1989), and, in an amazing
longitudinal study, Colson and Scudder’s reporting on the Gwembe Tonga (1958, 1971,
1988). Griaule’s unprecedented work with Ogotemmeli (1965) purports to reveal some
fascinating details of the Dogon way of life and cosmology, though how this was gathered
and written, and how that framed the information, remains a matter of scholarly debate
(see, for example, Clifford 1983). A last example is Stuart Marks’s long term study of the
Valley Bisa of Zambia and their interrelationships with their environment and the practice
of hunting. (See Chapter IV below and, Marks 1979, 1984, 2005, 2008, etc.).
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important in this anthology are the narrative performances themselves,
since these are what the storytellers chose to present and shape for their
audiences, and for my camera.”” Most of what I provide to these efforts is
meant to contextualize and describe them as accurately as I can.

Bemba-speaking Groups

The five ethnic groups represented in this project all fall under the linguistic
range of the language spoken by the largest of the groups, the Bemba of
Zambia’s Northern Province. Linked historically by a common migration
from what is today the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the Bemba, Bisa,
Bwile, Lunda, and Tabwa all trace their origins, or at least the origins of
their chieftaincies, to the Luba people. There are, therefore, strong linguistic
and cultural links between numerous Zambian and Congolese societies.
Matrilineal systems of descent are a common bond, as are, for the most part,
economic practices, kingship and clan structures. In Zambia, or rather its
earlier incarnation as Northern Rhodesia, the British colonial government
and various Christian missionary groups, especially the Roman Catholics,
early on chose a dialect of the language spoken by the Bemba people as
the standard for education, evangelization, electronic media and official
communication in this region of the colony/country. This led to numerous
publications, initially and most significantly translations of the Bible, that
reified the Bemba language over the other languages/dialects spoken by the
related ethnic groups in the region. At times, the numerous other groups
found it convenient to identify themselves with the larger, more influential
Bemba polity, and at other times they felt it important to assert their own
ethnic identities.®

While there are at least a dozen groups that identify themselves as
related to the Bemba but constituting separate entities, it would be another
kind of project to closely investigate and try to define how each group
determines this difference.* Certainly, in the instances that I've recorded

37 A good overview of approaches to African oral literature, past and present, is provided
by Finnegan 1992 and 1997; and Okpewho 1992.

38 See Cancel 2006, on how claiming Bemba identity has vacillated over time for some
segments of the Lunda population.

39 Crehan 1997, for example, examines historically how the Kaonde of northwestern
Zambia underwent a series of classifications under British rule that had profound
effects on their socio-economic lives. A broader study of how colonial rule first imposed
certain notions of identity on indigenous peoples then how these identities persisted in
fundamental ways is edited by Leroy Vail (1989).
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oral history or had access to published and unpublished studies, it is clear
that each society has its own story of how it came to the place where it now
lives. While the Lunda and Bemba, for example, both claim they originated
from a place known as Kola, among the Luba in the Congo, and followed
the same physical route into Zambia, historical studies suggest that the
migration might not have taken place at the same time or along the same
route for each group.” Their respective oral histories, and the scholarly
studies that built on these and other types of documented evidence, point
to the evolution of several kinds of political states and systems of royal
succession that are also unique to each entity. Royal lineage, for example,
is not reckoned in the same way between the Bemba and Lunda and
succession is figured in dramatically different fashion. Similarly, the Bwile
and Tabwa have differing stories of how they came to be. In the case of the
Bwile, I recorded a brief account about their arrival in the place they now
live and how a historical/mythological offence by a “captain” of an early
Lunda king resulted in land being ceded to the Bwile in compensation.*
Elsewhere, I've documented the origins and migration of the Tabwa,
again from Kola but on a different path than that taken by the Bemba and
Lunda.*? The Bisa of the Luangwa Valley share their ethnicity with the Bisa
who live near Lake Bangweulu, on the boundary of Luapula and Northern
Provinces. While these historical accounts are significant in explaining
how foreign kingship systems came to dominate the original inhabitants
of these regions, it is difficult to point to these narratives as the central
formative elements in ethnic identities. My intention, therefore, was to
collect narratives from as many Bemba-speaking groups as I could, in order
to consider a comparison of their stories, themes, performance techniques,
etc. In fact, these fictional and non-fictional stories have suggested mostly a
good deal of cultural overlap between the groups, certainly as it pertains to
common plots, images, tropes and styles of performance. If any dimension
can be more profitably explored to gauge ethnic identity among these
groups, it is probably their relative levels of economic practices, prosperity,
prospects and opportunities. The northern Zambia region has had a complex
history of conquest and migration followed by British colonial rule then
the post-independence national government that has strongly influenced

40 See A. Roberts 1973, and Cunnison 1959 and 1961.

41 See Chapter V on Bwile performance.

42 See my 1981 PhD dissertation, “Inshimi Structure and Theme: The Tabwa Oral Narrative
Tradition.”
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how groups see and define themselves. These subjectivities and group
claims of identity remain, at least for some groups, in an ongoing state of
flux. Benedict Anderson’s seminal notion of “imagined communities”* is
a simple yet not unreasonable way to view how ethnicity is figured for
at least a number of the smaller groups. Shifts in notions and assertions
of group identity have been reflected in contemporary Zambia by the
relatively recent proliferation of annual traditional festivals and rites.*

Following Up Original Visits

An added dimension to the study is material I collected in a follow-up
visit sixteen years after the fact. Zambia had undergone some intensive
changes since 1988-89. The current ruling party, the Movement for
Multiparty Democracy (MMD), is the one that unseated President Kaunda
in 1991. The former socialist economy had been liberalized, along with
those of many other countries in the third world following the fall of the
Soviet Union. Former parastatal organizations and businesses had been
privatized, with all the familiar concomitant consequences: a huge rise in
unemployment, the weakening of social welfare institutions such as health
care, education and housing, and a dramatic shift in the way business was
conducted. Subsidies for crucial foods, such as the staple maize “mealie
meal” flour [mukaiwa (Bemba)], were done away with. The currency was
allowed to “float” at its actual value. In the short term these economic
measures, mandated by the International Monetary Fund and the World
Bank, took a severe toll on the Zambian population. Based on visits in
2003 and 2005, I also saw evidence of how desperation breeds innovation
and industriousness. This was obvious in my travels in the Luapula
and Northern Provinces, where many young people were now running
businesses such as private transport of goods and people, in the form of
mini-buses or cargo lorries, and starting up shops that catered to technical
or business needs, in the form of internet cafes and office services. With
the sudden availability of many imported goods, young entrepreneurs
were building and stocking dry goods stores or restaurants with an eye
towards attracting customers to more aesthetically pleasing venues. The
national demographic was definitely getting younger, due in large part to

43 Anderson 1991.
44  Cancel 2006, alludes to this phenomenon when discussing the Lunda annual kinship
festival, the Mutomboko.
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the dropping of the average life expectancy to around thirty-seven years of
age, a continually rising birth rate, and the tragic thinning of the sexually
active population by the HIV/AIDS pandemic. In the case of education, the
government had loosened bureaucratic restrictions on fund-raising and
local control. Parents and teachers had more of a say as to where national
monies, meager as they were, would be spent. This local empowerment, a
consequence of seriously depleted public coffers, could be seen in many
local government institutions. I can’t guess what all this means for the
future, only that it has resulted in notable economic and social changes,
diminishing the importance of the extended family as people often cannot
afford to care for their relatives, especially surviving kin of AIDS victims,
and increasing instances of individual assertion and innovation. That all this
is accompanied by deep poverty, chronic unemployment and desperation
in what is considered one of the world’s poorest countries, only adds to the
complex mix of extant conditions characterizing Zambia today.

In 2005, armed with photos of each performer, printed transcripts of
their narratives, and DVD recordings of the performances I attempted to
retrace my steps and find out a bit more about the storytellers. Having
gotten to know them only on video for many years, my intention was
simply to discover or augment biographical information about each
performer, to properly credit them for their efforts and give readers, and
myself, a chance to “know” them better. Since I was not able logistically,
to spend the time in any one place required to truly chart the lay of the
land, the data I collected was ultimately fragmentary and often raised more
questions about these performers than it really answered. Moreover, of the
thirty narrators included in this study, nineteen, possibly twenty, had died
by the time I'd returned to seek them out. Of the ten who were still alive,
I could not reach the area where five still lived, and though I reached the
village of another narrator, she was not immediately available. I actually
had a chance to speak to only two of the remaining ten performers. Yet this
reflects the nature of the entire study, given that I did not in 1988-89, and
could not in 2005, spend the time to get to know the people and the places as
well as I'd consider sufficient for a proper exploration of the interpersonal
and socio-cultural milieu in which they lived. The more recent experience
elicited a strange feeling of nostalgia and loss, directed at people I'd only
gotten to know on videotape. Having gathered the information, however,
I include it in the form of footnotes and postscripts to most sessions in
order to add more depth to my initial observations and to aid in forming
an overview of the project’s results.
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Method and Focus of Chapters

In the chapters that follow, I will employ several methods to evaluate
performances and the verbal texts of the various narratives collected
from, in order of appearance, people who ethnically identify as Tabwa,
Bemba, Bisa, Lunda and Bwile. Detailed observation, similar to what
Geertz refers to as “thick description,” will be my central method. This
includes information about how the recording sessions were arranged, the
immediate contexts of performers and audience, details on compensation
for the work and description of performance techniques that include use
of voice, gesture and mime. I will include information about the particular
ethnic groups being recorded and socio-historical information pertaining
to the time of the performances as necessary and/or available, though this
will not in most cases be a vital part of analytical assertions. I identify and
sometimes evoke the traditional context of fictional narratives, based on the
broader formal characteristics and conventions of story-construction and
thematic focus. This will be based on my earlier work on Tabwa narrative
and, obviously, on a much broader body of published and unpublished
studies of oral traditions in and outside of Africa. Every chapter will have a
different focus, based on the amount of cultural and personal information
I'was able to bring to bear on each performance session. In the next chapter,
considering the productions of two Tabwa performers, I will provide a
more detailed frame for the analysis of the performances that comprise
this study.



[I. The Tabwa Context:
Mature Shifting of Frames
and Adolescent Assertion

Umusha afwa ne fyebo mu kanwa [A slave dies with words in his mouth]
(Stanley Kalumba 1989)

Accepted African oral literature scholarship, under normal circumstances,
harbors a built-in mechanism to silence the African voices. By concomitantly
reducing African oral performance to writing, and their performers to
the role of “informant,” the collectors/editors, with the best of intentions,
promote themselves to the status of the heroic midwife of an exercise
in literary parturition for the international, mostly non-African, gaze.
(Olabiyi Yai 1999, p. 5)

Folklorists, after all, did fieldwork; and in an academic world grown
sensitive to power relationships and exploitation of the marginalized
groups folklorists traditionally studied, the image of the folklorist as
collector, strip-mining folklore while traveling and surveying the field, was
not a pleasant prospect.” (Titon 2003, p. 82)

As we continue to look for ways to adequately represent performance
art forms, several dialectical arguments recur in scholarship that will
shape the theoretical basis of this discussion. One debate focuses on the
ethnographic process itself. How much can scholars, particularly foreign
scholars, learn about a society’s artistically created self-images?* How do

45 The preceding chapter discusses these concerns in some detail. Beninois scholar Olabiyi
Babalola Yai (1999), cited in the epigraph to this chapter, in an insightful evaluation
of Frances and Melville Herskovits’s well known study of Dahomean oral narrative
tradition, finds numerous faults with western scholarship’s approaches to African
verbal arts.

DOI: 10.11647/OBP.0033.02
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we collect and evaluate the data? How much weight do we give explanation
and commentary of local people and how much do we apply our own
perceptions of context and intention in devising theoretical frames for
the material? Another side of the same relationship treats the question of
compensation and cooperation. Is simply paying a performer for his or
her efforts enough to justify what we do with the material? Do, or should,
scholars discuss these arrangements and negotiations?* Finally, can we
create opportunities for the experienced and empathetic researcher to
incorporate the voice or personality of the artist and his or her milieu in the
way we write about the event? I will first discuss some of these issues, then
describe two Tabwa performance events and their contexts, and conclude
by reviewing the methodology my description employed.

The performance and appreciation of oral art forms is a multi-layered
experience for even the simplest manifestations. There is a lifetime of
knowledge and interaction involved in recognizing allusions, assertions,
or even deliberate obfuscation. This complexity extends from the pliability
of language, to the uses of subtle gesture, and to the mundane knowledge
of the performer’s relationship to the audience. Even the indigenous
researcher needs to take various levels of interactions and links into account
when evaluating what his or her participation in these activities means for
the resulting scholarly description. So we begin by acknowledging the
difficulty, if not the impossibility, of completely describing and evaluating
these performances.

To this end, we need to balance the desire for analysis and explanation—
which in some ways might reiterate colonial practice, or praxis—and the
desire to let the performers and audience speak for themselves, by either
limiting intrusive commentary and “simply” presenting the performance
or by taking the performer’s retrospective explanations as the true analysis.
A great deal depends on how we move between these two approaches,
since the former opens the material to certain critical frames and the latter
more closely approximates the immediacy and self-contained nature of
living performance.

46 While the concerns are mostly legally-based and often pertain more to medical
experimentation than to the social sciences and humanities, it is significant that most
US universities require the vetting of research involving “human subjects,” and stipulate
the careful documentation of “permission” agreements between researchers and their
subjects/targets. It is an acknowledgment that more and more people cooperating in
all manner of research endeavors are either recognizing their positions as actors in this
process or having that recognition drawn for them in a legalistic manner.
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Folklorist Linda Dégh recognizes the vital role of performers in the
externalizing of ancient images and plots in storytelling, claiming that in
“no other form of folk poetry does personality play such an important role
as the folktale.” (Dégh 1995, p. 38) She goes on to suggest that “[f]actual
knowledge, creative imagination, the gift of formulating and structuring
the intricate web of episodes into an enrapturing story, and sensitivity to
adapt to audience expectation are the abilities that qualify the narrator
to fulfill the mission of entertaining.” (pp. 38-39) Dégh, finally, sets out a
program of study that ideally treats the living role of storytellers within the
wider oral tradition of a society.

We need more thorough and detailed analytical characterization on the basis
of the total corpus of tales individuals possess. We also need to know how
these individuals acquired their tales, and how they shape and formulate
and perform their texts under the influence of personal motivations and
social situations....To study personal creativity of storytellers may enlighten
us not only about how personal variants originate but also what function the
tales can fill in the life of the person. (p. 39)

For the most part, this study will at best approach but not truly fulfill the
goals and methodological steps she proposes. The nature of the brief visits
that characterize most collection sessions in this project militates against
the depth Dégh proposes. The dimensions, then, that will be considered
will mostly frame and explore the immediacy of the performance
situation and the conditions that spawned them while, when possible,
using a broader sense of narrative repertoire in descriptive and analytical
remarks.

Hence, I want to emphasize the importance of setting the context of
a performance within the wider frames of the researcher’s project. The
outside observer did not materialize out of nowhere then disappear in
a wisp of smoke when the event ended —though in the case of most of
the sessions described below, this is more or less what happened. Our
presence at these events is often the excuse or impetus for the occasions
themselves.*” Our various techniques of soliciting material are important
to what we get back. So before the performance and its evaluation, we
ought to set a broader context, the ethnographic deal-making involved in

47 In one of the earlier accounts of this relationship, Haring 1972, asserts that researchers,
just by their presence, influence what they collect from their sources. “The interviewer—
anthropologist, historian, literary critic, folklorist—is inescapably a participant, not an
observer, in an aesthetic transaction.” (p. 387)
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most research efforts.* This is a basic responsibility for all researchers if
we hope to open up the process to demystification and acknowledge the
impossibility of totally objective recording.

This brings me to the question of voice and how we employ it in our
scholarship. The balancing act between methods becomes a juggling act
for the writer, as we try to avoid being transformed into either “mere
essayists or stenographers” (Snow and Morrill 1993). At the same time
we are revealing the mundane machinations of our efforts to gather data,
we must use what we know, or think we know, to supply texture and
understanding to the performance event. As we keep admitting that we
were there and influenced —and were influenced by —at least some of what
happened, we must keep describing away, as accurately and dynamically
as possible, creating space for the reader to appreciate some of the event’s
intricacies and the performer’s self-assertions. One way we do this in our
writing is by moving from the “objective” third person descriptive voice
to the first person questioning voice, and back again, as often as the shift
is necessary to underscore relevant ideas and processes.* We also need to
refer to the people we work with by their names and fill in what we know
about them, their lives, personalities, and performance styles. As often as
possible, we must cite the performers or audience as commentators on
the event or on its participants. Then we need to add dimension to those
remarks by looking at them contextually. If “authority” is ultimately less
shared than it is unfixed, this resulting lack of synthesis is in some ways the
best result we or, certainly in this instance, I can hope for.

Representational options can be weighed by considering two particularly
dense and detailed studies of oral narrative performances. The first is a
well-known work by Richard and Sally Price, providing a thorough account
of oral performance in a Surinam community in Two Evenings in Saramaka
(1991). The second is a more recent book by Annekie Joubert on two South
African societies’ performance events, The Power of Performance: Linking Past
and Present in Hananwa and Lobedu Oral Literature (2004). The former is a
product of years of research and deep cultural knowledge of Saramaka
society, using many personal details about performers and their lives and

48 See Deborah Kapchan citing Joni Jones’s humorous, reflexive “performance” text,
wherein she asks “was I really making friends, or was I making deals?/laughs How
about this for my next article!” (Kapchan 2003, p. 129)

49 Titon 2003, p. 85, provides a good summary of the usual ethnographic text, as it begins
with a first person kind of immediacy and reflexive frame and then soon devolves into
the third person voice that characterizes most ethnographic observation and analysis.
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even providing transcriptions of the music that accompanied song lyrics
and photos of the participants. The latter is a similarly dense evocation
of performances that spends a lot more time on the smaller details of the
events, including descriptions of body movements, non-verbal techniques
of gesture and mime, parallel English translations with original language
texts, and a lot of theoretical and technical framing of what is presented.
There is also a DVD video record of the performances that accompanies
the book. While the Prices” work reads more like literature, moving almost
viscerally into the experiences of the two nights, Joubert’s text is more
directly, self-consciously “scholarly” in its intentions and presentation.
The first smoothly takes us along for the ride, while the second keeps
stopping to look very carefully at almost every imaginable angle of
examination. The feeling one gets in comparing the two approaches is
of gazing at an impressionist painting from a certain distance and seeing
the seamless evocation of colors and shapes, versus looking at the same
painting close up and studying the textures of brush strokes. Both methods
are valid, but they reveal their subjects in strikingly different ways. While
I simply do not have the depth of knowledge, information and, indeed, the
inclination to replicate the Saramaka study, I do prefer its overall tone and
approach and choose it as a guide in what I do with the Bemba-language
performances in this current project.

Taking Geertz’s notion of thick description even further, and aware of
the postmodern and postcolonial scholarly wariness of “writing” other
cultures, Titon proposes a style of scholarly, ethnographic writing he calls:

...’knowing texts.” By a knowing text I mean a text that a reader will find to
be self-knowing (reflexive), aware of the basis for limits of its knowledge-
claims (authority). I mean a text skillfully crafted, particularly in terms of
point of view, to establish an intersubjective relation among author, text, the
‘characters’ (persons represented in the text), and reader. I mean a text written
to take full advantage of the techniques available to authors. (2003, p. 82)

A study of North African oral traditions is particularly strong in asserting
the repositioning of views by both the scholar/writer and the performers.
In Romancing the Real, Sabra ]. Webber investigates the genre of hikayat,
practiced by the people of Kelibia in the Cap Bon on Al Wata Al Gibly region
of Tunisia. The hikayat is a form that combines a content of “real” or personal
histories with the conventions of storytelling performance. This means that
Webber can work within a frame of the stories being asserted as true events,
which in turn allows her a wide scope to illustrate how the immediate
world and the history of place and individuals come to the fore in these
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traditionally structured tales. They are seen as highly individualistic at the
same time as being representative of the lives of people in this small town.
Webber succeeds in emphasizing the active and transformative role this
type of storytelling plays in the community. Rather than simply dredging
up and fixing archaic or conservative imagery, the performers show
themselves to be aware and part of the historical and creative processes
of their town, region, nation, and world. Mostly, they live in the present,
not timeless or unfixed ethnographic neutrality. Webber recognizes that
“all culture, including cultural history, derives from social negotiation, my
interest is in understanding something of a Kelibian artistic perspective on
the past, present and future.” (p. 11) As a result of her moving in and out of
the stories while employing the words of speakers, Webber balances what
the storytellers have to say with her own soundings of the local society
and its wide network of associations. She resists the notion of closure at
almost every juncture. Webber’s work is particularly suited to evaluating a
genre of personal assertive storytelling. Beyond “narrating the self,” these
performances touch many nodes of the wider society.”

Though the Tabwa of Zambia tell similar stories about their lives,

I want to focus in this chapter on the fictional genres of narrative. Without
spending a lot of time looking at the stories as allegorical or symbolic
constructs, I choose to examine the way in which two performers used the
occasion to boost their status or self-image in front of particular audiences.
To do this, I will situate the performances, talk about the tales’ traditional
contexts—or, their relationship to other stories in the Tabwa repertoire—
then point out their immediate application to the performance context.
In the case of Tabwa storytellers, where I am more familiar with their
repertoire of tales and images, raising elements of a traditional context and
even comparing versions of the same story told by a single performer are
analytical stances I can more confidently assert. This will firm up some of

the methods applied to performances in the chapters that follow.

Performance Studies encompasses a broad approach to numerous
genres, enactments and expressions. It grows out of a number of
disciplines and frames. One main assertion is that performance is usually
marked off, or contextually framed apart, from ordinary life. (Goffman
1974; Hymes 1975; Bauman 1977; Schechner 2003) This is clear in the
genres of fictional storytelling or simply speaking on important topics

50 For an extensive, thorough study of personal narrative and its vital links to several social
science and humanities fields of research, see Ochs and Capps 1996.
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while employing narrative-performance conventions. What seems just as
important as acknowledging the characteristics of performed narrative is
also the complex relationship between speakers and audiences, between
performance and social reality. Kapchan cites Keeler on this relationship in
a clear and informative manner.

‘An art form,” he asserts, “provides us indigenously generated representations

of people’s lives while still constituting a part of those lives. Both observed

and lived, and so both a representation of social life and an instance of

it, a performance provides a commentary upon interaction and yet also

exemplifies it’ [Keeler 1987: 262]. Implicit in Keeler’s astute rendering of the

art form’s double function is the observation that performance is not only a
specular event but a way of inhabiting the world. (2003, p. 131)

When we consider a performance session, and all the factors that brought
it into being, there will always be the two areas of analysis that relate the
efforts of performers and audience in their creation of artifice and the
actual time and place of the event that emerges from its social context. As
Kapchan reiterates:
Performances are cultural enactments ... they appeal to all our senses,
recalling us not only to our bodies and selves, not only to the subjectivities
of others, but to the perpetual task of limit making, where we balance on
the edge of the imaginary and the real. It is the task of performance to pivot

on this border and to pluck the tense string of differences between the two
realms, sending sound waves out in all directions. (p. 137)

So when we consider any of the performances examined below, we can
acknowledge the deep complexity of any such expression while also look
to identifying as many of the immediate and wider connotations of the
specific event/enactment as possible.

Even the scholarly notions of “performance” are complex, nuanced and
at times debatable. McKenzie does a good job of synthesizing some core
ideas contributed by Schechner and Turner to the, paradoxically stated,
centrality of liminality in understanding performance. As McKenzie
notes, liminality is “a crucial concept for the theorizing of the politics of
performance: as a mode of embodied activity that transgresses, resists,
or challenges social structures.” (1989, p. 218) This formative concept
for the discipline will be “troubled” as McKenzie puts it, by the work of
Judith Butler, who is mostly concerned with the performance of gender as
seen partly through the lens of “existential phenomenology” and partly
through proposing a view counter to the transgressive in performance,
“a dominant and punitive form of power, one that both generates and
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constrains human subjects.... She theorizes the transgressivity and the
normativity of performance genres.” (pp. 220-221)>' While it is difficult to
reduce Butler’s wide-ranging scholarship to any one or two key ideas, the
point that I want to emphasize is the importance of viewing the complex
nature of “performance,” both the embodied and discursive types, as
contextually framed and flexible enough to be used in various, sometimes
diametrically opposed, modes. In particular, when we consider storytelling
or narrative performance, we need to acknowledge the embodied qualities
of performance while also focusing on its discursive dimensions. The
intentions of performers or the outcomes/themes of their efforts must also
be seen in their shifting frameworks, whether transgressive, normative or
even a combination of the two.

Several schools of thought exist concerning the ways that members of
oral societies remember the material they use in their performances. One of
the most obvious practitioners this question applies to is the oral historian,
who must produce on demand kingship lists or detailed chronicles of
events or actors in those events.”> While there is no doubt that memory is
a primary factor in this activity, it must also be noted that historical events
have a way of coming together in ways that make them easier to remember
or reconstitute than details of imaginative oral narratives, even as they tend
to employ similar tropes, actions and frames of the fictional tales. Further,
the oral historian, as usually a paid practitioner, is particularly sensitive
to shaping the material for his or her audience according to the conditions
prevailing at the time of the telling or performance. This means that even
historical narration is subject to selective “editing” by performers, based
on the context of their recitations. Although few scholars still believe that
performers of oral narrative fiction simply memorize their material, there
remains a debate over whether these narrators exercise complete latitude

51 McKenzie selects four of Butler’s publications from 1990 to 1993, to make his argument,
but her two book-length studies contain the main themes he is focusing on.

52 Itis worth looking at Okpewho’s work in oral epic and oral traditions when considering
the role of the oral historian. In particular, look at The Epic in Africa (1979) and “Rethinking
Myth,” (1980) where questions of fact, fancy and intent are considered in revealing ways.
Vansina’s seminal Kingdoms of the Savanna (1966) and Oral History as Tradition (1985)
form, for many scholars, the basis for analyses of African oral historical traditions. It is
significant to note that in the latter study, a reworking of his earlier De la tradition orale
(1961), Vansina acknowledges the important role played by performance in oral history
as well as admitting the virtually inevitable prevalence of imagination and performance
context over historical “accuracy.”
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in the construction of their tales or are constrained by a fairly rigid notion
of what their particular story ought to be.

Scholars taking formalist approaches to oral narrative believe that the
performers have a sense of construction that allows them to alter tales as
they desire, for example, selecting one ending for a tale on one occasion
and another at a different time while employing the same frames.® Other
scholars postulate a more rigid sense of story and plot, suggesting that
narrators are more bound to repeat their narratives in the same way at
each telling.* The question is important because it first of all effects the
way we try to view the meaning of these stories. If they are simply repeated
at every telling using the same details and structures we can hypothesize
a more generic, complete meaning for the stories; that the teller uses an
entire story in the way a proverb is used to point to a particular meaning or
moral. If there is deliberate manipulation of the details between renditions
of a tale by the same performers, the implication is that there is a subtlety,
a shading of meaning within the workings of the stories that suggests a
more intricate system of argument, or play, than is stipulated in the earlier
model.® For over a century, folklorists simply assumed that unlettered
peasants could not remember the details of what was a single or correct
version of certain stories. The assumption was that an ur- or original version
existed somewhere at the point of the tale’s creation, followed thereon by a
diffusion of that tale over space and time.*

My immediate intention here is to compare two versions of the same story
told by the same person six years apart. Since there was little opportunity

53 Deégh makes reference to this earlier in this chapter. Scheub 1975, with his “cueing and
scanning” assertion, works at one end of this spectrum of thought. He suggests that at
times some storytellers begin their tales without knowing exactly what they will include
or how the adventure will end.

54 This may pertain to notions of genre in some studies. See Ben-Amos’s remarks in his
introduction to Lindfors’s collection of articles on African folklore (1977). One sense
that Ben-Amos has of the storytelling process is fairly Proppian in nature. He gives
the example of a Yoruba performer who explains how he would tell the researcher’s
biography by following a fairly straightforward structural/plot formulation to illustrate
salient personal events and development.

55 TI've taken this argument to more depth in looking at how Zambian radio and media
might be able to employ oral narratives and their various versions to shape nationalist,
socially engaged themes and messages. (Cancel 1986)

56 Diffusion theory has been pretty much refuted by one of its former proponents, Stith
Thompson. But the adjacent activity, the collection and categorization of motifs and
tale types, continues. In the last twenty years, the combination of this procedure with
a formal, structural model has yielded some interesting results. See Haring’s Malagasy
index published in 1982.
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to examine the data at the time of recording, I will be proceeding by
violating a central tenet of this kind of investigation; in fact, this is the case
with virtually all the performances I examine in this study. I have not been
able to question the storyteller regarding the differences between the two
versions. Any conclusions, therefore, developed in this discussion must be
seen as tentative and circumstantial. Moreover, my comments as teller will
in a sense play or even prey on the silence of the other teller, living some
nine thousand miles out of earshot and unable to react to my observations.”
While his interpretations would certainly bring welcome dimensions to our
consideration of the tales, we would also have to factor in the performer’s
memory of what he intended at the time of the recording and what he
wanted me to believe or take away from those earlier efforts.

Three dimensions of investigating oral narratives, set out in an earlier
study, are the verbal text, the traditional context, and the performance
context (Cancel 1989). The verbal text is the record of what the storyteller
actually said.”® The traditional context is the store of images, structures and
possible plots contained in the memories of the members of the society,
somewhat akin to what traditional folklorists refer to as mdrchenstock. The
formal underpinnings of any narrative are found in the wider traditional
context. These and images, actions and relationships are all drawn from
this common pool and create both familiarity and expectations from an

57 In fact, when I visited Zambia in the summer of 2003, I learned that Stanley Kalumba
had passed away four years earlier. He was not the first of those who had contributed
material to this study to die before I had a chance for a return visit.

58 There are more than a few choices of how to write or render an oral text on the page.
The format I've chosen reflects a literary prose genre framework, representing the
narratives as a string of discrete sentences organized into paragraphs. I also make
several concessions to the oral nature of the narration by including false starts, repeated
words, employing non-standard punctuation and including explanatory, sometimes
of only inferred assertions, material in brackets. Another common approach is to write
the narrative in lines of text that look more like poetry, usually reflecting pauses in
the performers” speech. (See Tedlock 1977; Seitel 1980; Okpewho 1990) Since, in this
particular study, I am including the video record of the actual performances, I will
leave it up to the reader/viewer as to how the verbal text can best be typographically
visualized. Clearly, another historical problem in this kind of rendering has more to do
with editorial choices made by the collectors or scholars who bring the performances
to print. Here, all manner of ideological and self-serving intentions were indulged in
the way tales were collected, transcribed, translated and edited, reflecting the desires
and erroneous assumptions of early explorers, colonial administrators, missionaries and
scholars. Yai 1999, takes Herskovits and Herskovits to task for some of these reasons,
Clifford 1983, details the intricate and, some would argue, distorting methods by which
Griaule rendered the narration of Oggotemeli. Scheub 1971, treats these problems more
systematically in a historical context.
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audience at any performance. These expectations are often controlled,
channeled by a narrator to shape the performance experience.”

Any story-performance, therefore, will invariably be measured against
the audience’s memory of earlier performances and themes. By comparing
the verbal text with the traditional context we can note the differences
between versions of the same plot and similar or even very different tales
existing in oral memory or, inmy case, the body of recorded narratives. What
I mean by this is that I can only judge the tradition and its context by the
tales I have recorded and understood, and by examining other collections
of story texts from this region. This means, as a serious limitation, that I am
evaluating the tales based on knowledge gleaned by recording over 1300
performed narratives, but having selected, transcribed, translated, and/or
considered only around 140 tales. The performance context comprises the
non-verbal storytelling techniques® of the narrator as well as the various
conditions of the performance occasion: characteristics of the performer,
composition of audience, comments from the audience, time of day, tales
that preceded the narrative in the session, storyteller’s relationship to the
collector, etc.

Numerous ongoing discussions between scholars persist, pertaining to
how performance is to be evaluated. Barber and Farais sum up much of the
debate that my own project grows out of:

On the one hand, literary critics and folklorists have taken up a stance which

combines a limited contextualization (the emphasis being on “performance’

and the immediate conditions of performance) with a formalist analysis

of texts (with emphasis on the incidence of wordplay, repetition and other

literary devices): thus ignoring by and large what the texts actually say.

Historians, on the other hand, seem increasingly to be regarding oral texts

either as raw material which, subject to a certain amount of processing, will

yield historical information; or as the unmediated voice of an alien past.
(Barber and Farais 1989, p. 1)

59 The formal methodology that I will often employ in this project is more clearly set out
in my earlier monograph (1989). It is the basis from which I will evaluate the verbal text/
traditional context elements in the narratives that follow.

60 The numerous techniques of performance include voice, personal style, strategies of
giving form to imagery and themes, and gesture. While most of what I do with these
elements in this project is descriptive, there is obviously a large body of literature
spawned from disciplinary approaches such as folklore and performance studies. When
it comes to close study of living performance, the emerging work on gesture in African
storytelling will become an important dimension in describing the links between words
and physical act. See Klassen 2004, 1999, Eastman and Omar 1985, Creider 1997, 1986,
and Olofson 1974.
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Considering the scenario they lay out, it should be clear that my
emphasis is on the combination of formal and performance/contextual
analysis. In fact, this approach does consider the “historicity” of
performance in its immediacy, its relationship to the event of performance
itself. Ideally, as Barber and Farais suggest, “what seem[s] to be required
[is] an approach that acknowledge[s] simultaneously the historicity and
the textuality of oral texts, that combined a sociology with a poetics of oral
literature” (1989, p. 1). As I keep emphasizing, the current study is based
on incomplete knowledge and will not meet an absolute standard set by a
number of disciplinary approaches. Moreover, by introducing the question
of ethnographic authority and the problem of writing other cultures, I am
challenging even the modest observations and conclusions that are elicited
by the performances under consideration. In other words, my analytical
writing looks to avoid the pitfalls of eternally reflexive Derridian spirals
of meaning and doubt®" while skirting the assured and absolute terms of
the well-wrought ethnographic text that supposes some kind of accurate
closure in rendering performances and their meanings.

It should be emphasized at this early point that among the Tabwa of
Zambia, and all the groups recorded for this study, storytelling events
vary in their occasions and locations. Most instances take place in the well-
known domestic space of the household verandah or around an evening
tire outdoors. Usually family members and sometimes friends pass the time
after the evening meal with ordinary talk and gossip which often evolves
into more formal storytelling endeavors. In many cases, stories are told by
elders to children as a form of entertainment and instruction; something to
wind down their day and lull them to sleep. It is not unusual for the stories
to take on a more mature bent of theme and complexity when the children
have gone off to sleep and the remaining adults shape their performances
for an older audience. The themes and allusions of these tales can be drawn
from broad social and cultural concerns, but these can also hone in on local
relationships between people and be used allusively for direct commentary
on events and situations well known to the audience.””> Men often defer

61 One of the best discussions of writing and scholarly authority is Derrida’s 1978 “Structure,
Sign, and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences.”

62 See Cancel 1989, pp. 55-84, for a more thorough discussion of performance contexts and
quotidian instances of storytelling. Cosentino 1982 spends a good amount of time on
considering local allusions in themes and images of stories told by the Mende of Sierra
Leone. Jackson 1982, 2006, focuses on the interactions of various performers and their
stories in single performance sessions.
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to women when it comes to performing narratives in intimate, familial
settings, since storytelling is often seen as something for children. There
are, however, some men who relish the opportunities storytelling offers
and enjoy showcasing their considerable skills in performance. Gender
particularly comes to the fore when narratives, for whatever reasons, are
performed in a more public space or occasion, where men tend to dominate.
These occasions can be common rites such as weddings, funerals, church
services, or rites associated with the beginning of planting, hunting or
fishing seasons or the harvesting of crops. It is not unusual for storytelling,
both fictional and anecdotal, to break out during labor, such as fishing or
farming, and these narratives are most obviously marked by the distinctive
verbal rhythms of performance and devices of speech to induce and prolong
audience interaction.®® From a practical scholarly perspective, my efforts to
gather and record this material, especially in areas where I was not well
known, were framed by gender concerns that mostly limited my pool of
possible performers to men. Socially, it was almost impossible for a man,
particularly a stranger, to engage only women performers in a recording
session. As I describe the various conditions of performance in this study,
these frames and contexts should be kept in mind.

Kaputa*

In June of 1989, at Kaputa, the rural capital of Zambia's northernmost
district, I was escorted towards the place where I was staying by Mr. Stanley
Kalumba. It was around 5:30 PM, and the sun was low on the horizon,
elongating our shadows as we walked the red dusty road past the police
station and government staff houses. We had been discussing a proverb in
the story he had just told me when Mr. Kalumba suddenly stopped and
said something to the effect of “Have I told you this one before?” In fact
he had, six years earlier, and I said as much. He seemed apologetic but

63 Unlike other African societies who at least claimed prohibitions against telling stories
during daylight hours or while performing labor, I was not able to ascertain similar
strictures among the Bemba-speaking peoples with whom I worked. I have, recently
found evidence of these sayings/strictures among the Bemba.

64 My 1989 monograph on Tabwa storytelling contains some information on this ethnic
group, their physical environment and history. A more systematic and detailed account
of Zambian Tabwa culture and history can be found in my doctoral dissertation (1981).
Since the Tabwa also stretch across the border into the Democratic Republic of the Congo,
alot of scholarship exists by Belgians, missionaries, Congolese scholars and, in particular,
Allen F. Roberts (1980, 1984, 1996, 2000).
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I assured him I enjoyed the tale very much, both times. Of course, even at
the time I'd heard the story earlier in the afternoon, my mind turned to the
possibilities of a comparative study of the two versions.®

So we will deal with at least two tales and two tellers. Mr. Kalumba
is the first teller, a Tabwa man who had over a period of six years been
kind enough to perform a number of stories for me to record on video
and audiocassette. The second teller is me, who, due to the particular
circumstances of my work, will provide not only my story—my
analysis —but also Mr. Kalumba’s, through transcription, translation and
commentary. That I feel this is a less than ideal situation is hopefully
apparent in the words and framing employed to situate this discussion.
Theoretical discourses running side by side in this analysis treat the
question of oral narrative composition and performer control of this
performance, as well as the choices made in representing and writing it.
While the former is the focus of my discussion, the latter is critically —in
several senses of the term—linked to how we come to understand the
storytelling process, the shaping of identity and the world in speech.
Whose speech? Whose identity? are questions I put forth now to qualify
most of what will follow.

In 1983, when we first met at his home in the village of Nsama, Stanley
Kalumba was fifty-eight years old. He was a slim, soft-spoken man, with
a shaved head. His performance style was direct and low-key, with fluid
hand and arm-movements as he gestured to places where action took place
or imitated the various characters in his narratives. When I recorded him
again in 1989, he looked very much the same, if a bit grayer, and was living
at Kaputa. It is helpful to consider both versions of the story, back-to-back,
beginning with the 1983 performance at Nsama.

65 There have been few instances where I was able to record storytellers performing
the same story more than once. One notable example was a long narrative by Tabwa
performer Chola Chilengwe at Mukupa Katandula village in 1976, whereby I recorded
the first version then days later a friend coincidentally recorded a second rendering by
Mr. Chilengwe at a beer drink. Among the Wolof of the Gambia, Emil Magel (1984)
recorded two versions of a story he titled “Hyena Wrestles a Konderong,” by the same
performer (pp. 138-143).
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Tabwa Storytelling 1
by Stanley Kalumba*

Stanley

Kalumba: I am Stanley Kalumba.

Robert

Cancel:  Stanley Kalumba?

SK: Yes.

RC: Yes. Begin.

SK: It was said, there was a little thing. A lion lived with how many

wives? [Holds up two fingers] Two. And his children. Then this
Kalulu [the Tabwa trickster hare] had no clothes at all, because he
had no cloth. He was naked. Now he told his wife, “My wife, we will
surely be wealthy soon.” She said, “No, I doubt that.” He said, “Oh?
Fine. Just wait and see.” So Kalulu set out and walked into the bush.
He found the lion and his children there. The father had gone to
prepare the fields for planting [citemene]. Kalulu said, “You children,
are you there?” They said “Mukwai?” “When your father returns, tell
him “Your un...uncle said he wants you to make him a bark cloth
by tomorrow. If you don’t make him a bark cloth, you will be like
the bush buck with one year to live.” He then went away. When
the lion returned there, the children told him, “Father!” “Mukwai?”

“A person came and said, ‘My nephew must make me a bark cloth
by tomorrow. If he does not make the bark cloth, he will be like the
bushbuck with one year to live.”” “So who is this ‘uncle’ of mine?
In this land I've defeated all the animals. I'm a lion. I'm strong and
devour animals. You...you see, no...none can surpass my power in
the land.” They said, “Fine.” He did not worry. Another morning, he
cut down a tree and began to pound bark cloth. Ka-Ka-Ka-Ka-Ka-
Ka-Kka-Ka. He pounded, he finished. He draped it over a tree stump.
He went off to garden. So Kalulu returned again in the morning. “You
children! Has he finished the cloth today?” “No mukwai, it's done.”

“Fine when he arrives tell him his uncle thanks him very much.” The
bark cloth, he carried off. So when the lion returned from the task, he
found the bark cloth was not there. He questioned his children. They
said, “Yes, he’s already taken it. He told us to tell his ‘nephew’ that it
was he who took it.” “Agh. What kind of “uncle’ is this?” So the lion
made a proclamation throughout the entire country. He said, “All
animals must gather so that I can come see that “uncle” of mine who
had me make the bark cloth.”

* All the teller’s photos in this book are taken from videos shot by the author. To watch the
video of this story follow this link: http://dx.doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0033.02/Tabwal


http://dx.doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0033.02/Tabwa1
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Then Kalulu who had fooled him heard this news on Saturday. “As of
today, we will go there to gather to find the one who ordered the lion to
make the bark cloth.” Then all the animals set out: hartebeest, the duiker,
and the...the...what-do-you-call-it...the elephant, and the buffalo. All of
them went there to the lion. Now as they walked on the path, truly, Kalulu
appeared, saying to himself, “Truly we are called because this bark cloth,
it's the problem.” Then he called the bushbuck over, he said, “My friend,
Bushbuck.” He said, “Mukwai?” “Come closer here.” He said, “Boi, I'm
giving you this bark cloth. Go and wear it, because you can’t go to the
palace naked. If you arrive naked, they’ll drive you away. Wear this cloth
to the palace.” So mukwai, the bushbuck said, “Mukwai, I thank you
mukwai.” [Claps his hands to show his gratitude] He donned the cloth and
went on.

They all arrived and sat down. The lion rose and roared. “Truly mukwai,
I've called you all here because I want to know this “uncle” who sent me
to make bark cloth. In this land there is no animal that surpasses me in
strength. I have the strongest teeth, the strongest claws. All these things
I have. Now here I want to see that ‘uncle’” who had me pound bark
cloth. So I want, right here, him to be shown to me.” So they said, “Very
well my lord. We thank you, your majesty. “We draw your firewood and
water!”” [Claps hands as he speaks words of lion’s subjects to emphasize
their obeisance] So mukwai, they gathered right there. Little Kalulu rose,
“My uncle, truly, I think we should waste no more time, no. The...the
one who wears the bark cloth, your majesty, that you made, is this one!”
[Points in front of him to indicate the bushbuck] They pointed at the
bushbuck next to Kalulu. So mukwai, he tried to rise and speak in their
midst. They all said, “Shh! You! Quiet! ‘A slave dies with words in his
mouth” you.” So mukwai, right there, the lion said, “Cut this one up.
So it’s this one who said to me ‘you...you are my nephew!” Am I your
nephew, you, bushbuck?? You are a very stupid person!” So here, th...
they...rose and grabbed the bushbuck. So mukwai, they rose up, and took
the bushbuck. He said, “No! The one who gave me this bark cloth was
Kalulu!” “Tch! Shut up, you! ‘A slave dies with words in his mouth.” So
mukwai, what became of the bushbuck? They whipped the bushbuck. He
just died. So, then the bushbuck died from Kalulu's tricks. Then, Kaluluy,
he survived. But Bushbuck, they killed him.

RC: Yes.

SK: Yes. They killed him. This is why they killed the bushbuck, because he
could not speak cleverly. Kalulu fooled him by giving him the bark cloth,
while he remained free. That’s it mukwai.
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Here is the 1989 version of the narrative Mr. Kalumba performed at

Kaputa:

Tabwa Storytelling 2
by Stanley Kalumba, 1989*

Robert Give me your name, then begin. [Mr. Kalumba takes time to
Cancel:  adjust his chair and get into a comfortable position amidst a group
of children and adults.]

Audience
Member:  Sit down. [Spoken, I think, to someone in the audience.]

RC: Your name? Bring (us) your name.

SK: I am Stanley Kalumba.

RC: Begin mukuwai.

SK: Yes. There was a little thing. The lion lived with his wife in a hut®...the

lion. So then over there, as they lived, little Kalulu appeared. He went
and found the lion’s children at the hut. In the village...the owner
[the lion] had already gone...to cut brush (before planting time).” At
that time when he returned, he came and found this message from
his children, “Truly father, right here there came a person. That one
said, "When your father comes he must try to pound bark cloth. If he
doesn’t make bark cloth he will be like the male bushbuck who had
only one year (to live).””® So the lion wondered, “Ah! Truly, in this
country...] have the strongest claws and teeth. But this person who
came here, what sort is he?” They said, “Truly mukwai, we don’t know
him at all from the village, father.” He said, “O.K,, fine.” He went.

66

67

68

I use the word “hut” to translate “mutanda” which is a rough shelter, often used as a
temporary lodging when hunting or farming far from home. I use the word house or
home to gloss the word nganda, which is a permanent structure, one’s main residence.
The principle form of agriculture in Northern Province is still the system of “slash and
burn,” whereby dried brush and trees are cut down and burned just prior to the rainy
season. The ashes, washed into the ground act as fertilizer for the crops. The Bemba/
Tabwa word for this type of agriculture is citemene, and used as a specific verb it means
to cut the brush and or trees.

The phrase is a proverb that is usually employed as a threat. The speaker warns the
listener that if he or she does not do as he or she is told, there will be painful physical
consequences, a beating or something unpleasant. The proverb is spoken here as: Nga
taasalile cilundu, ninshi ni nkulungwe aali umwaka umo. [Literally, “If he does not pound
bark cloth it is like the male bushbuck with one year.”] The word for a male bushbuck
is nkulungwe, while the generic term for a bushbuck is cisongo. It is the latter word that is
used to refer to the character in the story; though it seems less than coincidental that the
core proverbial saying is about a bushbuck.

* To watch a video of this story follow this link: http://dx.doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0033.02/Tabwa2


http://dx.doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0033.02/Tabwa2
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Arriving
Speaker:

SK:

Audience
Member:

SK:
AS:

Audience
Member:

SK:

Another morning, early, the lion went to cut brush. Again, he
(Kalulu) returned. “Odi, over here!” “Enter mukwai.” “So, have you
told your father, that is, have you seen him about making the cloth?
Tell him that it’s your uncle who wants this very nice bark cloth, so
that he makes it.” He said, “Yes, that’s truly what we told him but he
didn’t understand. He said, "No, I don’t know this person.”” He said,
“Go tell him, say, ‘It's your uncle who directs you to make the bark
cloth. You must make it.”” The children said, “Yes mukwai.” So their
father returned in the evening from cutting brush. “Father.” “Yes?”
“Right here, there came a person who brought these words, as he
did yesterday.” He said, “Fine, my children, let me make the cloth.”
So that lion got a...a...what-do-you-call-it...the material to make bark
cloth. He pounded. He pounded. Nko, nko, nko, nko, nko, nko, nko.
He praised himself. He said, “Let’s make it, so that you can wear it...

“How are you mukwai?” [A man has just arrived at the site
of the performance and, obviously intoxicated, is trying, I think,
to get my (the most obvious stranger) attention. Mr. Kalumba
continues with his story while an audience member tries to quiet or
chase the newcomer off.]

“Let me make it for the chief’s wife...”

“Go away. He's telling a story.”
“The chief’s wife is none other than the buttocks...”®
“How is your work going?”

[Same audience member who had earlier admonished the man said
something inaudible on my tape but which was obviously intended
to make the speaker be quiet.]

“Our buttocks.” He said, “I'm tired, like a bark cloth maker pounding
in an ant’s stomach. A stomach is filled with mysteries.””* So that
lion finished the cloth. He put it down. He said, “This person who
wants the cloth will come and get it.”

That morning the lion went to cut brush. So he (Kalulu) arrived soon
after. Kalulu said, “Bark cloth?!” They said, “Yes mukwai, it's over
there on the tree stump.” So, the children went. They went and got it.
They gave it to him. Upon the lion’s return, in the evening, he came

69 Here Mr. Kalumba is probably using a euphemism for nakedness. The cloth is meant to
clothe the buttocks of the chief’s wife, referring, I think, to the grandeur of the cloth he is
making, which is fit for even a queen.

70 Here it seems the lion is praising his own skills for their delicacy, since pounding the
stomach of an ant from within, without injuring the ant, suggests a high degree of
competence with the pounding mallet.
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and asked, “What about the bark cloth?” “So mukwai, he’s already
come and taken it, your uncle. He said, ‘Fine, since if he’d refused to
make a nice cloth he would have been like the male bushbuck with
one year to live. But now this is fine.”” So that lion thought, “Well,
here in this country there is no one as strong as I, stronger than all
the big animals, including elephants, and all the rest. I've defeated
them by my strength, my strong teeth and claws. So let me call all
the animals so that we see this uncle who made me make the bark
cloth.” So, then he made a decree, he said, “So my friends, in a week
every animal must gather here at my place. I will come and see the
uncle who had me pound bark cloth.”

So then the day that followed, all the animals just gathered, all
of them: Kalulu, the duiker, just all of them, and the bushbuck
(as well). Kalulu was one who was very clever, he set out during
that week. When that time came near, he knew...he said, “Truly, if
I arrive at the lion’s place wearing this cloth, I Kalulu, they will kill
me.” So then he saw the bushbuck and said, “Grandfather, come
here.” So he called him, “What is it mukwai?” “You...you see, listen
well grandfather, you will shame us if you go there naked. Put on
this cloth. I myself can go just like this because it is at my uncle’s
place. I can go without problems. You put on this bark cloth father to
conceal your nakedness.” “Yes mukwai, thank you mukwai.” So that
bushbuck had the bark cloth, he wore it.

Then when they arrived there, they gathered at the lion’s place.
They gathered in a group. Right there, all of them: the elephant,
all the animals...the buffalo, roan antelope, hartebeest, they all
gathered. So, the lion came out from his home. He said, “Truly, this
summons was for all my friends, all you animals. I want to know
who set me up, saying ‘if he doesn’t make the bark cloth, he will
be like the bushbuck with a year to live.”” So, there the bushbuck
had wrapped the bark cloth all around himself. So Kalulu sat far
away. Then all the animals said, “Your highness, we gather your
firewood and water.” So then, “We will see him mukwai, the one
wearing the bark cloth sent our chief to make cloth.” So they came,
they saw the bushbuck, they said, “You! Stand up!” So he stood
up, he was sitting there, nearby. So that lion then said, “So really,
you are in this gathering. This person, so it’s this one who sent me
to pound bark cloth, who threatened me by saying, ‘If he doesn’t
make the cloth he will be like the bushbuck with a year to live.”
One said, “Yes mukwai, it’s this very one.”

So the bushbuck said (to himself), “Truly, that's how people die.
What can I do? Perhaps I can be clever. (then aloud) Though it is
true mukwai, your majesty, that they say a slave dies with his words
in his mouth, let me explain the situation...” Kalulu stood up over
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there...and said, “You, shut up! Stop it. It's you who...who sent the
chief to pound cloth. So the one who you point at is whom? Who
pounded the cloth? It's you who wanted the bark cloth. It's you who
wanted the bark cloth!” So then, right there, the lion said, “Fine. You,
my people, this person must die because I have the greatest strength
of all the animals in the bush. I have...

Audience
Member: “Mmm hmmm.” [Assenting sound.]

SK: “I have strong teeth and claws. So this one who threatened me, the
bushbuck who said, ‘If he doesn’t make the bark cloth he will be like
the bushbuck with a year to live,” kill him!” He said, “No mukwai!
It’s Kalulu who gave it to me...” “You, stop it! I didn’t give it to him.
He’s just lying.” They grabbed the bushbuck and killed him.

So mukwai, that's my mulumbe about the lion.

Several elements of the 1983 version bear mention. The story begins with a
near destitute Kalulu declaring he will find wealth, while his wife refuses
to believe him. Kalulu visits the lion’s home once before and once after the
bark cloth is made. The first time he uses a threat and a self-inflating title, as
the lion’s maternal uncle—which is a father-like kinship position—in order
to get the bark cloth. The lion simply makes the cloth and soon thereafter
the hare claims it. The hare explains to the bushbuck that he must wear a
cloth as proper protocol for visiting the lion’s place. Kalulu is the first to
point to the bushbuck wearing the cloth, and the antelope is not given a
chance to speak, silenced by a proverb. The story’s end is focused on the
bushbuck’s lack of clever speech, as opposed to the hare’s ingenious ploy.
Thematically, the tale is on one level a typical trickster story, in which the
diminutive hare is able to dupe the lion into making him a garment. Similarly,
Kalulu escapes punishment by fooling the dim-witted bushbuck. The pattern
is a familiar one in trickster tales from all over Africa and, in particular, the
lion and bushbuck as dupes for Kalulu are featured in numerous Tabwa
stories as well as those of other Bemba-speaking peoples.” Cleverness and
clever speech are the traits that are revered in this tale, a reflection of the
position speech and discourse hold in society. Further, speech is able to
overcome both physical and social limitations, as the hare not only deceives

71 Kalulu is found in stories beyond the Bemba-speaking area. Among the Nyanja/Cewa-
speaking groups of Zambia and Malawi, Kalulu is also a central, trickster figure. Moving
east and north, Swahili and neighboring groups feature a trickster hare in their narratives
called Sungura.
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a powerful animal but also a chief, creating for himself the identity of that
leader’s “uncle.” Looking a bit closer but again staying within the obvious
realm of the trickster tale, we can see a commentary about power and equity.
The lion as king is shown to be an improper leader, not able to catch the hare
early on in his activities, then believing the trumped up evidence against the
bushbuck. Since Tabwa chiefs are more likely skilled mediators than divinely
empowered rulers, this kind of commentary relates to the fallibility of the
leaders and their susceptibility to flattery and superficial evidence.”” Not
hearing the bushbuck’s side of the story was another error of judgment that
“speaks” badly for the lion’s leadership skills.

Three sayings play a role in both versions. The first is the not so
veiled threat “Ninshi ninkulungwe yali umwaka umo,” [(He will be) like the
bushbuck with only a year to live]. Kalulu uses it and the lion cubs repeat
it to their father. Another saying refers to the fate of slaves “Umusha afwa
ne fyebo mu kanwa,” [A slave dies with (his words) in his mouth]. This
is twice addressed to the bushbuck to squelch his attempts to defend
himself. Finally, the people address a saying to the lion that is a praise
for chiefs, “Muwansabamba, twatasha, kanabesa, kalungu wewe nkuni na menshi,”
[Chief, we thank you, your highness, we gather your firewood and water].
The saying places the chief above his subjects and reiterates their respect
by emphasizing the common tasks they perform out of a sense of duty.

The sayings are obviously used outside of the narrative context, with
everyday references, buthere they form a kind of model for their appropriate
application. Mr. Kalumba used them judiciously in a story that focused
more on the events than the meanings of the proverbs, though clearly
they are woven into the fabric of the tale’s connotations. What happens
to Kalulu and bushbuck are the important elements of the narrative as it
is presented here. In the second version of this tale, the function of the
proverbs is altered slightly.

In the 1989 version, Stanley Kalumba changed the narrative in a few
significant ways. He does not mention wives, for either the lion or Kalulu.
The lion is mentioned at the tale’s start then Kalulu simply shows up while
he is at his farm. Where Kalulu interacts with the cubs only twice in the first
version, here he visits them three times. The dialogue is repeated to the lion
by the cubs more often here than in the first version. In fact, the cubs describe
Kalulu’s first visit to the homestead after the fact, instead of Mr. Kalumba, as

72 See Cancel 1989, pp. 156-158, 172-174, 200-201.
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narrator, directly detailing the actual visit. At almost every repetition or visit
the saying that contains a threat, about the bushbuck with one year to live, is
uttered. It is this saying, more than the claim that his “uncle” demanded a
bark cloth, that most annoys the lion. In this version we have a more detailed
scene in which the lion makes the bark cloth while he praises himself, using a
euphemism for clothing that refers to its function as covering the buttocks of
the chief’s wife, and says the skills needed to pound the cloth are as subtle as
pounding the inside of an ant’s stomach. The hare lets the animals discover
the bark cloth-clad bushbuck rather than pointing him out himself, though
he does speak out when the antelope tries to explain himself, reiterating
the evidence and urging swift action. At one point, Mr. Kalumba voices the
bushbuck’s thoughts, as he sees the danger of his situation and tries to find
a way out of it, “Kwena ifyo baafwa na naafwa pano pantu. Bushe, kwena, ndecita
shani? Kana na ine kancite amano.” [“Truly, this is how people get killed, I'll
get killed right here. What will I do? Let me try a trick.”] Here the acuity of
the hare is highlighted against the bushbuck’s ill-fated effort at cleverness.
But, as in the first version, his efforts are shouted down and he is killed.
A final difference between versions is that in this latter rendering there is no
explanation at the end of the narrative.

While the plot of this tale is essentially identical to the earlier version,
the differences in detail are important. The lack of wives for the characters
reduces the competitive, domestic exchange that initially motivated the hare
to engage the lion. Further, without stating that Kalulu is impoverished,
Mr. Kalumba keeps this condition from contributing to the motivation.
If these details are assumed to exist in the traditional context, the memories of
audience members, then Mr. Kalumba is possibly depending on the situation
as being understood in the second version, part of what an audience brings
to a performance. He might also be intentionally blunting those details to
give the Hare’s actions a more aggressive, self-serving tone. The focus on the
bushbuck proverb is much stronger here, and seems to be a major source of
the lion’s anger. The proverbial emphasis becomes, because of its repetition,
an important constituent of the tale’s theme. Here, more than in the earlier
version, the fit between saying and bushbuck as dupe of the hare becomes
stronger. The saying is therefore emphasized because of the predicament of
the antelope and the fact that it specifically refers to this species of animal.”

73 The tie between story and proverb is not uncommon in Tabwa tales. There are two
proverbs associated with the tale of the monitor lizard in the tree: one about the lizard’s
talkativeness and the other about the necessity to be near someone when explaining
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Moreover, the proverbial core of the tale seems to be reflected in the
differences between the original and second performance contexts. The first
telling, in 1983, was in the late afternoon outside of Mr. Kalumba'’s house at
Nsama. The audience was small, made up of three adults and around ten
children. It was the first tale I collected from him and the first time I ever
used a video camera to record a performance. He did not use proverbs in a
repetitive way and was also careful to explain the tale’s meaning at the end.
In part, the presence of children would explain his strategy of obviously
highlighting meaning, a strategy termed “external” by Labov (1972), and
in equal or greater part my own presence would stimulate this approach.
Mr. Kalumba did not know me and wanted to make his meaning clear to
a stranger who most likely had a poor command of the language and who
may not have heard similar tales. He could not, in short, assume knowledge
of the traditional context on my part. That he cared about teaching me with
his tales became evident on other occasions, where he would tell stories
with dilemma endings and try to elicit explanations from me —mostly, I'm
embarrassed to say, to mixed results.”

This observation underscores the different strategy in the second
version, performed in 1989 at Kaputa. Mr. Kalumba had moved to a much
larger village, in his capacity as a Rural Council mailman. When he told
this story again, again in later afternoon, he lived in closer proximity to
neighbors, and a sizeable audience of adults and children quickly gathered
when I arrived with my equipment. While I did not take a specific
count, there were at least fifteen to twenty adults and as many children.
Mr. Kalumba clearly was aware of the large group, and even pushed on at
one point in the performance when a drunken man joined the throng and
tried to hold a conversation with me while the other audience members
urged the latecomer to be quiet or leave. At this juncture, Mr. Kalumba was
describing the scene where the lion was pounding bark cloth and praising
himself. The new arrival interrupted the lines about the chief’'s wife’s

something. (Cancel 1989) In an initial translation of the first bushbuck version, one that
I used on a subtitled videotape, I was unaware of the proverb being used and instead
misread the phrase by improperly breaking up the noun nkulungwe [a male bushbuck]
into a verbal construct having to do with being hunted. Therefore, though my translation
“I will hunt you down” was semantically incorrect, the sense of a threat against the lion
conveyed essentially the same idea. In a recent translation of the second version, also
subtitled on videotape, I used the literal proverb without explanation so that, as in the
performance, the context of the situation points to the saying’s meaning.
74 Mr. Kalumba’s approach to stories and, in particular, my presence as researcher is
detailed in my Tabwa monograph. (1989, pp. 80-81)
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buttocks which, it seemed to me, caused him to cut the reference short and
move on to the allusion to the fine craftsmanship involved in pounding
an ant’s stomach. Overall, the video record of this performance confirms
that he was speaking in a faster, louder, more intense manner to the larger
audience than he had in the 1983 session, where he had been more relaxed
in his style of presentation.

This later version was more rooted in metaphorical or allusive depth of
language than the earlier one. It was aimed at the large adult audience and,
I'd like to think, at the ostensibly more experienced and knowledgeable
researcher. The “internal” (Labov 1972) strategy of not explaining the tale
at the end also supports this interpretation of the performance context.

At this point, I want to continue my tale in a slightly different vein. Using
a literary appropriation as a starting point, we can see the tale as a compact
model of the ethnographic, interpretive “mission.””” In the tale I am telling,
the scholar plays the role of trickster, the one who controls not only events
but language in his account. The actual storyteller becomes a character in
the wider academic epic, someone whose real power is akin to that of the
bushbuck in the Tabwa tale. Whether I act responsibly or not, Mr. Kalumba’s
words are here represented through a cultural filter, broader than a linguistic
translation. The lion or chief can be seen as the audience of my scholarly
efforts, susceptible to the information and shadings of meaning that
I provide. Asreliable as I intend to be, we will have this problem in perpetuity.
The reader accepts or finds fault with the story, but the bushbuck will often
be silenced or have his words misconstrued because Kalulu remains the
orchestrator of the event, the manipulator of data and situation.

The Tabwa audience rarely feels pity for the bushbuck, since he has
little to recommend him. Wit and the ability to manipulate language
are traits of both the storyteller and the trickster. In many ways, they
are parallel beings, for each seeks to better his or her position within the
context of action and discourse. This is an understandably ambiguous
position, since at times craft and craftiness will win out over “truth” and

75 See Kapchan’s comparison of performance with the “enterprise” of ethnography.
(Kapchan 2003, p. 136) A more provocative evocation of the ethnographic process is
detailed by West 2007, where he compares the ethnographer and his or her writing
with forms of sorcery. Toon van Meijl suggests that in order for an ethnographer to
successfully work between the demands of the scholarly process and the real political
and social goals/needs of the people being studied, the social scientist would do well to
take on the mantle of the “divine trickster.” (2005) This also goes back to the question
that opened this study about whether or not a researcher allows him or herself to be

“captured” by the people with whom he or she works.
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innocence. I as interpreter must acknowledge this ambiguous role and
continue to pursue the tale because its telling is important to me and my
intentions. What I can do is to make this clear and try to keep the dialectics
of interpretation, ignorance, and mystery at least at the edges, if not at the
forefront, of my writing.

If I were to include Stanley Kalumba as an active participant in this
kind of writing, the text would be to an obvious degree more “accurate,”
more “honest.” But the process is never completely finished, since it spirals
back to my mediation and his intentions. This kind of storytelling is not
unlike the Tabwa tradition, since it is always apparent in the living event
that the storyteller arrives and leaves with a personality and intention that
drives and frames the images, words, and gestures of the performance.
We do well, as “readers” of such performances, to follow the example of
the storytelling audience. In this way, we can appreciate the few instances
when the trickster is duped and the bushbuck, or some other victim, gets
his or her revenge.”

Let me end my tale by suggesting several possible conclusions. On the one
hand, we can see that Mr. Kalumba stayed close to the same plot and events
in both versions of the story. This suggests that he did not take large scale or
dramatic liberties with the narrative. On the other hand, the changes he did
make seemed significant and point to some of the ways he can shift meaning
and depth of language within the same plot. I assert here the importance of
performance context as an influence on these different versions. A third point
is that he may simply have forgotten some of the finer differences between
the versions, focusing only on what he felt were the important details of the
core story and adding a few new images in the latter version.” Whichever
interpretation may or may not be accurate, they all feed into the text of my
tale and conform to the discourse that I use to frame these observations.

The other teller, who has his own reasons for placing himself or rather
his desires into his tale, is obviously Stanley Kalumba. Mr. Kalumba was
never a passive object of my scholarly efforts. In fact, he controlled our
interactions over the first six years I knew him.”® We conducted these

76  See the narrative by Mr. Henry Chakobe, where the bushbuck eventually gets the better
of Kaluly, in Chapter III, on Bemba storytelling.

77 A Lunda performer, Mr. Idon Pandwe, told another version of this tale and, assuming a
culture region overlap, its details can be weighed against Mr. Kalumba'’s narratives (see
Chapter V).

78 Echoing Haring 1972, Bauman emphasizes the potential and real instances of
performers or subjects of research controlling aspects of their encounters with
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interactions in Bemba, which narrowed the range of our conversations
and my ability to delve into his narratives or personal history. He did let
me know that he’d spent many years working in the urban Copperbelt
area of Zambia, and that he became a Rural Council postman after he
retired.” In 1989 I was stunned to find out, sometime after the performance
discussed above, that he had a more than functional command of English.
He revealed this ability in a conversation we’d been having where I agreed
to bring him a small radio when I next visited and, as I walked away, he
called after me in English, “You won't forget, will you?” This made me
remember the several occasions where I'd strained to find the proper words
to ask questions or to understand his explanation of a particularly obscure
story and its symbolic elements, and how a few English words might have
significantly eased the laborious process.

However, Stanley Kalumba is represented here by the kind of silence
some scholars, including some ethnographers, depend on to put forth
their theories and interpretations.® Since I cannot sit down with him again
and discuss my perceptions of his tales and his own recollections and
motivations, this analysis remains a contingent framework of observations
and propositions. Unless we can speak, write, hear, or read, both our
tales in their several dimensions and interrelationships—and this will not
happen—the analysis of the story of Kalulu, the lion and bushbuck remains
in that unsettled realm of stories about stories, tales told by one teller about
another one, based on well-intentioned but none-the-less, inevitably, open-
ended scholarship. At the least, and as is the case with all the performance

researchers, in part to question what he calls “poststructuralist” scholars’ concerns
with the power relationships in these interactions. (2004, pp. 157-162) I will return to
this situation in the concluding chapter, but also note that West 2008, pp. 80-85 focuses
on the same concerns.

79 Stanley Kalumba followed a common pattern of rural-urban migration at that time,
which mostly entailed men moving to the copper mines and their surrounding cities for
wage labor. Strong ties would be kept with their home areas and relatives in the form of
regular visits and money sent back to help with local finances. After putting in enough
years to draw a pension, the men would move back to the rural areas, build themselves
houses, and retire to take part in the local economy in the form of farming, fishing or
related activities. See Watson 1958, for a more detailed description of this practice in the
wider rural social life of the Mambwe of northern Zambia. Mr. Laudon Ndalazi, a Bisa
storyteller featured in Chapter IV, also followed this employment pattern of migration
and retirement back to his rural home. Two other performers in this study, Mr. Henry
Chakobe and Mr. Stephen Chipalo, were retired school teachers living in the village
around Ilondola Mission (Chapter III).

80 Sichone states his concern in blunt terms, “Ethnographers capture by description...and
to be translated is as humiliating as to be colonized.” (2001, p. 371)
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records in this study, I am pleased to bring Mr. Kalumba'’s efforts and image
into the wider scholarly purview, preserving in somewhat inadequate
fashion his talents and public persona.

Postscript

In October 2005, Kaputa District, where I'd recorded Mr. Kalumba, was in
the midst of a slight economic upswing after a decade of dramatic decline.
In the twenty-nine years since I first lived there, the district has experienced
two economic booms and two downturns. Most of this had to do with the
availability of fish from Lake Mweru Wantipa. The lake was a plentiful
source in 1976, but the roads leading into and out of the district were in
very bad condition, no more than dirt tracks running down a very steep
and long escarpment as one traveled north from the town of Mporokoso
towards the lake. The road coming from the west, from Mununga in
Luapula Province, was not much better. The government and foreign
aid agencies managed to upgrade the roads that ran into the district and
around the lake by late 1984. At that point, commercial traffic, bringing
goods into the area and taking fish out, had rapid and consistent access.
Public transportation in the form of regularly running buses moved people
to and from the district. Shops in numerous villages sprang up and there
were opportunities of various types associated with fishing and related
economies. By the mid nineties, however, after local fisherman consistently
ignored laws providing for fallow periods where fish were supposed to
spawn and have time to maintain their population, the output of the lake
dropped precipitously.® The lake was more or less fished out by the turn
of the millennium. The government, as a consequence of both lack of funds
to maintain infrastructure and the diminishing status of the district as an
economic resource, failed to keep up the quality of roads in the area. This
steady decline of infrastructure led to a paucity of public transportation.
Even the fish lorries that had provided transport in the days of very bad
roads rarely made the arduous trips to the lake.

In 2005, while the roads were almost as bad as pre-1976 standards, there
was a slight economic recovery underway. Partly, the district government
had turned toward Luapula Province to the west, instead of the more
distant provincial capital at Kasama, for their links to most national and

81 For a detailed description of how nearby Lake Mweru was similarly “fished-out,” see
Gordon 2006.
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provincial offices, due in large part to the fact that the roads in that direction
were of better quality. Secondly, the presence of government offices at
Kaputa spurred construction of a large electricity generating station
that supplied the central village where civil servants lived and worked.
In particular, the power lines fed a large police barracks and housing area
that accommodated a substantial force that patrolled the nearby Congo
border and dealt with smuggling and other concerns. A satellite telephone
LAN link followed, providing communications for the government offices
and any local residents who could afford the cost of installation. Thirdly,
and perhaps most significantly, due in part to the military conflict in
Congo, numerous Congolese merchants and entrepreneurs brought their
skills over the border to form the backbone for a large market in Kaputa
that served the civil servants and locals, spurring more traffic, despite
the bad roads, for commerce in the town and surrounding areas. By 2005,
when [ arrived to conduct follow-up research for this project, there were
more shops than ever before, and more goods available than I could have
imagined. Due also to the unrest in Congo, there was a large garrison of
Zambian soldiers based near the post office and just a mile or two from the
border. Their presence constituted another set of consumers for goods and
food in the town.

For all the material, or at least commercial, progress at Kaputa, regular
transport was still at a premium. This made it very difficult to travel to
Chishela, on the shore of Lake Mweru Wantipa, where Stanley Kalumba
had moved before he passed away. For the years I'd know him, I knew
relatively little about him. I arranged for a friend, a local Zambian Catholic
priest, to ask around at Chishela when he made his next visit. Two months
after I returned to the US, my friend sent a brief note with the sketchy
outlines of Mr. Kalumba’s life. Stanley Kalumba was born in Kashela
Village in 1925 and took up a job on the Copperbelt as a Council messenger.
He retired from that position and returned to Kaputa District, first living
at Nsama and working as a Rural Council mailman in the early 1980s.
He finished his time as a mailman in Kaputa, from 1984 to 1993, when he
moved to Chishela. He died there in 1999 at seventy-four years of age.

Mukupa Katandula: A Balumendo Story

I recorded a very different Tabwa story-performance in 1988 at Mukupa
Katandula. Because the performer was a young man, in his early twenties,
I'want to preface my analysis by introducing a theme of youthful assertion,



II. The Tabwa Context: Mature Shifting of Frames and Adolescent Assertion 59

and its prevalence in African societies, that has steadily increased and come
to the fore in the early Twenty-first Century.

In its cultural and political visions, the nationalist project sought to do two
things: to maintain the frontier between elders and juniors that characterized
traditional African values, and to put young people at the center of plans for
economic development and national liberation. (Diouf 2003, pp. 3—4)

The failures of nationalist economic, cultural, and political models had
particularly dreadful effects on young people. As national models of
economic development proved inadequate or irrelevant, so did customary
rites of socialization through work or education. Requiring extensive
investments of money and time, these activities and preparatory stages no
longer inspired young people, who preferred risk and immediate profit.
(Diouf, p. 4)

Reflecting on this rise of youthful participation in many key activities of
Zambia's rural areas reminded me of an encounter with a young man at
Mukupa Katandula back in 1983. I'd been a couple of days videotaping
storytelling performances and was sitting, in the early evening, outside
the home of some old friends. A clearly intoxicated young man made it a
point to meander over after he spotted me during his unsteady progress
along the dusty village street. It is almost axiomatic, when it comes to
being a visiting researcher, that the consumption of alcohol often dispels
inhibitions and some people under the influence decide it is a good time
to approach the foreigner in their midst. I might add that this works both
ways, with researchers, after some convivial imbibing, sometimes with
mixed results, crossing lines that are more rigidly maintained under
ordinary circumstances. While he was addressing the three or four of us
seated around a small fire, he targeted me in particular because he spoke
in English. Looking back at my sketchy field notes, I guess it did not seem
all that funny at the time:

In the meantime, a very drunk young man named David (Chalwe?) came
over. He was extremely obnoxious, especially to me, in English even! He
kept talking about Samuel Doe of Liberia being Africa’s youngest head of
state, taking power at age 28.% It had been a long time since I'd wanted to
jump up and punch someone out, but he was bringing me close. However,
things cooled down, especially with dinner, and he kept inviting us over to
his house. (Cancel, field notes, 1983)

82 Strictly speaking, Doe was twenty-nine or thirty when he came to power in 1980. He
actually changed his birth year from 1951 to 1950, in order to meet an age minimum
when he ran for the presidency in an election that took place some time after his military
take-over.
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Years later, I honestly can’t recall what it was that had gotten me so
angry, but it was probably the intensity of his youthful insolence and my
own fatigue, looking only to relax inconspicuously with some friends over
a meal after a strenuous couple of days of work. In any event, that same
evening, my traveling companion and old friend Rabbon Chola and I found
ourselves laughing about the fervent way David Chalwe kept referring
to Doe’s age and implying that the time was near when the continent’s
elders would give way to youthful leaders who really knew what to do.*
In many ways, this attitude is echoed in the posturing and assertiveness
of many young men, who must claim social status at an age when it is not
accorded them in the traditional scheme of things. Moreover, as the recent
history of the continent illustrates, in the form of sectarian wars, fought
in part by child soldiers, and dramatic demographic shifts due to forced
migrations and diseases such as HIV/AIDS, the current realities of Africa,
and in particular Zambia, suggest the growing prevalence and influence of
youth in the economic and social future, though not necessarily the future
as envisioned by leaders of the early nationalist period.**

The 1988 performance I recorded can be seen as an example of this
kind of adolescent assertion that has since, in many ways, come to fruition
in contemporary Zambia. Some residents used to joke that the village of
Mukupa Katandula is so far removed from any main line of transport
that even the chief moved away—which, in the late 1980s, he did, for
this and other reasons not germane to the current discussion. My son
Michael and I had arrived in the late afternoon and sought lodging at
the Mukupa Katandula Primary School. We were allowed to put our
sleeping gear in one of the school offices, and were hosted by a couple
of the teachers, in particular the headmaster, Mr. Kancule. The next
morning, I had walked to a part of the village near the clinic to visit
an old friend whom we have known since 1976. Falace Mwenya was a

83 Having seen a virulent civil war tear apart Sierra Leone, Michael Jackson, with strong
research and personal links to that nation, has spent a lot of time thinking about the
causes of such violence and the seemingly easy militarization of young men. Among his
several conclusions is a notion of reciprocity and its denial, at least in the minds of those
who feel insulted and deprived of their rightful share of social and economic benefits.
(2004; 2005, p. 36)

84 In Chapter 1V, focusing on performance sessions among the Bisa, I discuss game
management policies that had repercussions for the older social order, essentially
bringing to prominence young men over elders and tradtions.
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woman of singular personal strength and good-humored aggressiveness.
She had six children by at least four men and to my knowledge had never
formally married or lived with any of them for an extended period. She
supported her family by farming, brewing an especially popular sweet
beer called susuta, and baking and selling bread and sweet donut-like
pastries called ifitumbuwa.

After I videotaped her at home, sending a greeting to my wife, three
young men came by her house as I sat waiting for Falace to prepare a meal.
They asked to tell a story. Having nothing better to do, I agreed to pay for
some more of the home made distilled liquor (called kacasu or kancina) they’d
been drinking, set up my camera on Falace’s verandah, and proceeded to
tape the efforts of a young man named Chipioka Patrick. Mr. Patrick and
his friends were roughly between the ages of 18 and 24, a bit drunk, having
a good time, and displaying the attitude of assertiveness and bravado that
seems common among adolescents everywhere.

Mr. Patrick was dressed in a thin red nylon jacket, zipped up to his
chest, with a high, “Nehru” style collar, and dark trousers. He was in his
late teens or early twenties and employed a storytelling style that was
humorous, detailed, and hyperbolic. He wanted to make his companions
laugh at the events and thematic dimensions of the tale. Quick to focus
on scenes that successfully elicited laughter, he chose to repeat phrases or
descriptions that worked well for him. Possibly due to drink, he was a bit
bleary-eyed and deliberate in his delivery, but was nonetheless tuned into
the shaping of an entertaining tale.

Tabwa Storytelling 3
Chipioka Patrick*

Chipioka There was a little thing. People lived

Patrick:  in a big village, just as we are living.
There was a person, his name is Biti
Mupalume [Biti the Great]...

Robert ~ Wait, let me...[Pause while I change
Cancel:  batteriesin my audiocassette recorder]
OK, OK, let’s continue.

CP: That boy, that one, was a school-going
child. [As for] his learning, he had reached grade seven.

* To watch a video of this story follow this link: http://dx.doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0033.02/Tabwa3
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RC: Uh huhn.

CP: He waslearning. He was learning. However, in his work in school, he liked
to play football [soccer/“bola”].** He was working. He was working, just
like that, playing football a lot. Wherever he was called, he was number
one in playing football. One day they called him, to say, that he should
come to play football, to come to Mporokoso. That’s how he left to go to
Mporokoso there. When he went there he went and played football, he
was the one who was winning numer one...football.

One day which did not eat a thing [i.e. one day], this chief, Chitimukulu,
sent people to say that “The one who will come here to Kasama, who
will beat eleven people, will marry...my child. I don’t want my child, the
one who will say that, the one who will marry my child, just this one I
have given birth to, her name is Kasuba. If he beats eleven people, then he
marries my child.”

Then Biti came to hear, to say “OK,” there in Kaputa where he was staying.
“What should I do?” Biti, when he heard that said, “There in Kasama, there
is a person, how many? One. The child of the chief, the one they were
saying that...they should marry her. Even me, then I [will] go there to
throw myself there [i.e. participate in the competition].” Biti started off
his journey to go and reach Kasama...humn...in Mporokoso.” When he
arrived in Mporokoso, his father had given him money amounting to six
thousand kwacha. He finished, he even drank it...he finished beer, all of
it, iffwmm [wipes hand across mouth as he utters ideophone to indicate
totally or completely]. He squandered [the money]. He returned again to
Kaputa. His father then told him, saying “My child, there where I gave
you money to use to go and marry the child of Chitimukulu, the money,
where have you taken it?” He said, “Father, my money, I finished it in
Mporokoso.” Again, they came to give him three thousand and said, “Go
and use it to marry.”

Again, he started off on his journey to go and reach Kasama. He went and
found, certainly in Kasama, his friend, the one he used to play football with
all the other players. “How is it boy, Biti?” “How is it boy, Biti?” He said,
“No, I am just fine.” Then mukwai, right there, Biti...ah...that friend of his,
he found there, told him, saying, “What about the child of Chitimukulu,
where does she sleep?” He said, “She sleeps there.” He said, “Now boy,

85 Mr. Patrick uses several terms or phrases for soccer or playing soccer. An older form
he begins with is “ukuteya umupila,” where —teya is basically the verb “to play,” and
umupila is the word for ball, but also for a rubber tire. He also says “~teya bola,” which
uses the English borrowing for “ball.” He uses, a few times later in the story, the more
common verb for playing soccer, which drops —teya in favor of verbalizing the word
for ball into “ukubola,” often used to say, for example, “nalabola,” “I'm about to play
soccer.”
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you even want to go and see the child of Chitimukulu?” He said, “Yes, me,
I want to see her.” He said, “Now how can you go there on your own, to
a place which is under lock and key there?” He said, “Yes, me I want to
reach there in the house.” He said, “No, boy, it will not work.”

Uhm hhn.

He said, “No, me, just show me the house. If you show me, I will go and
reach there.” Then they showed the young man the house, and he went
and reached where? There inside the house, there. He even entered using
medicine [magic].

Uhn huhn.

He even entered the house right in there. He even began talking to that
very woman, Mary, the child of Chitimukulu.

Is it not Kasuba? The name...?
The name?

Mary?

It's Mary Kasuba.

Oh.

Yes mukwai, yes.

I understand.

Yes mukuwai, yes. Then he discussed with the woman in there. “You, woman,
,

you are the one I have followed here to Kasama. You also know this news.”
She said, “OK, even me, you are the man I have been waiting for.”

Then that woman, he did what? He made her pregnant...by...by Biti.
That woman, when she became pregnant in there, then she did what? She
even gave birth. Then her father, Chitimukulu, did not know anything
[enough] to say that, “My child has what? A pregnancy in there?” Then
she gave birth to twins, how many? [Holds up two fingers.]

Two.

Two, yes. One day the father said, “Oh. Who will do what, [for] my child,
he who will beat [my] eleven players, a person, how many? [Holds up one
finger.] One, then he’ll do what? He marries my child.”

Biti did what? He went to hmm...there to the palace. He went to pay a fee
[for a wife]. And to do what? He [Chitimukulu] said, “No, me I don’t want
fees. I want someone who will play with eleven players, and even beat
these people.” Biti went in there inside and showed them, he said, “On
Friday, it is the day of playing football.” He even began to play...when
they arrived there, to say, “Now, this is the day of playing.”
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At fourteen hours [2 PM] they started playing football, with eleven people.
He himself was alone. He didn’t have any goalkeeper, he himself was just
alone. They even began playing football, they even began playing. Biti,
when he moved with the ball, the whole ground [implying the spectators’
cheers] echoed shouts, saying “Biti! Biti!” The whole ground echoed
shouts, saying “Biti!” All the people who sat around the sides of the field,
they began shouting, saying, “Biti!” “Mupalume!” All those who shouted
said, “Biti!” “Mupalume!” The football boots [cleats] he was wearing, both
were writing [leaving impressions in the dirt of the field] everywhere he
was walking, they were writing, saying “Biti” “Mupalume.” Everywhere
[on] the jersey he was wearing it was written, “Biti Mupalume.” Now
the ground which was shouting praises, saying “Biti,” it stopped, just
saying “Mupalume.” It was just shouting praises, saying “Mupalume.”
[The audience, Mr. Patrick’s friends, are laughing hard at these images.]
Now, from there, all of them, when Biti Mupalume carried the [the ball],
carrying it, saying “Football.” When he carried, a woman there was saying,
“Biti.” When he kicked the ball hard at the goal post, a woman, if she tried
to catch the ball, the leg...the arms, both of them, would break.” If he tells,
to say, “He kicks the ball hard,” a woman, if she says “Let me ward it off,”
her arms can break...both [of them]. Then Biti, even he, these people...
these who were eleven, he himself alone beat the women...yes...goals.
Then they gave Biti that woman, telling him, saying, “Now this woman,
we are going to give you, she is a child of Chitimukulu.”

’

Now the following day, it was on Saturday, saying, “Now we are about
to give you that woman.” Then when it was daytime in the morning,
Chitimukulu said, “Go now and fetch the woman from where she stays.”
They went and found that woman whom they went to get, she even had

given birth to twins, how many?
RC: Two.

CP: Two. Then women, these children, they were both girls. In the places they
were walking, in those places, were imprints saying Biti Mupalume, Biti
Mupalume, Biti Mupalume. Now Biti, he has not come alone himself. The
father said, saying, “We want the person who has given this woman, Mary
Kasuba, the pregnancy and begotten thereby twin girls.” Then this Biti,
where he remained, they had gathered the whole ground in the whole
chiefdom, in there where they had gathered them to tell [them], saying

“We want to tell, we wish to know the father of the child. Who is the one?”
Both these children failed to point at any man as their father. They came
to point at Biti when he came later on, to come and point, saying, “The
father is this one.” Chitimukulu gave him the chiefdom, and guess what?
He should even become ruler of the chiefdom.

And the little thing, me, this is where I end. My [dear] Mr. Cancel, I am
Tiko Veranda. I end here. Chipioka Patrick.

RC: Yes.
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Initself, the basic plot of the story recalls several other tales found among
the Tabwa, Bemba and Lamba people, according to documented examples.
The Tabwa have a version where the local chief demands the capture of a
troublesome monitor lizard from a very tall tree. Most fail, but one clever
young man uses the trick of feeding a dog and goat improper foods, causing
the intrusive lizard to keep trying to correct him and eventually coming
down the tree to be better heard and eventually captured.®* The hero is
rewarded with the chief’s beautiful daughter, Kasuba (Sun). Most versions
of the narrative contain a proverb about education, Mulangilishi wa muntu,
aalaapalama [To teach someone something, one must draw near], which is
usually how the hero induces the lizard to come down the tree. Among the
Bemba, there is a related proverb that says Abalya imbulu baalaapalamana
[Those who eat the monitor lizard are always close together]. It suggests
the importance of unity, but also the drawing together of people who do
something unusual or even prohibited. One Tabwa version I recorded
includes an image not found in the others, whereby the young hero sneaks
a peak into the small house where the chief’s daughter is secluded, in order
to decide if his efforts to capture the lizard would be worth the trouble.®”
Conversely, there are a number of other similar narratives that espouse
the value of elders. Usually, an arrogant chief has the younger generation
kill off their parents so that he alone will rule over them. Inevitably, some
disaster befalls the community and the wisdom of elders is missing. One
young man has hidden his parents or father, refusing the order to kill them,
and it is he who provides the answer to the problem. In one Lamba story,
an ogre has eaten everyone and everything in the village, and the young
man’s father uses the trick of feeding a goat and dog improper foods in
order to lure it from a chasm. (Doke 1976, pp. 150-153) Clearly, an ongoing
tension and debate exists between these sets of stories over which age
group is best suited to steer the course of the society.®

These are only a few elements of the tale’s traditional context. I want to
play them against Mr. Patrick’s performance. He first of all localizes and
names his hero, Biti Mupalume, a praise name: “Biti the great.” Interestingly,
since Patrick lives in Mukupa Katandula, he locates Biti in Kaputa which,
in relative terms, is a much larger, even somewhat cosmopolitan place.
He also contemporizes him by using soccer as the venue for the test to

86 See, for example, Cancel 1989, pp. 35-36, 38-39.

87 Unpublished, Chongo Alison, 1983, Kaputa.

88 See related version where a snake wraps itself around the arrogant chief’s neck and an
elder must provide the solution to the problem. (Cancel 1989, pp. 43-44, and Lunda
version of this tale told by Mr. Idon Pandwe, in Chapter IV, on Lunda storytelling.)



66  Storytelling in Northern Zambia

win the beautiful heroine. By identifying the chief as Chitimukulu, he
increases the status of the contest and its prize, as well as playing upon a
historical competitiveness that long ago was an actual militant adversarial
relationship between the Tabwa and Bemba.* Mr. Patrick also complicates
the basic movement to resolution, or the winning of the contest, by taking
the image of looking at the chief’s daughter further, actually having the
hero sleep with her and produce twins.

Looking closer at the stylistic inventiveness of the narrative, the soccer
imagery is not unprecedented in tales collected from this region. There is
a soccer-playing scene in a tale collected from the Lamba people in the
1920s (Doke 1976, pp. 70-75). I found a similar image in a Tabwa tale told
by an elderly woman, Mrs. March Mulenga, in 1976 (Cancel 1989, pp. 113-
118). What Chipioka Patrick contributes to the other images, and I do not
know if these are his innovations or gleaned from other performers, is a
hyperbolic sense of detail and the grandeur of Biti’s prowess and celebrity.
For example, Biti borrows money, K6,000, [back in 1988, the Zambian
kwacha was worth around sixteen to the dollar] from his father to pay for
the journey to Chitimukulu’s. Instead, Biti travels only as far as Mporokoso,
some 70 miles away, where he proceeds to spend the entire sum on beer and
partying. He returns home to borrow another K3,000 to actually complete
the trip. During the football match, his football boots [soccer cleats] stamp
his name on the dirt field, one word on each sole. His soccer jersey has
“Biti Mupalume” written all over it, a marvelous rural version of product
branding, that also replicates the practice of professional soccer teams
using advertising on their jerseys. Later on in the tale, he takes this already
striking image and uses it to add to Biti’s renown, when the twin daughters
also walk along verbally echoing the visual impressions in the dust that
spell out Biti’s name. When he plays against the chief’s team, the spectators
chant his name in call and response fashion, “Biti!” “Mupalume!” He
scores his goals by kicking the ball so powerfully that he breaks the hands
of several goalkeepers who, for some reason, are women. Fame, fortune,
sexuality, prodigious procreation, and the arrogance that frames them all
are qualities in the hero played up by the performer.

There are more stylistic innovations, but let’s stop here and look again
at the performance context. Chipioka Patrick is around the age of his tale’s

89 David Livingstone passed through the Tabwa area of Chief Nsama during his last
journey and reported on a war between the Tabwa and the Bemba (Livingstone 1874).
For more details and references see A. Roberts 1973.
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protagonist. Fame and fortune come to the hero despite, or because of, his
aggressive self-serving behavior and his initially impoverished conditions.
By drinking, bragging, carelessly spending his father’s money, engaging
in premarital sex, and potentially antagonizing one of the most powerful
chiefs in Zambia, Biti Mupalume successfully pits his youthful bravado and
skill in soccer against the forces of authority and community. The image of
the teenager as trickster, in the African sense of the term, comes to mind
as an apt metaphor to describe these protagonists. It was clear during
the performance that Mr. Patrick and his friends thoroughly enjoyed and
identified with the imagery of Biti’s cockiness and triumphs. In fact, the
tale falls under a type of story I earlier identified as commonly told by
adolescents amongst each other. I termed the tales “balumendo,” or young
men’s, stories (Cancel 1989). These tales uniformly question older authority
and support the impetuousness, impatience, and brashness of young
heroic characters. Their heroes regularly flaunt proper behavior to assert
their desires for fame and wealth. Some tales borrow images from books
and films, such as James Bond and car chases. One tale even detailed the
successful robbery of the Bank of England by some daring young tunnellers.
We can in many ways see these performances as wish fulfillment or the
transformation of the relative social powerlessness of adolescence into the
assertion of agency and desire over conventional norms of behavior and
the wisdom of age.”

In an effort to continue his dominance of the performance situation,
Chipioka Patrick commenced to tell a story with a conundrum ending.

Tabwa Storytelling 4
by Chipioka Patrick*

Robert
Cancel: Let’s begin.

Chipioka Me, I was a bachelor; I did not have any wife at all. Now, when
Patrick: I expected to tell, saying, “O.K. let me go and look for a woman to
marry,” I found her. When I married my wife, that one expected

90 There are numerous studies, mostly from social science perspectives, on adolescent
creative assertion, particularly in the form of oral narrative. See, for example, Lightfoot
1997; Shuman 1986; and Wilson 1997. It is certainly not a stretch to relate these contexts
of adolescent assertion to the “Hip-Hop Culture” that emerged out of the difficult socio-
economic conditions of New York City’s South Bronx in the late 1970s and early 1980s, and
that has grown to be a world-wide economic and cultural phenomenon. See Rose 1994.

* To watch a video of this story follow this link: http://dx.doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0033.02/Tabwa4
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RC:

Audience:

CP:

RC:
CP:

Audience:

RC:
CP:

RC:
CP:

Audience:

RC:

Audience:

RC:
CP:
RC:
CP:
RC:
CP:
RC:
CP:

that my wife will conceive. Now my wife, as we continued living
together, she did not conceive at all. My mother-in-law who did
not...the one we stayed with, she was the one who conceived.
She had no husband; she was the one who became pregnant, my
mother-in-law. And then my mother-in-law, she had the pregnancy,
the pregnancy began growing, but the mother who bore me also
was the one who gave birth to this child. Now what does this mean?
Me, I end here.

Uh hmn. Can you explain to me? Explain this to me.
To explain...[laughing]

I had told you to say, me, I will not explain, unless...the mulumbe
demands money.

Ooh.

Yes.

Those who want it explained should pay.
Me? I can buy you more beer?

Yes, unless they pay me...This mulumbe is very difficult. This
mulumbe, if it was explicitly stated, many of you would understand
it.

I am saying, I could buy you [more] beer.

Yes, unless you follow me to our place, that's when I would explain
alot.

To explain this, unless you are how many people? Even just two.
Because as things are now, there are [too] many people [around].
He cannot explain.

Ohh.

It does not need to be known to many people.
Oh. Now...ah...what can I do?

Yes.

What can I do?

You just come to our place there, tomorrow.
Ohh. Tomorrow?

Yes, in the morning,.

Yes, I will come there. O.K. It’s alright.

O.K.Tam happy.
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The answer to this kind of conundrum may have been obvious to the
audience members, but T hadn’theard this particular set up before. Chipioka
Patrick refused to provide the answer, despite my offer of buying another
bottle of kancina, because he wanted me to return the next day in order to

“buy” the answer. Here the sense of manipulation and control was extended
from simply holding the stage in performance and carefully coloring the
story’s images to influencing my own presence, movement, and resources
of time and money. The notion that the tale could not be explained in mixed
company might have had something to do with Falace’s presence, nearby
if not at the session. The answer might have had something to do with
a male view of marriage or even of in-law prohibitions, but nothing was
specified. After the performance, we adjourned to Falace’s home for a meal
she’d prepared, no longer touching on the narratives at all. My discussion
of the conundrum, similarly, ends here, since circumstances did not allow
me to visit Mr. Patrick the next day. In fact, looking back at my field notes,
I saw that I was not as interested in the performance as [ would later come
to be, dedicating only a few lines to the occasion, while focusing more on
my time with Falace:

A drunken young man had me buy him some kancina then told a wonderfully
cock-eyed story of a chief giving his daughter to the best soccer player. I got
tired of his trying to extort everything I owned out of me, but then we went
inside and had some good fresh fish and mukaiwa bwali [maize inshima or
“pap”] at Falace’s. She told me she had ulcers and had been at Mporokoso
hospital last year. They recommended she eat things like milk and rice. But
both are pretty much in short supply. (Cancel, field notes, 16 January, 1989)

Over the years, however, the performance and performer took on much
more significance for the reasons I've been propounding above.

In a historical and cultural context, these balumendo [young men’s]
tales seem a common phenomenon in the life of the society. Several older
men have commented to me in conversation that they too, when younger,
would create and/or repeat these kinds of tales. When they became adults
and responsible men in the culture, they grew interested in preserving the
older, more “important” stories they’d learned or heard when growing up.
Seen in this way, the balumendo performances were a natural part of coming
of age within the traditional society, challenging the limiting of youthful
status and influence. Seen, however, as a harbinger of the consequences
of globalization in the economic and cultural spheres, the tales also mark
a point of transition to a new world of youthful assertion in a fading
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nationalist project. Chipioka Patrick told his story in an era of a failing
socialist government. It seemed clear, especially for young people living
in a seemingly backwater place like Mukupa Katandula, that progress in a
modernist sense was not easily attainable, if at all. He is willing and able to
create his own venue or space for success through narrative and interaction
with a videocamera-wielding visitor who can provide a modest form of
money, fame and/or immortality in the electronically captured performance.
If Chipioka Patrick’s generation was suspicious of the tiresome nationalist
rhetoric and practice of the Kaunda government in 1989, it is logical to
conjecture an even higher level of disenchantment and creative assertion in
the globalized realties of the Twenty-first Century. Young men tend not to
be seen, or see themselves, as biding time before entering into a successful
adult stage of life. Being an adult no longer assures economic or social
success or security. As Diouf points out,

In many ways, young Africans can be seen as searching for a narrative that

provides a territory for the free play of their imagination. As J.D.Y. Peel

observes, “Narrative empowers because it enables its possessor to integrate

his memories, experiences and aspirations in a schema” (1995: 587). Looking

beyond national borders, young people appropriate new technologies

(digital and audiovisual) in such a way as to recreate the dynamics of the oral

and the spectacular, along with the literary and iconographic imagination.
(Diouf 2003, p. 6)

In retrospect, we can see that the performers Stanley Kalumba and Chipioka
Patrick comprise generational counterpoints in their subject matter and
approaches to their narratives. Mr. Kalumba focused on the older elements
of his tale, adding few if any contemporary touches. His dependence on
proverbs and the essential nature of the trickster hare forms the core of
his performance. Humor and message were borne by the audience’s
experience of other trickster stories and of versions of the same tale he told.
Kalulu and the other animals followed their age-old script in a way that
entertained and underscored the hare’s cleverness and the deeper notion
of eloquence, in both its positive and negative manifestations. Chipioka
Patrick’s performance was steeped in a contemporary version of modernity
and fame, linking the desires and talents of youth to older plot structures
of tasks being set by chiefs or fathers for suitors to win their daughters.
The story had elements of quick fortune, quick sex, and physical prowess
leading to fame. In the end, Biti Mupalume, perhaps Mr. Patrick’s aesthetic
doppelganger, is less the clever trickster of the oral tradition than the
youthful picaro of Spanish Golden Age literature, someone responding to
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real world conditions and hardships. Both performers embody the opposite
ends of a spectrum that captures the possibilities and functions of their oral
narrative system.

I'want to end my own story by returning to the question of method. For
reasons of space and focus, I have not exhausted all the information from
the traditional and performance contexts that was available. However, even
what was presented here suggests that we can highlight the personality
and individual content and stylistic characteristics of the performers
while using our own knowledge and experiences to flesh out description
and push it in the direction of analysis. I must, in all honesty, continually
cast doubt on my own observations by pointing to the insufficient facts
and the unavoidable over-prevalence of personal impressions I read into
these performance events. As much depth and dimension as I can add to
situate the performance and its components will always balance against
the inadequacy of scholarly methods of representation and the question
of ethnographic authority, a question, ultimately, of power. Language is
power and social power is augmented by discourse, personal and systemic.
As Stanley Kalumba noted in the epigraph to this chapter, the powerless
are rarely accorded a stage on which to speak.

Postscript

I learned little about Chipioka Patrick when I visited Mukupa Katandula
for only a day and a half in 2005, accompanying my Catholic priest friend
on some church business. For all the pessimism I'd felt over the last two
decades, Mukupa Katandula had become a more vibrant village, with
a refurbished and well-staffed primary school and a new health clinic.
A major change was that hand-powered pumps now dotted the village
in various neighborhoods and provided clean water for the residents. For
many years, contractors, local and foreign, had failed at digging bore holes
into usable water strata in most of Kaputa District. The area is geologically
undergirded by volcanic fissures containing sulfuric water that bubbles
up in places in the form of hot springs. This is the basic resource for the
arduous but relatively lucrative practice of processing salt out of the briny
water that flows out of the springs in the rainy season and inundates the
surrounding grounds or pans. The sulfuric liquid is undrinkable and water
had to be obtained from Lake Mweru Wantipa, its tributaries or shallow
water holes. In the case of Mukupa Katandula, people had to walk up to two
miles to draw water that was not particularly potable but was nonetheless
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used for drinking, washing, cooking, etc. The water pumps had definitely
changed life for the better, improving health and reducing labor, as was
affirmed by some of the old friends I saw during our brief visit.

I heard first that Falace Mwenya had died a few years earlier. My friends
who gave me this news seemed less than empathetic regarding Falace’s
passing. I think she was considered by many of the village’s “proper”
women to be a little too loose and independent. Then when I asked about
him, I was told Mr. Patrick was alive and still in Mukupa Katandula. Later
on, I realized there’d been a misunderstanding, since his father had the
same name. When I met briefly with Mr. Patrick’s sister, she confirmed
that the young man I recorded had died six years earlier. He was born
around 1963 and lived most of his life at Mukupa Katandula. At the time
we met and I recorded him, Chipioka Patrick was nearly twenty-five years
old. He later married, had a child and moved away. It was unclear when
or where, but it sounded like he lived somewhere in the eastern part of
Northern Province, since his sister told me he’d been going to the hospital
there, at Chinsali, after he became ill. The nature of the illness was not clear
to me from her explanation, only that it left his legs paralyzed at a late stage
in the disease. He died at age thirty-six, in 1999, coincidentally, the same
year that Mr. Kalumba passed away. His wife and daughter now live in the
city of Kabwe, just north of Zambia’s capital, Lusaka.

Mr. Patrick led rather a short life—though, sadly, not far off from the
thirty-seven year average life-span of Zambians [reckoned in 2005 by
several world health organizations]—and if the main character of his story
Biti Mupalume is an actual reflection of how he felt about that life, we could
use the old sixties maxim of “live hard, die young and leave a good looking
corpse” to encapsulate his youthful fatalism and view of grabbing some
wealth and fame wherever the opportunity presented itself. In any event,
this example of identity-creation reflects the wider trend by adolescent
storytellers, especially young men, who I've seen in many performance
sessions. Suspended in the liminal areas between adult achievement and
adolescent dependency and powerlessness, these performers use the
occasion of holding the stage at storytelling sessions and fashioning images
of themselves within and without the narratives that stress personal power
and prowess as well as social status.

In fact, in a wider sense, these possibilities have been more and more
realized in the new liberalized Zambian, and world, economy. Even
upcountry, it was clear that many young men were involved in the transport,
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fishing and agricultural economies. The ones I'd met were different from
earlier entrepreneurs. They were focused, sober and often religious—
usually fundamentalist Christian—in their outlooks. They saved money,
grew their enterprises, and kept relatives who might conceivably drain
their resources, at arm’s length. Clearly, as it always does, and for better or
worse, “tradition” as it pertained to kinship and generational status was in
a phase of change and evolution.” So in some ways, Chipioka Patrick has
the last word here as he did in our encounter. He still owns the answer to

the conundrum I was unable to buy.

91 Stuart Marks’s latest research on the Bisa of the Luwangwa Valley has noted a similar
shift in the relative influence of elders and young men in recent times, due in large
part to game management schemes and the rise of evangelical Christian practices.
See Chapter IV on Bisa storytelling.






[1I. Chiefs, Tricksters and
Catholics: Bemba Tales
and Orations

Katongo = Who is lisping out words? Don’t you realize it is the teeth
Soolo: which make people speak properly?

Audience What do you want to speak with? And you even have teeth,
member: those are your health.

KS: Mukwai, unless the tongue is touching the teeth you can't...

Audience: Yes, we have all grown old, all the teeth are gone.
(Performance by Mr. Katongo Soolo at Malole, 1989)

The focus of this chapter is three performance-recording sessions in two
locations in the home region of the Bemba. Each session has its own set
of contextual conditions and developments and the performers are mostly
elders. Not surprisingly, a characteristic common to most of the sessions
is didacticism, tied into the promulgation of wisdom and correct action
growing out of tradition and experience. The narrative-performances were
mostly of the fictional type, mostly imilumbe (tales without songs) with
only one [ushimi (a tale that contains a song). One session also included
praise poetry and straightforward expository oration on matters of social
concern. This same session evidenced an easy movement between these
genres as well as a free mixing between men and women when it came to
performance and commentary.

The Bemba are the largest and most influential of the ethnic groups
living in Zambia’s Northern Province. Historically, they dominated the
region in a powerful and militaristic manner, known more for their
raiding of neighbors and hegemonic assertion than for any particular

DOI: 10.11647/OBP.0033.03
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economic pursuit, such as farming, hunting, or fishing. They have a rich
and well-documented oral history, illustrating how they migrated into
Zambia from the Luba kingdom in the Congo, then expanded in a way that
brought most neighboring chiefdoms under their political domination.
Not surprisingly, the various ethnic groups involved in these interactions
all have their own versions of how they relate to the Bemba and these
often do not coincide exactly with the details of the Bemba oral traditions.

The Bemba are among the most “studied” of Zambia’s groups, with a
significant body of excellent scholarship documenting various levels of
their cultural and economic history.”” Though I had for years lived and
worked at least on the edges of the Bemba area, I'd rarely attempted to
record their oral traditions. During my broader research swing through
Northern Province in April through June 1989, one of my goals was to
gather stories at villages of the three senior Bemba chiefs: Chitimukulu,
Mwamba, and Nkula. The Bemba Paramount Chief, Chitimukulu (Mutale
30 Chitapankwa II), Mr. LM. Ng'andu the Member of the Central
Committee for Northern Province, met with me at his provincial office
in Kasama and recommended that I see several elders in his village,
providing me with a rather elaborate letter of introduction.

Malole

Research at Chitimukulus was done in conjunction with my stay at Malole,
a neighboring village and the site of St. Francis Secondary School. My son
Daniel and I began by visiting St. Francis’ headmaster, who introduced
us to one of his teachers, Mr. S.M. Kalunga, who agreed to chaperone us
around. We stopped in to see Fele, who was headman of the village nearest
the school and was a member of the council of elders [bacilolo] who advised
the Chitimukulu. Mr. Ng'andu had, in fact, included his name on the list
of people I should contact. He turned out to be a gregarious man who
remembered my old graduate school colleague, a Catholic nun working on
her doctorate in African Languages and Literature, who had researched in
the area nearly fifteen years earlier.”” He agreed to summon some people

92 Among many resources, see Richards 1939; A. Roberts 1973; and Moore and Vaughan
1994.

93 Mary Frost collected hundreds of Bemba narratives and included some twenty or thirty
in her dissertation. At the time of her efforts at Malole, a different man held the headman
title of Fele. Frost concentrated her collecting efforts in or near villages of the three senior
Bemba chiefs, at Malole, llondola and Mulobula. (1978)
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together for the next morning so that I could record them. A bit later we
traveled to the village of Chitimukulu and, stopping at the local courthouse,
we were able to set up a time to come and record on the afternoon of the
next day.

Later, in the afternoon, as we walked near Fele’s village, I was trying
to locate an elder whose name had been mentioned as a man who told
good stories. Mr. Dismas Kampamba, who seemed to be in his mid or
late sixties, had just returned from his farm in the bush and appeared
to be rather tired. He wore work clothes, which included old patched
trousers, a tan colored crocheted cap, a tan overall jacket and a brown
short-sleeved buttoned cotton shirt with a collar. As we sat outside his
verandah talking, he also recalled working with my old classmate, and
this served as a good initial introduction for me. I showed him a brief
video of a talking-drum performance by the Lunda bard, Mano, recorded
months earlier in Mbereshi. This seemed to interest him enough to agree
to tell us a story.

Bemba Storytelling 1
by Mr. Dismas Kampamba*

Robert
Cancel: Begin mukwai.

Dismas A person had stayed; when he

Kampamba: stayed, this is a mulumbe, it is a
mulumbe with a parable. When
he stayed, he had stayed like that.
He had even borne children, how
many?

RC: [I responded to four fingers held up by Mr. Kampamba by
erroneously saying] Three...

DK: Four. And then he stayed, he even went and built temporary
shelters in the bush. When he went and built there in the bush, his
name was Fipindulule [one who influences or changes things or
direction of things]. Then he went with his children, then he told
his children and said, “My children, what you should be doing is
that when the honeyguide [bird] comes, that one which leads you
to the honey, you follow this side. That one that...that goes to the
east. The one that goes to the west, don’t dare to go there.” And
then there they stayed. Whichever went to the east, the children

* To watch a video of this story follow this link: http://dx.doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0033.03/Bembal
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followed, they removed honey from the beehive and brought it.
Whichever went to the east, they went and got the honey and
brought it.

Then one day the children said, “Let’s go there..where the
honeyguide is signaling, to the west.” They followed it. They even
found a very, very big tree. And then that tree, that one, his friend
said, “What are we going to do?” The other one said, “We shall
fell it,” he even struck it with an axe. As he struck it with an axe
like that, the thing that was there came out, Kashimweshimwe [an
ogre]. When it came out, Kashimweshimwe, that one, said, “Who
are you?” Said...they said, “I am the child of Fipindulule.” It said,

“You change things then so that we can see.” He said, “If my father
was here he would have changed things.” Kashimweshimwe took
these children, it swallowed them.

In the morning, their father and...he came back also from where
he had gone into the bush alone. He came, he did what? He came
and found the children were not there. “Oh these children!
Perhaps they have gone to the west there.” He did not bother. He
slept. In the morning the honeyguide signaled his wife towards
the western direction, she followed...

Audience: His wife?

DK: His wife. She went and even found an axe where it had stood
like that. She, too, struck (the tree) with an axe. The ogre came
out and said, “Who are you?” She said, “I am...am...am the wife
of Fipindulule.” It said, “You change (the direction of) things so
that we see.” She said, “If my husband was here, he would have
changed things.” It swallowed her.

And then there he stayed. He came back from where he had
gone, Fipindulule. When he came and found that person, his
wife, was not there, in the morning he dressed up, he even
dressed up. He even took a very big belt and fastened it round his
waist, it was made of leather. Then he started going, he started
going. He himself just went straight there because he knew the
place. And so he found axes, the axe, he struck the tree with it.
Kashimweshimwe came out and said, “Who are you?” He said, “I
am Fipindulule.” It said, “You change things so that we see.” He
tied it, he tied a very big belt round it, mfya! Mpaa! [sound of very
tight grip] He fastened it tightly. Kashimweshimwe cried out,
saying, “Grandfather, let go of me, I beg for mercy. Grandfather,
let go of me, I beg for mercy.” And finally he managed to throw it
onto the ground, then uhnn! He killed it, the ogre. When he killed
it like that, he said, “What shall I do? My wife and the children?
All right.”
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He went to a black ant. The black ant there told him and said,
“Grandfather, go and heat a potsherd then rub it on top of the ogre’s
stomach.” So, truly, he went and did just that, he heated a postsherd
and rubbed it on its stomach. Kwaa! And then his children started
coming out and people whom it had swallowed, all of them, came
out. When all of them finished coming out, that man, Fipindulule
now built a village. He now became the chief of the village. There
was a little mulumbe, it ends.

RC: Very good, mukwai.

Before a small audience of a few children and a young mother with a
baby in a sling, Mr. Kampamba told the story while seated on the small
verandah that wound round his home, leaning back with his hands resting
between his slightly open thighs. He mostly used his left hand to gesture,
point, and indicate action, space and direction in the narrative. He also at
times mimed actions, such as when characters used the axe or when the
ogre, Kashimweshimwe, grabbed and devoured various victims. Twice
Mr. Kampamba used a common gesture, tapping the palm of his right hand
over the thumb and index finger side of his left fist, when indicating how
tight Fipindulule tied the belt round his waist, then again to show how
tightly he bound up the ogre. He also moved his right hand over his stomach,
from top to bottom, to act out the drawing of the potsherd across the belly of
the ogre. He then used both hands; spread at the bottom of his abdomen, to
indicate how Kashimweshimwe was split open and all the people emerged.

Thematically, the narrative seemed less a cautionary tale than one about
the extraordinary abilities of Fipindulule, whose very name is descriptive
in the form of a praise epithet. While it is clear that the wife and children
disobeyed the interdiction not to follow the honeyguide in a westward
direction, there is never any admonishment of these indiscretions and the
victims are in fact restored to life at the story’s end. Rather, the narrative’s
events serve to create an expectation, based on the repetition of interactions
with the ogre, with first the children then the wife claiming that Fipindulule
would show his powers if present and Kashimweshimwe taunting them by
saying, “...change things so that we can see.” After he shows his power,
Fipindulule also shows his wisdom by seeking out the advice of the lowly
black ant. The image of cutting open the stomach of an ogre or monster is
pan-traditional in this region, found in tales from the Lamba and Tabwa,
among others.” Like many heroes of oral narratives who become leaders,

94 See Cancel, 1989, comparison of Lamba and Tabwa tales. Indeed, the motif is common
throughout southern Africa, as evidenced in older collections such as Callaway 1868,
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he possesses both destructive and restorative powers. After resurrecting
the people in the ogre’s stomach, he becomes their chief in a new village.”
The young mother carrying a baby in a sling, who'd witnessed
Mr. Kampamba’s performance, offered to tell a story as well. She only
gave her first name, Elizabeth. She was probably in her late teens, rather
tall, with very close-cropped hair. Elizabeth wore a maroon, multi-colored
citenge around her waist, over a light blue patterned, short-sleeved dress.
Taking Mr. Kampamba’s place on the verandah of his house, she arranged
her sleeping baby in her lap, still in the sling, and began her narrative.
Generically, the tale is a lushimi, a narrative that contains a song.”

Bemba Storytelling 2
by Elizabeth*

Robert We can begin...

Cancel: uh...give me your
name. [By now
there were around
ten adults, mostly
women, witnessing . i -
the performance. This made for a rather noisy atmosphere and I had
a hard time initially hearing Elizabeth’s responses. She was also a bit
shy at first, looking down, and speaking softly.]

Elizabeth: Elizabeth.

RC: Again...a...again.

reprinted 1970; and Theal 1970.

95 See my discussion of heroic power combined with wisdom as they pertain to a set of
Tabwa narratives. (Cancel 1989, pp. 129-158)

96 Folklorists often use the term “cantefable” to describe this genre. Bauman treats the
intersection of genres in verbal art in some detail in several studies. (Briggs and Bauman
1992; Bauman 2004) Sub-Saharan African oral narratives so often contain songs, sayings
or chants, that the mixing of genres is almost definitive. Throughout this study, I've tried
to use the local terms for genres and approximate their English and scholarly equivalents.
Ruth Finnegan, after surveying all manner of terminology for oral narrative traditions
and pointing to various scholarly disciplines says, I think quite sensibly, “None of the
terminologies or approaches can be applied in any mechanical way to the African forms
analyzed and celebrated in this volume. The final choice must be for individual scholars,
weighing up the costs and benefits in the light of particular genres, settings, questions, or
theoretical aims, while at the same time, recognizing the complexity of the subject matter
that is too dynamic, subtle and multifaceted for single-line dogmatic reductionism.”
(2004, p. 313)

* To watch a video of this story follow this link: http://dx.doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0033.03/Bemba2
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RC:
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Elizabeth.
Oh, It’s all right. Let’s go on.

There is a thing [Elizabeth was speaking very softly, and some women
in the audience encouraged, or maybe admonished, her to speak up]...
there is a thing. People had stayed. There was even a person, one. He
had married women, there was Ntoole (meaning: Let me pick up) and
Mweo (Life) and then Nunde (Let me stick or put pieces together). Then
that young man was a very skilled hunter. Then he had told his wives
to say, “Wherever I go, if I do not return, you should follow me.” And
those women, they had understood. They had all set out to go and live
at a small village. And then the young man did just like that, he started
off, he went hunting. Right there when he went hunting, he went and
died. And then those women...they...they tried to follow where he went.
They, the women, found their husband had died. And then their friend
began to say, “Yah! And so our husband has died, what shall we say?”

Ntoole began, she said, “Begin to pick up my friend, you gather the
bones (and put them in one place).” And so their friend started the song
and said:
Let me pick up, let me pick up, yes let me pick up.
Let me pick up, let me pick up, yes let me pick up.
Let me pick up my husband,
Let me pick up, yes let me pick up.
Let me pick up my husband,
Let me pick up, yes let me pick up.
Nunde also began:
Let me join, let me join, yes let me join.
Let me join, let me join, yes let me join.
Let me join for my husband,
Let me join, yes let me join.
Let me just join my husband,
Let me join, yes let me join.
Mweo began:
Life, life yes life.
Let me put back, let me put back, yes let me put back.
Let me just put back my husband’s life,
Yes let me put back.

And certainly mukwai, the husband rose, he rose and they started going
to the village. They had put his pieces together. And again, just like
that on another day, just like that, on another day, just like that. And
then on the following day, they refused Mweo ubwali, she just went
on becoming thinner and thinner. And their husband started off, he
went right there to hunt. Again, he went and died. Mweo also, that one,
where she had remained she also died.
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RC:

And then those two said, “Let that good-for-nothing woman die.” They
said, “We don’t care about her.” They said, “As if she is the one who
ever does the work; in fact we are the ones who just do the work.” She
said, “Without us she...she would not have been doing anything. We
shall go and do the work, we are going to try even to breathe in life
itself, he is going to rise.” And so, they set out, they went and arrived
where their husband was. Then Ntoole started:

Let me pick up, let me pick up, yes let me pick up.

Let me pick up, let me pick up, yes let me pick up.

Let me pick up my husband,

Let me pick up, yes let me pick up.

Let me pick up my husband,

Let me pick up, yes let me pick up.

Nunde also began:

Let me join, let me join, yes let me join.

Let me join, let me join, yes let me join.

Let me just join my husband,

Let me join, yes let me join.

Let me just join my husband,

Let me join, yes let me join.
Her friend said, “Yah, no my friend, since we have finished, what shall
we do? Now life, how shall we blow it in, since Mweo is not there?” She
said, “Yah, we are going to try.” She said, “Let’s both begin, we try.”

Let me put back, let me put back, yes let me put back.

Let me put back, let me put back, yes let me put back.

My husband’s life,

Let me put back, yes let me put back.

Let me just put back my husband’s life,

Yes let me put back.

However, it couldn’t work. Until they just took that corpse then they
carried and took it to the village, they even found that Mweo had died;
they then carried the two corpses and then went and buried (them).
There was a little tale, it ends.

Very good mukwai.

Elizabeth employed an understated performance style, possibly due to

being somewhat inhibited by the video camera and the audience. She used

her left hand to partially support her baby in her lap and kept her right

hand resting on her right thigh and knee during most of the performance.

Often, she rhythmically picked at the cloth of her citenge while telling the

story. She also used the same hand to subtly gesture and keep time during

the singing of the songs. Her main departure from this posture and set of

movements was when the baby began to fret and she shifted it in the sling

and drew her left breast from the dress to nurse the child. At that point, her
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left forearm supported the baby and she moved to the story’s end with
her right hand holding onto the index finger of her left hand as the right
forearm helped to secure the nursing infant.

Elizabeth’s performance followed Mr. Kampamba’s narrative about how a
harmonious family, with only one wife/mother, is serially eaten by a monster
then saved by their powerful husband/father. There is a shift in family
structure and outcome in her story. Thematically, the tale focuses on both
the strength and precarious nature of an initially harmonious polygamous
family, endangered by the always looming threats of jealousy and pettiness
in such households. Each of the three wives have names that reflect their
talents, and these talents must be used together in order to resurrect their
hunter husband and, by extension, form an effective and creative family.
Little is known of the husband, or even how he meets his death in the
bush. It is the wives who are the center of the narrative, first emphasizing
their life-giving skills, then pointing to the divisive tendencies that bring
disaster to their family. Each of the wives’ songs stresses their life-affirming
abilities, and when the third song (the song of the wife named “Life”) is
missing from the second instance of trying to resurrect the husband, it is
clear that enmity between wives has broken up the family in an irreversible
way. To emphasize this sad situation, the remaining two wives try twice
to bring their husband back by singing their individual songs, pointing to
the glaring absence of the third wife, Mweo. As in Mr. Kampamba’s story,
the action is focused by repeating a similar action; in this case a successful
then an unsuccessful attempt to resurrect the husband. Like the previous
story, a character that travels out from the homestead leaves instructions or
orders for those at home to obey. Where in the first narrative, the orders are
disobeyed, in Elizabeth'’s tale, they are followed. What brings disjunction or
trouble is the way the co-wives treat each other. The husband’s well-being,
therefore, becomes a metaphor or marker for harmonious marital relations
in the polygamous home, while his death signals the disjunction and
negative consequences brought on by jealousy and selfishness.

The narrative is performed by a young nursing mother and witnessed
by older women. It has an interesting resonance for the audience, though
I did not ascertain Elizabeth’s actual marital status and whether or not she
was part of a polygamous household.”” It is not uncommon, however, for
the youngest co-wives, who are often the most attractive and fertile, to be
disparaged by older co-wives for being inexperienced or lazy. Whether or

97 1 recorded one more performance at this session, by a young boy who had witnessed
the earlier two. While the narrative was of some interest, I'm opting not to include
performances by children in the present study.
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not there was an actual personal reference involved in the tale, it did connote
common social tensions that must be negotiated if households are to remain
harmonious and productive. On taking my leave, I paid Mr. Kampamba
a bit of money (around two or three US dollars) for his efforts, with the
understanding, made in front of everyone, that he’d share some of it with
Elizabeth. We returned to the mission for a meal and to spend the night.

The next day we passed by Mr. Kalunga’s home to pick him up then made
the very short drive to Fele’s place. We arrived at around 9 AM, and found
that he had gathered five or six elders next to his verandah. There were a
handful of children present as well. Fele described my work to the group
and I played back Mr. Kampamba’s performance on the video monitor
so that people could see what I was doing. I also assured everyone that
I wanted to record whatever kinds of stories or commentaries they cared
to offer. I had set up one of Fele’s wooden chairs in front of his verandah,
partly in the shade and partly in the morning sun, allowing performers to
choose between warm and cool. My small television monitor and some
other gear were set up on a table on the verandah. Some of the performers
opted to lean or rest an arm on the table as they spoke.

A woman named Elizabeth Chama was the first to speak. I'd estimate her
age as over seventy. Her eyes appeared to have fairly advanced cataracts.
Ms. Chama wore a light green kerchief tied behind her head, possibly
indicating that she belonged to some kind of Catholic women’s group. Her
red blouse had very short sleeves, just covering her shoulders, and she began
the performance wearing a tan loose-fitting jacket, which she removed near
the end. Her citenge was cream colored with green flowers printed on the cloth.
Ms. Chama had long, wrinkled, very slim arms and large hands, reflecting
her advanced age. She chose to discuss traditional forms of honoring the
chief, explaining three ways in which the chief was praised by panegyric
poetry, and how these forms are adapted to the Catholic mass and beliefs.

Bemba Storytelling 3
by Elizabeth Chama

Robert Cancel: ~ Before you begin, give me
your name...name.

Elizabeth Chama: Elizabeth.

RC: Yes, Eli...OK
Audience (Fele): You should say “Elizabeth
Chama.”

* To watch a video of this story follow this link: http://dx.doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0033.03/Bemba3
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Elizabeth Chama.
Yes, mukwai, begin.

Let me begin with a jesting oration [praise poetry] used in church; the
one...the one used to eulogize chiefs.

Anyone, even the oration used to eulogize chiefs, you can begin with
that one.

That is so! They traveled, the tall one and the other one; especially
covering a long distance. The brave, fearless ones, when we find them
we become submissive to them [i.e. we talk to them very meekly].
One open rest-hut has its own limitations. The chief’s food [ubwali]
is eaten by the wise ones. The ones who grab their own things while
their attention is called elsewhere; the first ones to arrive receive the
best gifts, certainly, they receive the best gifts. The people of Chief
Ntalasha [Chitimukulu] deliver. The chief’s councilor humbles
himself. The child who experiences difficulties even in the presence
of his father. He is a servant; he is a humble, poor servant. Chief
Ntalasha [Chitimukulu] and Sampa and Chikwanda have left us in
misery. We are in abject poverty.

Uhmn, it is alright mukwai; now is it...is this Bemba [as opposed to an
older form, possibly of Luba origin]:

It is Bembea, yes.

Yes, those are compliments or praises [i.e. Indyombo]; let her sing the
praises of the chief, the chief’s compliments.

Oh.
Or, we can listen. Let’s listen.

[I then played the audiocassette of Ms. Chama’s remarks, while the
video camera kept recording, and everyone listened closely to them.]

Start again.

They traveled, the tall one and the other one; especially covering a long
distance. When they find the chief seated [i.e. resting]; now when they greet
him, they say “Bendele umutali no wanu.” This is how they greet the chief,
saying, “Greetings to you, your Royal Highness Chief Chitimukulu.” They
say, “When we find the chief, because he is a brave, fearless person [implying
a difficult man] we must speak to him meekly; we cannot be insolent to him
or disagree with him.” When you find the chief and you treat him with a
lot of respect—to be given food by the chief you have to speak, you have
to speak meekly because some people are too proud, when they go to the
chief they do not humble themselves. The chief’s food is certainly eaten by
the wise ones. The one who grabs their things while their attention is called
elsewhere, you grab from all those who arrive first. This means, “Those who
grab things have grabbed the chieftainship of the land.”
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RC: Hmm.
EC: Therefore, you should be careful. You should not be frustrating
things.

Audience: You should even ululate, you say...alalalalalala!

EC: When they lift bread [during Communion], the oration [praises] of
Jesus, when they lift bread we clap our hands [claps hands] then
we clap. At this time they lift bread. When they lift cups of wine we
ululate, we say, “Ululululu.”

Audience Even clapping, you clap! [ululates a bit]. And then God the Almighty,
(Fele): the King, the wealthy one, His Majesty, God Almighty the wealthy
one, the overseer, creator of everything. When he comes, He who is
the owner of heaven and earth. When He comes, He who rose from
the dead, the truthful one who never lies; we praise you, we thank

you, God Almighty.
Audience
(Fele): ...and so you should have ululated again.
EC: No, we ululate once.

Elizabeth Chama sat quite straight in the wooden chair as she performed,
using her hands minimally to describe things. She began by first informing
Fele, who was seated on her right, what she intended to do, then went on
with her recitation of the praises or epithets. Because the audience was
aware that her words were being recorded, one member asked that her
initial set of praises be replayed. After listening to her remarks, Ms. Chama
slightly altered some of the allusions and added some explanatory
comments. As with other examples of this genre I'd witnessed, the
vocabulary was highly allusive and dense with esoteric words and phrases.
The explanation, therefore, was meant less for the audience than for my
own understanding. This attitude of didacticism pervaded the entire
session. Moreover, this first performance set another interesting pattern for
the ones that were to follow. Clearly, Ms. Chama wanted to share what
she felt was an important traditional activity and how it had been merged
with contemporary Christian practice; we were sitting, after all, less than
half a mile from a Catholic mission and church. Catholicism, historically,
has been very strong in this immediate area.”® Further, being a white man

98 The story of how Catholicism came to this part of Zambia and to the Bemba in particular
is well known locally and is tied into the broader history of the colonial era in Zambia.
The “White Father” missionary Bishop Dupont arrived in the northernmost region of
Northern Rhodesia in the late Nineteenth Century by way of the Tanganyika colony.
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who clearly had links to the Catholic missionaries in the area, people often
assumed I was interested in religious ideas or forms of worship. A direct link
was made between these kinds of chiefly praises and their use in Catholic
rites, explaining that even the very common practice of ululation, mostly by
women, was incorporated into the Mass. The audience also felt comfortable
with commenting on and augmenting her oration. While Ms. Chama spoke,
there were times when she stopped for long periods, either waiting for me
to comment or for some reaction from her cohorts. Since I found it difficult
to follow a lot of the specialized vocabulary and deep allusions of the
praises, I left it up to the audience to move the performance on or to decide
when it was over. This approach elicited commentaries during virtually
every performance, particularly from Fele, who continually spurred further
discussion of various topics raised by the performers. At one point in his
commentary, echoing the form of the traditional panegyric, Fele set out a
string of praises for God: “...the Almighty, the King, the wealthy one, His
Majesty, God Almighty the wealthy one, the overseer, creator of everything.
When he comes, He who is the owner of heaven and earth. When He comes,
He who rose from the dead, the truthful one who never lies; we praise you,
we thank you, God Almighty.”

The mixing of genres here is notable and not the only time it happened in
thissession. Thereisa good deal of what Bauman calls “decontextualization,”
(2004), or removing oral texts from their previous and more common uses,
as not only royal panegyric but also citations from parts of the Catholic
Mass are combined in this exposition. In its use by Ms. Chama, the material
is clearly “recontextualized” for the purposes of the recording session. That
there are intertextual and generic manipulations and associations brought
to bear seems clear. One intention of the narrator is to educate me on these

important esoteric praises, as well as reveal their recontextualization, or

Eventually he won the trust of the powerful Bemba Chief Mwamba who, on his death
bed, ceded the regency of his chiefship to Dupont, in hopes of fending off incursions of
the neighboring Ngoni, slave traders, and the British government. This led to a strong
and long-lasting relationship between the Bemba people and the Catholic Church. See
A. Roberts 1973 and B. Garvey 1994. The evangelical efforts of Christians in this part of
Zambia entail a long and complicated history. In the area near Chief Nkula’s village,
Lubwa, there was a direct competition that at times bordered on violence between
Catholic and Church of Scotland missionaries. This is in part covered in Oger 1991 and in
Roberts (ibid.) and Garvey (ibid.). Comaroff and Comaroff 1991, especially pp. 252-308,
produced a wide-ranging study of evangelical efforts in southern Africa at the advent
of colonial expansion, and many of the dynamics they identify can be found to some
degree in the Bemba and neighboring territories.
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in another sense their appropriation, in the context of Catholic religious
ceremonies. The other important dimension of this performance is the near
antiphonal commentary of Fele, which continues in varying degrees in the
other performances of this session. When he asks that the tape of the initial
panegyric be replayed, it also serves as an opportunity for Ms. Chama to
sharpen her initial allusions and interpretations when she comments on
her first set of remarks.

Ms. Chama was followed by Mr. Peter Mutale, another elder around
seventy years-old. He sat in the same chair, and wore a long, oversized tan
rain coat that he kept tightly wrapped around him to ward off the morning
chill. On his head, he wore a brim-less multi-colored cloth cap of green and
black, that resem