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/TALKING POINT/ 

The Berlin Festival, which has bee·n going on :for some weeks now, 
has brought a fascinating assortment of cultural activities to the cityt 
theatre; opera; music (with giants like Stravinsky, Mil~s Davies and 
Dave Brubeck featuring their respective idioms); art exhibitions featuring 
traditional African sculptures in wood and bronze. In the midst of all 
this, was the "International encounter of poets 11 , whioh took ~e to Berlin. 
This was organised by the Congress for Cultural Freedom (P~ris). 

Berlin - east and west - is still a torn city: twenty years after 
the end of World War II there are still empty spaces and battered· buildings. 
The war memorials look stark and grim, and seem to have been washed in 
tears that were dammed only yesterday; and yet a whole generation has 
passed. Where Hitler and his mistress,Eva Braun, are believed to have 
committed suicide, is only a mound covered with green grass as part of 
a public lawn. The mound is close to the road, which seems to imply that 
if indeed the Nazi monster was buried here, it is an outrage to the sacred
ness of the earth and human memory. 

Side by side with the battered buildings, are huge and· high structures. 
The high prefabricated blocks of flats and state-owned shops in the eastern 

.. sector and the huge private business houses and interesting archite cture in 
_the west - all these, the dividing wall notwithstanding, are a testimony 
to the .drive, ingenuity and diligence of the Germans who are raising 
Berlin •to her feet after a ghastly world-war nightmare. 

Encounter of cultures 

But I did not want to devote this number of our news sheet·to an 
account of the phenomenal pace of reconstruction the Germans have shown 
a capacity for: after all they are still .payin~ back, psychologically, 
for having allowed themselves to be regimented into a false sense of 
heroism by the Nazi war machine (there are several such lessons in history); 
and then other forces of evil - or devine vengeance? - were . let loose 
upon Hiroshima. Our African sages will tell you that· pain is pain: its 
types are incomparable. 

I merely wanted to sketch the background of the encounter of the 
arts such as one has been witnessing in Berlin. Ulli Beier of Oshogbe, 
Nigeria, brought hisDu~o LadipQ' s Yoruba opera. As there were fascinating 
traditional dance ensembles from Cameroun and Dahomey - even more so than 
the unvaried dancing of the Yoruba - I wondered why the organizers had 
neglected to select any of the numerous groups we have in Kenya, Uganda 
and Tanganyika who perform breath-taking dance ·idioms; or even a group 
from Iboland in Nigeria which has so much more vigorous dancing than the 
west or the north. However, we were treated to some superb Yoruba 
drumming. We saw a performance of Le Roi Christoffe by Aime Cesaire the 
Negro poet of Martinique. It had its beautiful moments, but owing to 

clumsy production, we were subjected to three hours of French rhetoric 
relieved only by s ome lively dance sequens es. 
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•••• And then the poets 

We met in the lovely American-designed Conbress Hall, nicknamed by 
the :Berliners "the pregnant oyster" because of its shape. Here were 
poets, novelists, and critics like Lamine Diakathe and Ousmane Sembene 
(Senegal); Thomas Malone (Cameroun); Tchikaya U Tamsi (Congo-Brazzaville); 
il.ime' Cesaire (Martinique); J.P. Clark and Wole Soyinka (Nigeria); 
Raja t Neogy (Uganda); Lewis Nkosi and the writer ( South Africa); Langston 
Hughes, Robie Macauley and W.H. Auden (U.S.A.); Stephen Spender, Nathaniel 
Tarn and Sir Herbert Read (England); Derek Walcott (Trinidad); Pierre 
Emanuel (France); Per Wastberg (Sweden) and representatives from other 
countri0s. 

What do poets and their critics talk about when they meet in a 
conference? 1rhese poets were generally more talkative than one usually 
believes them to be. Perhaps it was because they were being provoked. 
For instance, Nathaniel Tarn, himself a poet, said that the older one got 
the more one read for and towards the writing of one's own poems, and not 
as poetry should be read. Such a statement, he said, "may also betray 
one fundamental aspect of Western poetry today: ·its utterly, almost 
desperately, private nature" (my italics). This provoked Auden into 
defending the modern poet. Fewer and fewer people, he said, wanted to 
exert an effort in doing anything. Many things had been made easy for 
us to reach. In a world where intimate relations were becoming less and 
less possible, for a poet should be happy to be able to appeal to an 
intimate group, the members of which could follow the poet's tone and 
penetrate his thoughts and feelings. 

Tarn and Auden agreed that the poet needed to come to terms with 
science and not remain aloof from scientific development. The poet 
could use science and still be on the alert against its tendency 
to cheapen emotions. 

Stephen Spender presented a most interesting paper on the· use of the 
· poetic imagination in the novel. He cited examples where writers with 

great poetic gifts tried to convert modern life into symbolic language. 
"Certain modern writers," hb observed, "seem to have hesitated between 
writing poetry and writing prose,. . The exigencies of themes which 
might, in the past, have required poetry, in the modern world -can 
sometimes only be treated in prose ••• The writer with a poetic gift 

· has to decide not so much whether to be a poet or a prose writer, as 
whether to restrict his themes within the limitations imposed by poetry 
in modern circumstances, or to break down those boundaries of forms and 
in prose which produces some of the effects of poetry • 11 Spender 
offered Ibsen and James Joyce as e:;;:amples of poets who were obliged 
by their themes to abando~ poetry for prose. Novels like Ulfsses 
(James Joyce), The Waves (Virginia Woolf)· and Women in LoveR. D.Lawrence), 
he said, should simply be considered as poetry in ·non-poetic form. 

Poetry from Africa. 

What _tb.E,) Africans said about the themes of their English and. French 
poetry, about their major concerns, inade it quite clear that, much as 
one African poet and another may be writing like Ezra Pound or T .S .Eliot 
or Baudelaire or Rimbaud., our poetry was bringing a new experience to 
English and French literatures. Imagery drawn from African l i fe and 
afmboi~c speech can, and is being infused into African poetry. The 
African poet writing in· English, French or Portuguese will have to 
accept the .faot -that, while traditional (and therefore oral) poetry 
is acce'Ss·ible to all, his verse can orily be ·understood by the 
educated class among his people. · 

The African writer also wants to free himself from patronising 
European critics. 

Lilyan Lagneau-Kesteloot, a critic, could not have been more right 
when she uucl ~red: 
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"An African writing in a ,~•uroi, . .:ai1 lang1,:.:~g;;; nowad.r,ys is still apt to 
be thinking too much of a European public, and thus has a tendency 
to say only what he thinks Europeans will like. I have already 
mentioned the sterility of attitude this produces in the field of 
poetry; African poems cast in the classical mould are completely 
uninteresting because they are merely sub-standard Lamartine or 
Victor Hugo, or at least inferior Verlaine." 

One of the things that will help the African writer address 
himself to to his immediate readership rather than a non-African one, isan. 
indigenous publishing compa~y. Such publishers are bound to take into 
account the interest and tastes of the community which they cater for 
when assessing an African manuscript. 

Dea.ling with thE: translation of oral .African literature into 
English and French and modern writing from one European language to 
a:nother1 delegates appreciated that: (a) existing translations of 
indigenous African poetry into English and French have proved diS£;.strous. 
(b) the reason for this i s that African languages have their own rhythms 
and music which have nothing in common with European languages and there
fore cannot successfully be transferred to the latter; (o) imagery or 
word-pictures in African poetry can be transferred to English or French. 
This is what African writers using 0ither language are always doing. 
Controversy arose when it was suggested that the method of doi~g a literal 
translation of a poem and then reworking it so that a new poem was pro
duced in another language, using the thoughts and feelings of the original, 
had proved successful and might well provide a precedent. On the strength 
oftranslations already made of Hungarian poetry by a team of French poets, 
so that new verse resulted from - the exercise, i·t was appreciated why the 
translating had to be done by poets. James Kirkup's translation of Camara 
Laye's L'Infant Noir, under the title African Child (paperback) or 
Dark Child is itself a beautiful work of art and good English literature. 
Exeriments in the translation of the rhythms a.nd music of traditional 
African literature into a European language may still go on, but research
ers cannot overlook the fact that if one removes the voice, facial 
expressions and gestures, spoken poetry or folk tale does not mean much. 

After the encounter? ••• 

Once we had explained the themes and concerns of our poetry from 
both Western and African worlds, the question was "Now -what?" Perhaps 
one cannot hope for more at a meeting like this one. There are, after all, 
various areas of cultural encounter or contact between Africa and the 
West. It strikes one that very few Europeans, outside a handful who 
teach in Africa, read African poetry. It is more difficult for Europeans 
to read literature outside their own culture than it was for us to read 
up and study English and French writing: we had to do this in the process 
of "getting on", of "being educated", of "preparing for a career", what
ever name they give to that process of justifying oneself to the white 
man who wielded political and economic power. 

From the audience point of view, theproblems merge for the European 
and African poets: their readership must be educated to be able to 
understand them. The difference is a matter of degree: the relative 
aVailability of the means of education. The gap between us and those of 
the West widens when it comes to the subject matter of poetry. The things 
that worried Europe and the United States in the 1930's - poverty, 
ignorance and the havoc of the industrial revolution and so on - are said 
to have passed. Certainly we in Africa do not exhibit the same reflexes 
towards world tensions as Europeans do. But these c o n- .c o .. r n s ~x.c 
c..i..tching 1l p with u s. And yet many of our hi6hly-placed 
educated folk in certain parts of Africa like 'to tell us that we can be 
protected from poverty and the evils that attend mass media and the 
am.assing of capital and land, simply because we are "African". 

Poetry, like all other forms of literature, is a medium of education. 
Once out of school we tend to think that poetry is not important; we 
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were made to memorize poetry in school which was like chewingsawdust or 
iron filings. Of course poetry does not help us eat and drink better or 
provide a more comfortable house. Nor does the abundant chaff we 
read in its place provide a better living! 

Poets will continue to write, however, and they will continue to 
have an audience. That only very few people read it for pleasu:ce, is 
due to the fact that it has become a sophisticated occupation. Poetry 
has moved from its original form where it was sun6 and recited and danced. 
In those days, people, most of wh0_1 were peasants , had a keen ear for 
music, and they spoke poetry in their everyday life. In Africa the 
majority of people are still close to the ground, as . it were. They still 
can hear the music and the rhythms of nature. Even in the to-i,ms we 
still speak a symbolic language, which is poetry. 

In Sotho, one of the thI·ee main languages of South Africa, we say, 
"There is nothing that you can call yours; yours is only that which 
you have eaten. 11 When an uncle goes to ask for a bride for his nephew 

. he says: "We have come to ask for a calabash. 11 When I want to tell my 
host that I have eaten enough, I say: "Thank you, after all a man does 
not eat so that he should grow horns." This is common poetry, and it 
goes on throughout .Africa, even among the most urbanized fo-lk. 

While written poetry will continue to enchant a certain kind of 
audience, whose members must be both literate and educated, we shall need 
to engage the unschooled in activities that will promote the kind of 
poetry that has direct contact with the soil, with the core of 
experience, such as is reflected in the common speech I have ~uoted. I t 
seems that traditional music and dance, theatre in Swahili, must be 
encouraged as a vehicle of poetry. But this does not absolve t he 
sophisticated poet from his responsibility to the public-. I am old
fashioned enough to· advocate simplicity and di::.;oct language and to 
dislike the verse so many young British .poets write which one delegate 
im Berlin called "intellectual gymnastics. 11 

•••••• • ••••o • ooo 

Chemchemi Studio 

We have now a fine big studio and should like to invite members of 
Chemchemi to our art classes which .. begin Monday October 26 at 5 - 7 p .m. 
Only persons under 25 will be accepted, .. al though anyone else can use the 
studio, outside the class. The members of the class s hould provide them
selves with brushes,. pencil and paints. Mr, E. Kyeyune who will guide 
the group, will advise members on the cheapest materials available . Paper 
will be provided free . Those who ar~ not members of Chemchemi but want to 
paint should first pay the yearly membership fee or 15s for adults or 5s 
for pupils and students. Enrol now an~ take advantage of this opportunity. 

A Gift 

We are most thankful to the artists of Israel for donating Chemchemi 
with a tape recorder. This is a real asset and will enable us to record 
African music and folk tales and so on. We still need a record player for 
some of our music evenin5s. We are also planning to hold regular jazz 
sessions in order to 'Jxpose our people to the finer, more elevating 
elements of this important music form. 

It is 5Tatifying to announce that our small ensemble of two guitars 
string bass, African drums and a vocalist is doing very wel l in the 
adaptation· of folk tunes.. We shall soon be introducing the· .band to the 
publi.c; most like.ly on our anci::.. Vclrsar;y in Nov a:1b0r. 

· : -' 

Art 

The exhibition now on in our gallery is that of paintings, drawings, 
and sketches by Louis Mwaniki, lecturer in sculpture in the Fine Art 
department of the University College, Nairobi. After Makerere Art School, 
Mr. Mwaniki spent some years in Italy. 
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