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But the Dogon came to recognize the great perseverance of Marcel 
Griaulc and his team in their enquiries, and that it was become increas
ingly difficult to answer the multiplicity of questions without moving on 
to a different level. They appreciated our eagerness for an understanding 
which earlier explanations had certainly not satisfied, and which wa~ 
clearly more imponant 10 us than anything else .... In the light of all this 
the Dogon took their own decision, of which we learned only later when 
they told us themselves. The elders of the lineages of the double village of 
Ogol and the most important totemic priests of the region of Sanga met 
together and decided that the more esoteric aspects of their religion 
should be revealed 10 Professor Griaule. To begin this they chose one of 
their own best informed members, Ogotemmeli .... 

The seriousness and importance of providing this expose of Dogon 
belief was all tbe greater because the Dogon elders knew perfectly well 
that in doing so they were opening the door, not merely to ... thirty days of 
information, but 10 later and more intensive work which was to extend 
over months and years (pp. xv~XVI). 

,. Montserrat Palau Marti, Les Dogon (Paris: Presses Univcrsitaircs de France, 1957), pp. 
53-56. Sec also Marcel Griaulc, Masques Dogon (Paris: lnstitut d'Ethnologic, 1938), a.nd Evan 
M. Zcusse, Ritual Cosmos: The Sanctification of Life in African Religions (Athens. Ohio: Ohio 
University Press, 1979), Part Two. Chapter 7. ~Initiation and the Meaning of 'Knowledge.'" 
Writing about the Dogon myths, Zcussc notes, for example: 

It is striking to observe that as the levels of myth become more complex 
and articulated, their aim is simultaneously even more intensely to 
achieve unification of experience. This is evident, for example, in the 
various ways evil and the trickster are viewed. The more precise and sys
tematic the thought, the further consciousness is forced to penetrate be• 
hind appearances, to reduce experience to an atomistic, abstract analysis, 
and finally to overcome multiplicity entirely by subsuming it under the 
One (p. 162). · 

11 For a good introduction 10 the "plagiarism scandal" surrounding Le Devoir dt violence, sec 
Eric Sellin, wThe Unknown Voice of Yambo: Ouologucm," Yale French Studies, Vol. 53, 
137-162. 

It is clear that Ouologuem is quite interested in intertextuality. In his work Les Mille et 
une bibles de sexr-the title itself is expressly related to the thousand and one talcs of Arabian 
Nighu--cach section is prefaced by several quotations drawn again from a wide variety of 
sources-this time clearly identified. And in "Lcttrcs aux pcrles de rexpansion de la culture 
fran~isc chcz lcs Ncgrcs." and in ~Lei/rt a la Fronce negrt, there arc also long strings of attri• 
butcd quotations. Another letter, ~Lettre aux pissc-copic Ncgrcs d'ecrivains celcbrcs,M is cynical• 
ly devoted to the possibility of making new works out of bits and pieces of other works. Eric Se!• 
Jin is probably right, in the article cited above. when he suggests that this letter describes the 
process of the creation of Le Devoir de violence. However Songolo is probably more to the point 
when he notes in "Fiction and Subversion" (Sec Note 4) that what is most significant in the use 
of the quotations is the manner in which they are transformed 10 making something new. Songo
lo writes: "By transforming these sources according to his artistic needs. Ouologuem does vio
lence to them but at the same time. he asserts a new originality for his work. He sets up a new 
work opposite the original works, in order 10 examine the latter, enter into dialogue with them, 
and perhaps make us discover their hidden truth-and their falsehood as well" (p. 152). 
" Hannah Arendt, ed., //luminotion.s by Walter Benjamin (New York: Schocken Books, 
1969), p. 38. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This paper tries to come to grips with some of the problems surrounding 
the publication of Thomas Mofolo's manuscript, "Chaka," in 1925. Of these 
problems, perhaps the one that has been mentioned the most, and has trig
gered the hottest debates, is that regarding the time-lag between the comple
tion of this manuscript and .its eventual publication. Scholars of African li
terature who have concerned themselves with this problem have concluded, 
without exception, that there is a relationship between this delay and the fact 
that the publication house involved (namely Morija) which was the only out
let for Basotho writers at that time, was owned and controlled by mis
sionaries (namely the Paris Evangelical Missionary Society (PEMS]). One of 
the strongest and most persistent advocates of this view was the late Janheinz 
Jahn. In his Mumu ( 1958) he declared that "Although Mofolo equates sor
cery with death and condemns it, thC: missionaries saw in this novel a rever
sion to paganism and let the manuscript lie unpublished for twenty years."• 
Among those repeating this same charge is Karel Frantisek Ruzicka in Black 
Africa: literature and language ( 1976) who says: 

In Shaka, Mofolo criticized and condemned ~pagan" customs, clearly il
lustrating their harmful effects. However, the missionaries who owned 
the publishing house persisted in seeing in Shaka the author's return to 
paganism and therefore permitted the publishing of the book only twenty 
years later.' 

Estimates of the amount of time by which the manuscript's publication 
was delayed have ranged from 10 to 20 years, with 15 being perhaps the most 
popular figure. Randal A. Kirsch in Kunene and Kirsch The Beginnings of 
Souzh African Vernacular Lizerature (I 967) gives the approximate date of 
Mofolo's submission of his manuscript as "1911 or 1912."l These same dates 
are repeated by Ezekiel Mphahlele in the second (revised) edition ( 1974) of 
his African Image where he adds his voice to the chorus of criticism aimed at 
the missionaries: 

Although the figure of Chaka is conceived by a Christian mind, the 
manuscript was rejected by the Societe de;s Missions Evangeliques de 
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Paris (Paris Evangelical Mission Society) in 1911-12. The reason was 
that it glorified paganism. Two white men pressed for its publication. In 
1925 the missionaries relented and published Chaka.• 

This means that for Kirsch and Mphahlele the delay was between I 3 and 14 
years. It will, therefore, be one of the concerns of this paper to try to deter
mine as accurately as possible exactly when Mofolo's manuscript was com
pleted. 

As clearly demonstrated in the above quotations from Jahn and Klima et 
al., another scholarly concern has been with regard to the contents of the 
manuscript. It has been alleged that when the PEMS missionaries eventually 
yielded, under pressure, and agreed to publish the manuscript, they did so on 
one condition, namely, that certain passages which they considered particu
larly objectionable should be expurgated. Jahn pushes this view very forceful
ly in his Neo-African literature in a passage quoted later in this paper. Ruzi
cka includes Mofolo's two earlier works in his allegation, suggesting that they 
too were published in bowdlerized versions: 

Shaka, as well as Mofolo's two preceding books, were censored and their 
texts slightly altered. The authorities of the Roman Catholic Church 
(sic!) permitted the books' publication only on condition that religious 
and political problems would be avoided, especially if the author were an 
African.' 

The evidence on hand would seem to suggest that no such interferance with 
the content of the book took place as will be seen later. 

At the very centre of this storm is, of course, Mofolo himself. In order to 
tie all these things together, we have to train the spotlight on him. Yet, to my 
knowledge, no attempt has been made so far to place him, his personal life, 
his goals as a writer, etc., within the context of the controversy. Could any
thing that he did, or that happened to him, have contributed to the delay in 
the publication of Chaka? The closest thing to connecting any action of 
Mofolo's with the problems of the manuscript has been the suggestion made 
by Jahnheinz Jahn, both in Munzu and in Neo-African Literazure, that the 
disputes surrounding his book made him eventually resign from his job at 
Morija and go away in disgust, choosing rather to involve himself in a series of 
business ventures. ~Disappointed by their [the missionaries] narrow-minded
ness," says Jahn, "Mofolo left them and stopped writing."' 

There are ob~c:tive egints of fact which are contained in all the above 
accounts. Mofolo did write the book Chaka. A long period of time elapsed 
between the completion of the manuscript and its publication. Mofolo did 
leave Morija in 1910. Mofolo did not return to teaching nor to his work at 
Morija, nor to writing. Mofolo did engage in business ventures which even
tually led to his financial ruin. The missionaries did have disagreements 
concerning the book. Unfortunately, these factors are then joined, purely 
circumstantially, to make a reasonably believable story which links together 
in a cause-effect relationship. 
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It seems that all these pieces should more easily fall into place if we 
begin by briefly reviewing Mofolo's life right around the time he completed 
the book and first submitted it. This restricts us to a period of roughly two 
years, from 1909 to 1910 inclusive. 

MOFOLO, THE MAN AT THE CENTRE OF THE STORM 

Why did Mofolo leave Morija? When did he leave? The first pointers to 
the correct answers to these questions came from Alben Gerard's investiga
tions. In his Four African Literazures, Gerard says: 

When the Reverend Albert Brusch discussed the problem with Mangoac
la, the latter at length mentioned that Mofolo had left Morija as a result 
of a scandal. This prompted Brutsch to consult the Morija parish regist
er, where he found the mention "bohl. 3/ 10 F. 1910," meaning that Mo
folo was found guilty of adultery (bohlola) in March I 9 IO and left the 
country that same year.' 

My research in the Morija archives in 1978-79, with the kind and un
stinting assistance of the Reverend Albert Brutsch,' produced more conclu
sive evidence in the nature of correspondence by Mofolo himself. His letter 
dated March 23, 1910 and addressed to the Reverend Sam Duby, was writ
ten on the day of his departure. By then he had already confided his plan to 
leave Lesotho to the Reverend Louis Mabille in Morija. The letter was writ• 
ten in Sesotho, and is reproduced here as translated by me. Morija 
23:3. 1910 

The Reverend Duby: 
Sir, in everything you will hear from Rev. Mabille, communicated by let

ter, truly comes from me. I have tried many times to be brave and tell you 
but I was overcome by shame. I am leaving at this very instant to go and hide 
myself so that this matter will come to light in my absence, and shall return 
when it has simmered down a little. At this moment I am going to my father 
in the ORC, (at Villiers). Also, Reverend, I remind you that Matsaba has al
ready paid the £10.0.0. and you will get it from me. When I come to my fath• 
er I will sell a few cattle to obtain that money. 

I plead and say ob, even though I have wronged you so much please do 
please ·have mercy and excercise patience and do not let your heart be an
gered. I have been your ward over many years, and even now I continue to be 
your ward, please have pity on me. 

With disappointment and shame. 

Thomas Mofolo 

All evidence points to the conclusion that by the time Mofolo made his 
sudden exit, the "Chaka" manuscript had already been submitted to the 
Morija Sesuto Book Depot for consideration. 
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THE "CHAKA" MANUSCRIPT 
The first evidence of the existence of this manuscript is the statement in 

the Livre d"or that 

A fourth manuscript, dedicated by the same author to describe the cu
stoms of the Zulus is at this very moment in the hands of a missionary 
from whom Mofolo has asked criticisms and advice.' 

What made "Chaka" a "fourth" rather than a "third" manuscript, was the 
fact that Mofol6 had previously submitted a· third manuscript, very likely in 
I 908, perhaps even in 1907, which was rejected by the missionaries. The 
manuscript, which is referred to b~ its French title, "L'Ange dechu" (th~ Fal
len Angel), is also mentioned in the Livre d'or (pp. 508-9). Taken together 
with the date of Mofolo's departure from Morija, this can only mean that 
Mofolo submitted the "Chaka" manuscript no later than 1909, or at the very 
latest January or February, 1910, during which time the "Livre d'or'\ manu
script would have been still in the process of preparation. Dieterlen and Kohl
er, the authors of the section dealing with literature in the Livre d'or, were 
not too happy about Mofolo's submission of this manuscript. Yet at this t ime 
their complaint seems to have been one of feeling overwhelmed by the numb
er of manuscripts which were being submitted, especially by Mofolo, even 
though why exactly they should feel overwhelmed is hard to understand. This 
is revealed in an exclamation which follows immediately after the statement 
quoted above in which they dec;lare: "Such proliferation is unwise,"" for 
which they earn themselves the well-deserved quip from Gerard: "What, if 
anything, they may have thought 'of Balzac has not been recorded."" Taken 
together with the fact that Dieterlen and Kohler were pleased about the re
jection of "L'Ange dechu," congratulating the missionary who made that de
cision, and that at that very same time Segoete was regularly filling a large 
section of the first page of almost every Leselinyana issue with his religious 
meditations, one has to conclude that their objection was·, in fact, to the con
tents of the "Chaka" manuscript rather than merely to the volume ·of 
Mofolo's writing. Be that as it may, the point is that by the time this com
ment was made, Mofolo was already away from Morija. 

What then happened to the manuscript in the meantime? Here we have 
to consider several pieces of evidence at the same time. Firstly, Thomas M. 
Mofolo," Mofolo's son by his second wife, states that the manuscript, as pu
blished in 1925, had had at least two chapters removed in order to reduce its 
size, the reason being that, in those days, authors were expected to pay the 
costs of printing their own manuscripts. Mofolo's manuscript was rather 
large and he was advised to leave out some chapters to bring down the cost of 
printing. According to Albert Brutsch, while it is not quite accurate to say 
that authors were expected to pay the cost of producing their own manu• 
scripts, there were nevertheless cases where, because a manuscript was too 
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bulky and therefore too costly, the author had to bear part of the cost of pro
duction. Brutsch gives Germond's Chronicles of Lesotho as an example. 

Mofolo states that the chapters omitted had to do largely with the cu
stoms, the military system and the wars of the Zulus. l asked him several 
times quite pointedly whether the choice of the chapters to be left out might 
have been made with a view to removing what the missionaries considered of
fensive and/ or detrimental to their teaching, but he insisted that the only 
criterion was whether the description of Zulu customs etc. added to the suc• 
cess of the story. In other words special care was excercised so that the exci
sion should not impair the quality of the story and that, if anything, it should 
improve it, insofar as the two objectives could be achieved with a single 
stroke. 

The presence of these chapters in the original manuscript would explain 
why the Livre d'or described it as being "dedicated-to describe the custom$ 
of the Zulus." 

• I ! • 

Jahn's statem"en·t suggesting an expurgation of the manuscript has to be 
re-assessed in the light of the above information. 

It seems regrettable that such a work should not have been published for 
over fifteen years after it was written, and even then, it has been asserted, 
only in expurgated form with considerable cuts. The misssion station no 
doubt owns the copyright, since Mofolo was an employee there when he 
wrote the book, but did this entitle them to leave it unpublished for so 
long? In any case, surely only an author has the right to make cuts in his 
work? Even if at this stage it is ·impossible to account for the puzzling cir• 
cumstances, one may legitimately hope a completely unexpurgated edi
tion of Chak.a may now be produced." 

The fifteen year delay in the publication of Chaka is placed in its proper con
text by the new facts when, how and why Mofolo left Morija, as well as the 
information which follows in the next few paragraphs, where it is suggested 
that' the crucial period of delay is three to four years, rather than fifteen to 
twenty. 

Secontjly, Zurcher, who first met Mofolo in 1922, stated, in response to a 
question asked him by Randal Kirsch in 1966 or I 96 7, as follows: "I knew 
the author when he he told me about the book Chaka which he had just writ
ten." I wrote to Zurcher in January 1979 from Lesotho asking him to elabor
ate and explain his statement. The relevant paragraph in my letter to him re• 
ads: 

---when exactly was it when you talked to Mofolo? You arrived in Morija 
in 1920-and Chaka was published in 1925. If you talked with Mofolo 
af1er 1925, could your statement mean that he had just published (rather 
than written) Chak.a? So far the strongest evidence pointing to the com
pletion of the Chaka manuscript is in the reference in the Livre d'or to 
MA fourth manuscript, dedicated by the same author to describe the cu
stoms of the Zulus." Since the Livre d'or was published in 1912, 
one could reasonably suggest that it was completed in manuscript not 
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later than early 1910, or even late 1909. Assuming that their ufourth 
manuscript" refers 10 Chaka, this would mean that the Chaka ms. was 
completed around late I 909 or early I 9 I 0. By the time you arrived in 
Morija in I 920, therefore, the ms. could not be described as having been 
just written.'' 

ln reply Zurcher places the date firmly in I 922 when he was on a vacation 
which included a visit 

to Teyateyaneng to the house of Mr. and Mrs. Mofolo. Mr. Mofolo told 
me that he had just finished writing the book Chaka and that he was 
writing another book, but he did not tell me the subject of that other 
book. This was in July 1922." 

Thirdly, Zurcher's dating of the completion of the "Chaka" manuscript 
has to be taken together with .the fact that Alfred Casalis, who is reported to 
have been the one person most actively involved in encouraging and develop
ing Mofolo's talent as a writer right from the beginning, returned to Morija 
from France in 1920 after an absence of fourteen years. It seems a reasonable 
guess that Casalis would have rekindled Mofolo's interest in the "Chaka" 
manuscript (and in writing generally), and that he was most likely the one 
who suggested that the chapters which least contributed to the story as hi
storical fiction be removed. This would mean that Mofolo would have 
re-worked the manuscripts and finished his revisions shortly before meeting 
Zurcher in July 1922, and thus would have "just finished writing the book 
Chaka" at that time. 

It would be interesting, though not of crucial importance, to know where 
the manuscript was kept between 1909 when it was first submitted, and 1920 
when Mofolo began working on it again. Was Jaconet aware of its existence 
when, writing in 1912, he mentioned Moeti and Pirseng and then stated: "It 
is anticipated that our first author Mr. Th. Mofolo will soon produce other 
stories or novels?"" It is hard to see how he could not have known about 
"Chaka" since he was in Morija at the time when the manuscript was first 
submined. There is, of course, the possibility that the manuscript was handed 
to Mrs. Mofolo for safe-keeping after Mofolo's departure. 

But there are more pressing questions still to be answered. Firstly, why 
the three to four year gap between the completion of the revised manuscript 
and its publication in l 925? Zurcher states that it as a fact that there was a 
dispute among the missionaries as to the advisability of publishing the book. 
He writes: 

Mr. Mofolo's book Chaka caused a bit of discussion and hesitancy among 
the missionaries of that time, fearing that the description of witchcraft 
etc. might have an adverse effect on their evangelistic teaching. But their 
objections were eventually over-ruled by the missionaries of the younger 
generation and especially Moruti Casalis who pointed out the great li
terary value of Mofolo's writing." 

: 
>· 
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Next there is the question why the time-honoured practice of serializing 
books m the Leselinyana before publication was not followed in the case of 
"Chaka". This practice had not been abandoned as witnessed by the fact that 
Everitt Segoete's "Mohlala oa Jesu Kreste Sebakeng sa Letsatsi la Sondaga" 
was serialized posthumously from May to November, 1924, a year after 
Segoete's death while Mofolo's "Chaka" was waiting somewhere in the 
wings. The th.ree-year delay and the failure to serialize the manuscript, taken 
together with the testimony of Mr. Zurcher who was on the spot, confirm 
that there were indeed serious problems concerning it which had to be ironed 
out before its fate was determined. Further evidence of the gravity of the dis
agreements is seen in R. Ellenberger's outburst of indignation when, 

According to information supplied to Gerard by Reverend Brutsch, "On 
21 April 1926, one member of the conference forcefully deplored the 
printing of Chaka. 
Mr. R. Ell~nbergcr asks who is responsible for the publication of this 
book which, in his view, can do nothing but harm to its readers, because 
it is an apology for pagan superstitions. It is strange that a religious esta
blishment like our mission publishes such a book; it should not be per
mitted that the literary value of a work should make us forget the perni
cious effect it can have." 

DISPUTES AFTER PUBLICATION 

The publication ofthe book in I 925, however, did not succeed in cooling 
tempers. Ellenberger continued his campaign against the book. In a brief ex
change betw~en him and Christeller in the Missionary Conference of April 
1927 he conunued to argue that the book was bad for the mission's work in 
spite of its literary excellence, and then complained that the Leselinyana re
fused to publish his letter of protest. Christeller responded that letters like 
that gave the book too much publicity, and that the Conference was generally 
sympathetic to this sentiment. The Publications Committee was. temporarily 
constituted as a kind of "commission of enquiry" to investigate Chaka and 
determine whether !)r not it should go into second printing when the first 
printing was sold out. Yet even as the committee reported in favour of re
printing, there was still uncertainty and doubt as to whether that was a wise 
course to follow. Indeed the 1927 Conference delayed its decision on the Pu
blications Committee's report, to await the 1928 Conference." 

Gerard states that "the records of the 'Conference des missionaires du 
Lesouto' clearly show that Casalis was solely and entirely responsible for the 
publication of the book."io One can only conclude from this that Casalis de
liberately and consciously decided to grab the leopard by its tail and face the 
consequences when they arose. If we are right in assuming that between 1920 
and 1922 Casalis invested his time and expertise in improving the manuscript 
for publication, that, together with the fact that he regarded Mofolo as his li
terary ward, would mean that he had a vested interest in the manuscript and 
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its writer, and his attitude would therefore be quite understandable. But then 
that would bring him into a head-on collision with Ellenberger whose ques
tion, "who is responsible for the publication of this book," would be rhetorical 
and deliberately thrust at Casalis as a direct accusation. 

In April 1925, eight months before the book was published, Casalis indi
cated that he would be leaving to return to France, giving as his reasons his 
advanced age, his health and the exacting nature of his duties. Also, he was 
planning to go and help with the rebuilding of the churches i~ the part of 
France devastated by the war, i.e. World War I. He left early m December 
J 925 and Chaka was first announced in the Leselinyana of December 11, 
J 925: Jahn indirectly suggests that Casalis's departure was connected with 
the controversy around Chaka, declaring that "afte~ finally getting Chaka 
published Casalis resigned his position."21 As indicated in passing above, the 
Conference des Missionaires du. Lesouro "invited the Publications Commit• 
tee to report on the problem," which makes Gerard suggest that none of the 
members of the Coh/erence had read the book. The seriousness with which 
the possible consequences of this book were regarded is reflected in the fact 
that, pending the Publication Committee's report, the Conference took ~he 
interim action of recommending "to the Director of the Depot that nothing 
should [ever] be published without prior agreement with the Publications 
Committee. "22 

From the angry tones of these arguments, sometimes indeed pointedly 
accusatory as in the rhetorical question "who is responsible for the publica
tion of this book," and in the firm injuction that thenceforth "nothing should 
be published without prior agreement with the Publications Committee," 
there can be no question about the anger unleashed by the action of "the per
son responsible." This would lend more weight to Jahn's conclusion regarding 
Casalis's departure. 

A year later, on April 8, 1927, the Publications Committee reported to 
the Missionary Conference recommending that the sales of the book should 
continue, and that it should be reprinted when that became necessary. While 
these recommendations were unanimous, one member of the Committee re
quested "the addition of a page of explanations, written by the ~uthor,"2

) to 
any future reprinting or new edition of the book. Such explanations would, 
presumably, be in the nature of a warning to the reader that wha1 he was 
about to read was all fiction, and should not be interpreted as an endorsement 
of the efficacy of witchcraft. 

Rene Ellenberger was still upset, however, and he told of "the great dis
tress which this decision had caused him, because he considered Chaka as an 
evil book, even though admirable from the literary point of view."2

' The Con
ference, too, while accepting the recommendation that the sales should con
tinue, still dallied on the question of reprinting and, in an Extraordinary 
Meeting on December I 6, I 927 (called for certain urgent matters, not specif
ically to discuss Chaka), the question was once again raised, and it was de
cided 10 postpone it to the I 928 regular Conference." 
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According to Gerard, al! evidence points to Casa!is as the person "solely 
and entirely responsible for the publication of the book." Under these circu
mstances, it would be completely understandable if he left Morija as result of 
these disagreements. 

To what extent the missionaries' fears were justified it is not possible to 
say. One indicator is to be found in the opinions of Basotho readers of Lese
/inyana who sent their comments to that newspaper concerning Chaka. The 
letters reveal that a good majority expressed very positive sentiments about 
the book and only one. namely N.R. Thoahlane, raised serious objections. He 
had some fears as the missionaries, and he stimagtized the book as "poison, .. 
and was amazed that some of its readers were so pleased with it. The rest of 
the readers made very positive comments, and indeed one such reader actual
ly took Thoahlane to task for his strongly worded condemnation of the book. 
Although the sampling is small, it is nevertheless significant. 

Yet the book remained controversial for a long time. Twenty years after 
its publication, in the Missionary Conference of October 1945, the Reverend 
R.A. Paroz, as chairman of the Publications Committee, stated that, in the 
opinion of Reverend Sekhesa, Chaka should not be used in the schools since 
its descriptions of witchcraft and its efficacy would have an unwholesome in
fluence on the children. The Publications Committee recommended accord
ingly to the Conference. 

RECEPTION OF "CHAKA" IN THE LITERARY WORLD 

Meanwhile Chaka was creating a lot of excitement in the literary world. 
As far back as the early part of I 928, or even late I 927, the then Editor of 
the newspaper Umceteli wa Bantu, Mr. Barlen Dhlamini, entered into corre
spondence with Mr. Pons who was then Genera! Director of the Book Depot 
and the Printing Works, requesting permission 10 translate Chaka into Zulu. 
Mr. Pons placed this correspondence before the Missionary Conference of 
April 27, I 928, and this led to a heated debate because, quite obviously, it 
was an additional complicating factor to an already irritating controversy. 
Mr. Dh!amini was told that, even though the Conference was not withholding 
its permisssion, at the same time "a question of principle" was involved which 
had to be resolved by the Conference first, after which he would give a final 
answer.26 This· "question of principle" was, no doubt, the dispute To reprint or 
not 10 reprint. There is no record of a follow-up on Dh!amini's request. 

Yet there is evidence to show that Dutton was already busy preparing his 
English translation perhaps as far back as 1927, but without any doubt in the 
early part of I 928_. A letter from Mr. J.W. Allen, one of the then Directors of 
Longmans Green and Company Limited of London, dated October 9, I 928, 
to Major H. Yischer of the International Institute of African Languages and 
Cultures, tells Vischer that Dutton's manuscript is in Allen's possession. 
Whether Dutton had asked Longmans to publish the manuscript, or whether 
he had simply sought Allen's opinion is not stated in this letter. The 
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remarkable thing is that Allen expresses concern about the witchcraft com
ponent of the book which are identical with those held by those missionaries 
who, like the Reverend R. Ellenberger, considered that the book would have 
"pernicious effects" on its readers. Allen's letter reads, in part: 

I have read this MS. with very much interest, but I do not think it would 
be wise to publish it. There is so much stress laid on the power of wi
tchcraft, and any book that shows the enormous influence witchcraft has 
on the native, would be likely to do more harm than good. 

It is not quite clear what Allen means by the last statement. One wond
ers whether it could mean that those Europeans who materially supported the 
missions overseas would conclude that no progress was being made in wean
ing "the native" from his cherished beliefs, and therefore withdraw their sup
port. It seems unlikely that Allen meant to convey that more Africans would 
be exposed to the book because of the English translation. Whatever the spe
cific concefo may have been, it is interesting that the spectre of the "pernici
ous effects" of witchcraft reared its head even in England regarding Mofolo's 
book. 

In his reply dated October 15, Vischer took ·a more open-minded view of 
the matter. He would not like to see "such interesting material...lost altogeth
er." He argues: 

From what Dutton and yourself say I fully realise ·that there arc certain 
objections to the publication of this book, especially by a missionary so
'ciety, but ar the same time I have the feeling that it would be a great pity 
jf such interesting material would be lost altogether. 

From this Jetter it is clear that Dutton and Allen agreed that the wi• 
tchcraft content of the book was powerful, perhaps even overwhelming. Allen 
therefore must have known, through Dutton if from no other source, that 
there were ·severe disagreements in Morija concerning the future of the book. 
As in Morija, so in London wiser counsels prevailed, and Vischer, after read• 
ing the manuscript, wrote another letter to Allen on October 22 in which, 
while conceding certain points in Allen's argument against publication, ar• 
gued strongly in favour of publication, saying inter a/ia: 

I have read the greater part of the manuscript and found that it contains 
an unusual amount of very interesting information. As you say, it does 
show up the power of witchcraft and the enormous influence it has on the 
Natives, but I feel that I cannot see that the publication of such an inter• 
esting book could do any harm. Witchcraft, we all know, is a disease 
which causes more unhappiness and holds back progress. The more we 
know abou·t it the better I think we and the Africans with whom we work 
will be able to deal with it and break its spell. 

Vischer was not concerned about the possibility of any harmful effects of the 
English translation on the Blacks: He argued that: 
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The publication of the book in English, on the other hand, could only be 
read by a very limited number of Africans. The Africans who can read 
English have already received a good deal of education and enlighten
ment and I doubt if they would be harmed by a plain statement of facts 
showing the extent of the evil. 

There is no information to say whether or when Dutton received permis
sion from the PEMS to have his English translation published. One thing ob
vious, and which comes out clear from Vischer's letter, is that an important 
consideration in giving permission to Dutton while withholding it from Dhla• 
mini, would be that Dhlamini's translation of Chaka into Zulu would serve to 
_further complicate the missionaries' problems by making the book accessible 
'to yet another African socio-cultural group, and the "pernicious effects" 
would be spread beyond _the borders of Lesotho to make life difficult for the 
missionaries in Natal. An English translation would, on th~ other hand, be Ii-

--- mited only to a few Africans, who, besid~s, would "have already received a 
good deal of education and enlightenment" and therefore Jess likely to be 
harmed by it.2' 

It is in this context that we can most meaningfully discuss the partial 
translation of Moeti into French between 1928 ·and 1929. This translation 
which comprised the first few chapters of the book, appeared in numbers 7 to 
lb inclusive of the restricted circulation journal Propos missionaires pu
blished in the period July 31, I 928 to October 1929. It was in one of these is
sues that the French missionaries commented on a translation competition in 
:which prizes were offered for translations of African literature into English 
by saying that "the English" were going to· translate Chaka into English. It 
appears that "the French" were afraid that "the English" were going to steal 
a march on them. There must have been quite a nagging sense of chagrin also 
resulting from the knowledge that while "the French" were fuming over the 
possible "pernicious effects" of a work produced by their own product and 
prot~ge, Thomas Mofolo, "the English" had immediately responded to the 
high artistic merit of the book and translated it into its first European lan
guage, which was not French. The partial translation of Moeti into French in 
Propos missionaires, therefore, would ensure that "the French" would be the 
first to have undertaken a translation of a Mofolo work into a European lan
guage, and more important, into French. As regards Chaka, the Executive 
Committe of the Missionary Conference indicated in December 1938 that a 
French publishing firm wanted to translate the English version into French. 
The Committee decided that it would be preferable to have a translation 
done direct from the Sesotho. It was felt that such a translation would have a 
good propaganda value for the Mission. Ironically, it was Rene Ellenberger's 
brother, Victor, who was entrusted with this task. The contractual terms 
would be determined by Mr. Duby.21 

Another recognition came in the form of a request in J 934 by Grenfell 
Williams for permission from the Publications Committee to write a play 
based on Mofolo's Chaka. The Committee submitted the request to the 
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Missionary Conference which said in response that if Mofolo was willing, 
permission would be given, through the Conference would, through Mr. 
Theo. Duby, draw up the conditions "with great care." This play never ma• 
terialized, and here again there is no record of what happened eventually. 
Mr. Williams's interest in Chaka found another outlet, however, when in 
l 949 he published his abridged version of Chaka for the Oxford university 
Press, under the title Chaka Zulu. 

CONTRACTS BETWEEN MOFOLO AND THE MORIJA 
SESUTO BOOK DEPOT 

Another controversy whose echoes are still heard today, concerned the 
financial terms under which Mofolo's works were published. Even though 
this chapter is concerned with Chaka, the O!]ly way to approach this question 
and make some·sense of it is by including all three works at this point in our 
discussion. 

The documents available at the Morija Sesuto Book Depot at the time of 
researching this problem begin, chronologically, with one on Chaka executed 
in I 929. By implication, this contract supersedes an earlier one of unknown 
date, but presumably I 925, which offered royalties. For Moeti and Pirseng, 
the available contracts were executed in 1944 and 1945 respectively, without 
any reference to earlier ones. But of course th~re must have been agreements 
entered into when these two books were published in l 907 and I 9 IO respe• 
ctively, which means that, as in the case of Chaka, the J 944 and 1945 docu
ments were amending the original or previous terms of agreement. One looks 
in vain for a reason for these amendments. One can only surmise that with 
Mofolo being in the financial straits be was in at this time and fighting desp
erately to recover at least some of the money he lost in his unlucky business 
deals, and also being in a declining state of health, there must have been 
mounting pressure from friends, relatives and sympathisers for some addi• 
tional compensation to be made available to him from his books which, to all 
appearances, were not selling badly at all. Or it might have been done on 
compassionate grounds. Or both. Otherwise there seems no reason whatsoev• 
er why the original contracts, whose estimated dates are 1906 and 1909 re• 
spectively should be amended thirty-eight and thirty-six years later respe
ctively. 

There is ample evidence that the contractual terms offered to Basotho 
authors were not always consonant with their wishes. In other words there 
were terms which were preferred by the Book Depot and which the author 
was often under pressure to accept. The Morija Sesuto Book Depot, ap• 
parently motivated by the simpler bookkeeping method involved in one-time 
lump-sum payments, preferred these to the royalties method. There were 
some missionaries and employees of the Depot who did not agree with this 
outright purchase of authors' rights. Zurcher states that "the Sesuto book 
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Depot did not pay any royalties. It merely paid a lump sum to their African 
authors for each manuscript which was accepted for publishing." Continuing 
Zurcher indicates also that there were alternative methods suggested which 
would have been fairer to the author, a kind of compromise between the roya
lties and the outright purchase systems, but that these were not tried. He 
writes, in reference to the lump sum payment on acceptance or publication of 
the manuscript, that 

This payment was no doubt right, to give the author some encouragement 
and recognition for his work, but it should not have stopped there. Myself 
and some other friends prevailed upon the Manager of the Book Depot 
that royalties should be paid after each further printing. But our argu
ments fell on deaf ears. He would not hear of it, saying that it was too 
complicated on account of the many relatives etc. etc.!" 

Zurcher, who states that" At that time Mofolo's first book 'Moeti oa Bocha
bela' had already gone through' several editions," feels qujte convinced that 
the lack-of continuous reinforcement through continuing payments was the 
reason why Mofolo "stopped writing." 

There is later evidence, involving other writers, to show that authors were 
often given no alternative but to accept the Depot's terms. A good example is 
the book' Ngaka ea Mosotho by Motlamelle wbkh was under consideration 
for publication in 1935. The author expressly asked for a percentage on the 
sales of the book, i.e. royalties, in place of the £25-£30 outright purchase of• 
fered by the Depot. However Duby answered that the Depot preferred out
right purchase, and if Motlamelle did not want these terms bis manuscript 
should be returned to him. Another example is is evident in the response to 
A.M. Sekese's widow who had asked that a royalties payment method bear
ranged at the reprinting of Mekhoa le Mae/ea Basotho. The manager of the 
Depot asked the Executive Committee to try to arrange for an outright pur• 
chase of the rights.)() 

By I 939 the question of royalties versus one-time payment had not yet 
been resolved. The Publications Committee asked whether, following the ex
ample of Lovedale, the Depot could not pay the author part of the royaltie~ 
on acceptance of the manuscript, and make the next payment at the conclu• 
sion of the sales of the first printing. Duby was reluctant to try this method 
because of "the trouble be had previously bad with the natives who did not 
understand the royalties system." He, Duby, preferred outright payments. 
Nevertheless, approaches were going to be made to Lovcdale to ask how they 
had handled these author-publisher relationships in regard to payments. 

One is left in no doubt then, that an author who preferred royalties might 
find himself faced with an alternative either to accept a lump sum payment 
or take bis manuscript back. · 

The question which first occured to me when I saw the 1929 Chaka con
tract was: W~y did Mofolo do it? Surely he understood its terms! A Jegitim• 
ate question when one considers that the £60 be received was not only 
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, urchasing rights to this book of admittedly excellent literary quality as it 
,tood, but also all subsidiary rights, plus additional, as yet unwritten, work to 
the tune of four or five chapters. One very strong possibility is that Mofolo 
might have needed immediate cash in connection with his business at Bokong 
and either suggested on his own, or accepted readily, an amendment of the 
original conditions in order to obtain money he needed rather urgently. 

And yet, the fact that, as reported by his son Mofolo Mofolo and his 
daughter Lineo 'MaMokopu (Mrs. Letele), Mofolo later disputed it all, sug• 
gesting that he had never sold his rights so absolutely to the Depot, leads us 
101 only to a kind of stalemate, but also back to the question of the Depot's 
,referred system, and the possibility of its use of pressure, to have the terms 
irafted to suit that preference. One must also bear in mind that the question 
.vhether or not Chaka should be reprinted was still being discussed as late as 
! 928, one year before this document was signed, and wonder whether that 
.1ight hav~ had a bearing on the nature of the agreement. 

CONCLUSION 

There are, of course, still some questions which, in the absence of any do
cumentary evidence, must remain unanswered. Was the manuscript a subject 
of disputes and disagreements any time between 1909 and I 922? Was it qu
ietly shelved by the missionaries then, taking advantage of Mofolo's and 
Casali's absence in the hope that it would be forgotten? While Mofolo's ini• 
tial departure from Morija in 1910 had nothing to do with the manuscript be
ing rejected, is it possible his determination not to go back to Morija after bis 
return to Lesotho in I 912 had anything at all to do with the manuscript? Per• 
sonally I doubt that this was the case. I rather think that Mofolo's sensitivity 
to public opinion concerning his scandal continued to be a powerful factor in 
his decision not to go back to Morija. 
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