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This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey with Arts and Africa. And today it1 s 
a poetry programme. We're going to be looking at the poetry of South 
Africa and Mozambique. Alvarez Pereyre is Professor of Political 
Science at the University of Grenoble in France, and he has produced 
a critical study of both black and white South African poets, tracing 
their development from the early days of apartheid, through the growth 
of black nationalism up to the present day. The original work was 
in French but now the study is being prepared for publication in 
English by Heinemann Publishers in the spring. Under the title 
"The Poetry of Commitment in South Africa" it includes three new chapters 
and an essay. Anne Bolsover met Alvarez Pereyre when he was in London 
recently and she asked him how he had put his critical study together. 

ALVAREZ PEREYRE 

Well I started from an investigation of the political and social 
situation in South Africa and reading at the same time the poems as 
they came to me, because when I started my study in 967, there was 
very little that was published. So I had the manuscripts and I had 
the interviews of the poets in voluntary or forced exile whom I met 
here. Then I tried to weigh the evidence that was coming from these 
sociologists and historians and so on, against the evidence that was 
coming from the poems themselves. 

ANNE BOLSOVER 

In your study did you find that black South African poetry changed 
a lot in style and content and power as the black national ist movement 
emerged and became more powerful? 

ALVAREZ PEREYRE 

I found that the first generation of black poets, the people who 
had studied together with the whites, people like Denis Brutus and 
Cosmo Pieterse, were writing very much like the English writers, and 
the seco:·1d generation was increasingl y under :the power of apartheid, 
they were born with apartheid. · 

ANNE BOLSOVER 

Would you say that the voice of the black movement in South Africa 
is poetry, the novel, short story, or drama, at the moment? 
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ALVAREZ PEREYRE 

Right now it is both poetry and proseo I would say that in the 
early seventies it was mainly poetry and drama and the theatre, but a 
kind of global theatre that would include poems, songs, dances, gesture 
and so on, in a way to communicate more fully with the audience. But 
now in the post-Soweto period we've got a lot of people writing short 
stories again, but writing novels too, which was quite unusual for a 
black South African unless he was in exileo 

ANNE BOLSOVER 

vlhich way, though, do you feel that South African Nationalist 
movements in a way want to reach the people? Has poetry now changed 
very much in terms of being less intellectualised, perhaps a much 
more basic, raw voice which will get to a much broader audience o Did 
you find this? 

ALVAREZ PEREYRE 

Oh yes, well definitely, it has become more and r:10re functional. 
It has to come to grips with the situation, and as the situation is 
worsening, of course, the poetry tends to be more and more militant . 
There's also the idea of extending the borders of South Africa and 
reaching out to the rest of Africa. 

ANNE BOLSOVER 

Have you perhaps any poems with you at the moment that you could 
quote from that would shmv just what you have been talking about? 

ALVAREZ PEREYRE 

The end of a poem by Pascal Gwala who is a young writer, one of his 
main themes is to appeal to his fellow blacks to get off the ride, and 
this is practically the end of a long, long poem which is called 
"Getting off the Ride". 

EXTRACT FROM "GETTING OFF THE RIDE 

ANNE BOLSOVER 

Have you perhaps got a much earlier poem by another poet that you 
could show the kind of contrast between the earlier styles of black 
poets and the present? 

ALVAREZ PEREYRE 

Yes. A poem by Denis Brutus. You see when Brutus was writing at 
the end of the fifties he could afford to look down upon the situation 
with a certain ironical stance because he had been to school with the 
whites and he knew their work, he knew he was their equal, and this is 
a poem that he wrote when he was at Witwatersrand Univers•ity but 
prevented from being on the campus, because of the racial laws and the 
poem is entitled: "Off the Campus 11 o 



EXTRACT FROM "OFF THE CAMPUS" 
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Alvarez Pereyre talking about his critical study of South African 
poetry "The Poetry of Commitment in South Africa". And now to poetry 
in another country, in Mozambiqueo Chris Searle is a writer, teacher and 
anthologist who taught in Mozambique and has compiled and translated a 
collection of poems from Mozambique which has just been published under 
the title "Sunflower of Hope"o Chris Searle is in the Arts and Africa 
studio to talk about the poems. Now Chris what is the origin of this 
poetry of the Mozambiquan people which you want to present to uso 

CHRIS SEARLE 

Well I think the origins of the present tradition of poetry in 
Mozambique lie in the chants which accompany the dances in the traditional 
life of Mozambiquans and particularly during the years of Portuguese 
colonialism, where the Mozambiquan people suffered great injustices. If 
you look at the chants and the words of the chants, of some of those 
dances, for example: "Oh, I head the orders, I heard the orders of the 
Portuguese, Oh I head the orders, r heard the orders of the Portuguese, 
the Portuguese, the Portuguese say man pay your pound, but where shall I 
find the pound?" Those kinds of words which are the words of resistance, 
in this case against the taxes imposed upon the people by the colonialists 
over a century ago, were very much a part of the words which accompanied 
the dances, and from that tradition of using words in a form of 
resistance and in that kind of rhyth~ that ritualised way. I think that 
the modern poetry of Mozambique, which is very much fraught with the same 
image and the same theme of resistance, really grew and developedo 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now you say it's ritualised, but it seems to me to be direct out
pourings of the heart, or the cry of the hearto 

CHRIS SEARLE 

Absolutely it is, but of course, the problem with Mozambiquan poetry 
was very much a problem of language, in that for Mozambiquan people 
Portuguese colonialism only ever taught about ten per cent of them how 
to read and write in Portuguese and so when the original Mozambiquan 
poets, writing in Portuguese, wrote, they of course found themselves 
writing for a very small audience. But that same cry which you talk 
about, the cry against injustice is still there. One of the first 
great poets, Mozambiquan poets writing in Portuguese was Craveirinha and 
he wrote a very famous poem called "Black Cry" in which he allied the 
struggle of the Mozambiquan people to coal and the feelings he tried to 
invest, he tried to invest feelings in coal, which was being dragged from 
the groundo 

EXTRACT FROM "BLACK CRY 11 
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CHRIS SEARLE 

And of course that same spirit of resistance was so close to the 
words of the early chants in the danceso 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now you say that a lot of these poets, or some of them, are now 
ministers of government, when did they write these poems and in what 
circumstances? 

CHRIS SEARLE 

Well, of course, poetry was used as a very important tool during the 
guerilla war, during the war of liberation in Mozambique, which of course 
started in 1964 and didn't end until the eventual independence of 
Mozambique. And there was a whole genre of poetry, the poetry of 
resistance, the poetry of guerillas which grew out of the guerilla 11 

struggle and which was used to inspire the people to resist, but of 
course, also to make them conscious of their enemy and conscious to the 
kind of society of justice and equality that they were moving towardso 
For example, one of the most famous poems written at the time says: 

EXTRACT FROM GUERILLA POEM 

CHRIS SEARLE 

You can see there that poetry was a great inspirer to get the people 
to continue with the struggle until the final victory which t~ey, of 
course, achieved. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

And did they write in the jungle where they were fighting? What did 
they write, how did they get paper, how did they get pens, how did they 
get time to sit down and write, and how did they circulate their poetry? 

CHRIS SEARLE 

Well of course, for most of the people fighting the war of liberation, 
the initial task of the poets wasn't so much to write poetry, but to be 
teachers, to be literacy poets, and many people who eventually became 
poets were actually taught out in the bush and, as you say, without 
pencils, without paper, very often by using a stick and writing letters 
in the sand or in the mud, and very often the genesis of poems were 
written in that l(ind of way. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Were they handicapped by language? You say that originally they 
wrote for about ten percent of the population, did they attempt to write 
in their own local languages as they wrote these particular poems, or 
did they use Portuguese? 
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CHRIS SEARLE 

Well the policy of Frelimo, which of course, was the resistance 
movement, the li~eration movement, which later became the government, was 
always to try and unite the people by teaching them one language which was 
Portuguese, and so poetry also became a great stimulator for the people 
to learn Portuguese and become literate in what was going to be the 
national language. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now there are other places in Africa where people are fighting 
against colonialism, South Africa for example, is the Mozambiquan type 
of poetry any different from South African. 

CHRIS SEARLE 

I think if you look at the great South African poets, in particular 
a man like Denis Brutus for example, the same kind of themes of 
resistance, the same kinds of themes of trying to make his people mor~ 
and more conscious of the need to carry on a struggle, are very much there 
in the poetryo Of course, the situation is different. South Africa has 
a different social environment to Mozambique, it has the great townships, 
the more urban kind of setting which Mozambique never had. I think i lf 
you look clearly and closely at the themes you will find that same spirit 
of resistanceo 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now the Portuguese have been overcome, Mozambique is now an 
independant country, is there any change in poetry as a result of this 
change over? 

CHRIS SEARLE 

Oh yes, in terms of themes, I think there must be, because the major 
national priority, of course, is to build a strong, vibrant nation with 
an independant economy, with a high-level of production and so you will 
find most of the poets concentrating on those kinds of themes now, and 
at the same time of course, that resistance theme is still very strong 
because of the ~2ssive internationalism present in Mozambiquan life and 
you will now find poets obviously devoting much of their poetry writing 
about the struggles and in sympathy and solidarity with the struggles, 
for example, of theirbrother and sister South Africans and Namibians. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Chris Searle talking about "Sunflower of Hope", poems from the 
Mozambique Revolutiono And thatis all for this week. Until the same 
time next week this i:S Alex Tetteh-L~rte1 saying goodbye" 


