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This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey welcoming you to "Arts and Africa". 
Now anyone who was listening to the programme the other week and heard 
the story of the Khompete Khompete will lmow that Harold Scheub is a 
first-rate story-teller. He's also Professor of African Languages and 
Literature at the University of Wisconsin in the United States. His 
researches into oral literature have led him to learn eight more 
languages from southern Africa so that he can understand and compare the 
stories that he's been collecting from the many peoples who inhabit the 
southern-most part of the continent. · 

That marvellous Xhosa story that Professor Scheub told us the other 
week about the poor mother, her two infants and the monster is, of course,. 
of ancient origin. But, as he reminded Gill Barg, stories told orally . 
have a life of their own and don't petrify as written stories do when 
they're printed. And in this independent life they lead, an oral story 
picks up a new thread whenever the community absorbs a new experience. 
In many parts of the continent this may mean new ways learnt from city 
life. In South Africa it can also mean the life lived by the migrant 
men who go to work in the gold and coal mines. But Professor Scheub's 
first example is from a much more common experience of sophisticated·' 
city life. And here it is, appearing 1n a folk-tale - with a modern 
twist. 

HAROLD SCHEUB 

I remember in a trickster narrative in which a trickster is 
attempting to get this old woman to agree to get into a pot of boiling 
water, he talks her into it by preying on her age and saying that she can 
become a useful member of her society again, she will be young again, 
she'll be beautiful. It will be, he says, like Karoo Cream which is, 
as you lmow, a skin lightening cream that's advertised in South Africa. 
That sort of thing will creep into the oral narratives. But the oral 
narratives really are geared to small agrarian (farming) communities not 
large urban complexes such as Johannesburg is, although I've made 
collections of narratives in Soweto, in Johannesburg and then also in 
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New Brighton, in Port Elizabeth and here in Cape Town, in Langa Guguletu 
and Langa, and the narratives are still there. Fathers and mothers will 
say that they come home from work so exhaused that they don't have time 
to sit around and tell stories and so the radio pretty much takes 
over, and motion pictures. And that's how it should be in an industrial, 
technological society. After all, the popular art form is a technological 
art form and that's motion pictures and the radio. So the oral tradition, 
it doesn't die in the urban areas but it assumes new forms. But it 
seems to me, they no longer have that function of uniting past and present 
in this kind of artistic experience that takes place in a viable, oral 
society. But the movement to other men, to their minds for example, has 
had a dramatic impact in many respects. For example most of the education 
of kids in the oral society is left to the women. There are parts of 
Bomvana Land in Transkei, for example, that were almost maleless, all 
the men were working up in the mines or in the sugar plantations and 
the women were left to be the educators, the philosophers, the 
breadwinners and so forth. So in that very dramatic sense it has had an 
impact. 

GILL GARB 

I believe you have taught yourself a further eight African languag~s 
in preparation for your present visit here. What exactly has your 
project been for this visit? 

HAROLD SCHEUB 

One of the things that has interested me is the relationship 
between oral traditions and the written word. Now I'm also interested 
in the Southern African literary tradition. And it turns out that there 
are ten separate literatures in South Africa alone. Each one has, with 
the exception of English, an oral tradition including Afrik~ans. What 
I'm interested in this trip, I've been studying the literatures in these 
various languages and I would be very interested to know what influence 
the oral traditions excerts on, for example, the novel form or on drama 
or on poetry. What I have found is that the influence is considerable. 
If you take a novelist like Govans Simco (phon) of the Xhosa, for example, 
his novels all of which deal with urban areas, mainly East London and 
Port Elizabeth and to a certain extent, Johannesburg, his novels seem 
to be very, very urban. They have some relationship with the rural past 
but they don't seem to have an enormous tie to the cultural past of the 
Xhosa. But the cultural past excerts an influence. The narratives are 
not so much influenced by the English literary traditions, which is what 
had been thought, 'but they are influenced by the Xhosa oral tradition, 
by the kinds of patterning, the formal patterning, that occurs in the 
oral tradition. This has a great influence on the way Simco t~lls his 
story. So what I'm tcying to do is to understand a) How oral · · 
traditions operate, b) How literary traditions operate and c) What is 
the relationship between these. South Africa is a wonderful ~lace to 
be attempting to answer these kinds of questions because the oral 
traditions are so much alive here and so rich here and so it's possible 
to see the oral traditions and the literary traditions side by side. 
It's not possible to see this everywhere in the world. 
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GILL GARB 

The kind of relationship between the oral and written tradition 
you've been talking about, I'm sure you would agree, exists in West 
Africa very much as well but when one thinks of the stories that you've 
actually collected from all the parts of Southern Africa which belong 
to different people from different language groups, would you talk a 
little about the specific relationship between the different oral 
literary traditions that you found? 

HAROLD SCHEUB 

It becomes very obvious that one of the things that seems to float 
from one quarter to another with the greatest ease is oral narrative. 
I collected narratives a couple of years ago in Lesotho way up in the 
Drakensberg mountains and found narratives very similar to those that I 
had collected among the Zulu and the Xhosa. So there is that. And also 
the people in Southern Africa within historical times, were very, very 
close to each other. They emerged from a single origin. But at the 
same time the immediate culture has a dynamic influence on the oral 
narrative. So that either some or all of these narratives that, say, · 
have common origins and go back two, three or four hundred years to a 
common kind of origin, they are going to be influenced by the experiences, 
historical and cultural, that the people will be having, and so the people, 
as they moved apart and this especially happened in the nineteenth 
century, they automatically, because of the nature of oral traditions, 
started to evolve oral traditions that were uniquely Sotho, uniquely 
Tswana, then Xhosa, Zulu and so forth. But it still is possible (and 
that's one of the fascinations of studying oral traditions) to find 
that the narratives do have great similarities. 

At the same time another very important factor in Southern African 
oral narratives in the early years was the relationship between the 
Xhosa and the San people because the San, the so-called Bushmen, had an 
enormous influence on, not the Xhosa langv.age but the Xhosa oral tradition.. 
Therefore, the San ini'luence seems to be much stronger in the south than 
it is as you move further up to the north. I have taken a number of 
narratives; for example, there's a narrative about a boy who eats his 
mother's medicine, his mother becomes barren after she gives birth to 
him and he eats the medicine and he becomes pregnant. It's a very 
fascinating narrative and I traced the narrative right up the south east 
coast of Africa and you can find all kinds of interesting influences 
on this narrative and it does change. If you took the one in the Ciskei 
that I collected and compared it with the one I collected in Swaziland 
or among the Ndbele in southern Zimbabwe, it would be difficult to see 
that they are the same narrative but having, say, a couple of hundred 
narratives along the way, each of which vary slightly from the other, 
then you can see that there -is a relationship between them. I think that 
it is possible to talk about Southern African oral tradition. At the 
same time one must make very clear that there are also all kinds of 
cultural variations in the oral tradition. Again, it seems to me that 



this is very understandable given the flexibility, the necessary 
flexability of the oral tradition. Because if all traditions deal with 
human feeling then that human feeling must come from the normal; routine 
activities of the people. The narratives embrace that. It's a 
wonderful thing: people are dead tired, they are exhausted, they have 
had a rough time, the world is very strange, it's open ended, there 
seems to be no form ot it. It takes the emotions that this kind of 
frustration engenders and it gives them the kind of form that they really 
lack. Oral narratives are the great deception. Like any human 
institution, they provide form where there is no form. We seem to need 
that and oral traditions do that for us. The people go back to the oral 
traditions again and again for that. As the members of the audience 
get older and older, of course, they make greater and greater demands 
on the performers so that the same narrative that may be performed for 
a child will be performed for an adult but with significant alterations 
made. 

GILL GARB 

We talked a little about labour migration and the influence that 
has on the oral traditions in the homelands in Southern Africa, but what 
about the general influence of urban industrial society on the tradition 
as a whole? 

HAROLD SCHEUB 

Well, Western influence has been great in the ·schools that the 
Xhosa and Zulu, Swazi, Sotho children have attended. From some 
incredible reason instead of using the oral traditions of the Xhosa 
and Zulu, European oral traditions were used and this is in the very 
early years. What happened was that the European oral traditions were 
quite readily assimilated into the Southern African oral traditions. 
I remembef the first time I met, for example, the Xhosa version of 
"Jack and the Beanstalk". There seems to have been an indigenous Xhosa 
version and Zulu version of "Cinderella". There seems to be a 
"Cinderella" in just about every culture that there is but the Western 
version has had its influence on that as well. What happens is that 
again this points to the flexability and the richness of oral tradition. 
It can take a tradition from as far away as Europe and it can make it 
a part of its own and what it does is throw out, it simply programmes 
out what it cannot use, what is not meaningful to the culture. It keeps 
what is meaningful. I:f the narrative won't work, then it throws the 
whole narrative out but i:f the narrative works and if it's meaningful 
and if it has that effect of taking emotions and giving them form, then 
why not take it? And the people have taken some of the Westem-style 
oral narratives and have made them their own. 

Again this seems to happen generally. I heard a performer tell a 
story about an incestuous father, the father is incestuous, the 
daughter will have nothing to do with the father and the father, in 
revenge, cuts his daughter's arms off and lets her fend for herself 
in a great, horrible forest. The narrative is quite spectacular and in 
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the versions that I have heard, very, very definitely Southern African. 
But there are magnificent Russian versions, there's a French version, 
there are versions from the American Indians, there are versions from 
Asia, from all over the place. This is that old problem for folklorists 
and that is, how do the narratives move around the world? Is it 
a union a kind of a common experience and common symbols or was there 
a broad diffusion at one point? But anyway, there's no question that 
any time two cultures like Western and African cultures come into 
contact there is going to be an enormous amount of activity back and 
forth and indeed there has been. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

And I think we're fortunate to have the scholarship of people like 
Professor Harold Scheub to demonstrate how the stories we've all lmown 
since we were small children link up to form a network of human 
experience world over, turned into precious literature. I must say 
that I rather regret that Harold Scheub hasn't told us another story 
today. My appetite was whetted by the mention of the boy who became 
pregnant. I'd certainly like to have been told how it all ended. But 
I was struck by the parellel between that boy. and the hunter/hero in 
Amos Tutuola's latest novel, "The Witch Herbalist of the Remote Town" 
who also became pregnant along with his wife. Our closing music ~omes 
from amongst the most experienced story tP-llers, a group of elderly 
Xhosa people singing and dancing "Sonagwa"ia". For now it's goodbye 
from Alex Tetteh-Lartey until this time next week. Goodbye. 


