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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey with "Arts and Africa". And today 
we look at a new anthology of Zimbabwean poetry, and an exhibition 
of photography by South African photographer, Peter Magubane. 

Colin Style has for the last sixteen years been putting together 
a selection of both black and white Zimbabwean poetry, going ri•ght 
back to before the 1890's and the time of the oral tradition. This 
anthology is to be published in Zimbabwe during the next year. Well 
Colin Style is here in the "Arts and Africa" studio today. Welcome 
to "Arts and Africa" Colin. Tell me, how do you start on such a 
vast project? 

COLIN STYLE 

It's actually a joint project between my wife, 0-Lan, and 
myself . She conceived of it sixteen years ago which is quite a 
long time and I sort of got drawn into it as it became very large and 
it became more than one person could handle. My wife has been 
keeping a file of poems over the last sixteen years and whenever we've 
thought that we're ready to publish, there's been a bit of a problem 
in so far as the radical events in Zimbabwe have, sort of, caught up 
with us. So then we had to change our perspectives, open the file 
and start again. Also we found, particularly in the 1970's, a lot 
of new black poets started to rise. So once again, we closed the 
flle on the anthology. Then when we were ready to go to the 
publishers, suddenly there was a host of new poets that had to b~ 
~onsidered . So it was back to the drawing board so to speak. 
But now we have finally reached fruitition and I'm, in fact, flying 
out to Zimbabwe to take the manuscript out to the publishers there. 
It's a personal choice but at the same time we've tried to be very 
comprehensive of all the literature and poetry that's been produced 
i n English or in English translation in the country, dating way back 
before 1890 when the colonists arrived, going back to the oral 
traditi ons of the Shona and Ndbele. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well that's a tremendous amount of poetry to collect. Now what 
kind of poetry does the anthology include? 
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COLIN STYLE 

Well let's go right back to the beginnings. ·The oral tradition 
had a lot of poetry in terms of sagas, lullabys, epics and it's 
passed as folk poetry does, from the mouths of people. Now the 
black population in Zimbabwe was very quiet and static for a long time, 
up until the early '501 s as they struggled with literacy and 
struggled with the fact of occupation. Then there were a number of 
black poets who arose who were obviously highly nationalistic who 
wanted to sanctify and preserve the Shona and Ndbele past. They 
wrote these poems, people like the late Herbert Chitepo, Soloman 
Mutswairo and Wilson Chivaura. At the same time they tended to open 
up and to get written the oral poetry that was extant in the people. 
They were highly influenced by it. So you've got oral poems, epics, 
lullabys, love poems, praise songs and at the same time the whites 
had been writing in Zimbabwe as well from when they a~rived in 1890. 
There were some good early poets like Cullen Gouldsbury, Kingsley 
Fairbridge and Arthur Shearley Cripps. Then strangely enough there 
was a long silence from the whites for 30 years and hardly anything 
was written. Then in 1950 a poet called Noel Britel (phon) brought 
out a volume and a small white tradition came. But then a very 
interesting thing happened. Suddenly in creative writing programmes 
in schools, black school children started to write very, very 
interesting poetry, that their white teachers applauded. Now this had 
an influence upon the white writers as well, and the more mature 
black poets who then went out of school and started to develop their 
gi -t·ts. And white poets began to learn from the blacks al though they 
might not have realised it, how to experience the country from 
within. Before they just stood out as outsiders and rather stiffly 
commented on the landscape. But now they're learning how to be 
informal, relaxed and creative. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now what kind of poetry did the black nationalists write and 
also secondly what . kind of poetry did the whites write for that matter? 

COLIN STYLE 

Well the blacks when they wrote, tried to preserve and aimed to 
preserve the Shona past, so they preserved long epics. There were 
people like Soloman Mutswairo, beautiful poet who wrote for example 
a poem to a picture of Nehanda and Kugubi. I'd better explain this. 
Nehanda and Kugubi were leaders of a revel t of the Shona e.gainst the 
whites in 1sg6. Before they were hanged in Salisbury prison, a picture 
was drawn of them and Mutswairo sat down and wrote a poem to Nehandn 
and, of course, praised her and the work she had done, and how her 
memory would live in the Shon.a people and, in time, she would achieve 
recognition. So that sort of poem got written. There was straight 
writing of traditional love poems. There were writing downs of epics 
of what happened to various elements in Zimbabwe. Some of the poems, 
in f act there's one poem called "Fessel" written by Soloman Mutswairo 
tratI believe got published by the Government Literature Bureau in 
~hen Rhodesia but in fact had a rather implicit nationalistic message 
that wasn't so clear. And of course the natinnalists took it up as a 
~ort of underground theme for their struggle. But you mentioned what 
t he white poets were doing. Well they tended at first to write about 
the country, the scenery and the peoples. They wrote more about the 
black population than, in fact, the later white poets did. And it's 
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COLIN STYLE 

tempting to suppose that as the black population increased in numbers 
and they became more politically assertive, that maybe the whites 
tended to screen out this threat to their minority culture. But you 
have your early poets like Arthur Shearley Cripps who are very pro 
the Shona rights, who are writing poems about the Shone condition 
and the Shona pastoral life. Then later poets tried to come to 
terms with their environment. Like one poem that got written by 
the late Vurnon Crawford. It was a very good poem, on the soldiers 
experience , as the war started writing in army slang. And, of course, 
the war from 1975 onwards when it really hotted up, began to enter 
more and more black and white poetry. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

One would imagine that after the war started the -face of 
Zimbabwean poetry changed radically. 

COLIN STYLE 

Yes that is correct. The problem was, of course, that a lot of 
poets went into exile so this is again why we had to wait on the 
anthology coming because they had to come back from exile. A lot of 
poems that would have been censored in earlier years now became 
available. I see it now as a personal interpretation. That what is 
now happening in Zimbabwe is there is a need to synthesize a need to 
relate all the fragmentary experiences, the stops and the starts of 
the literary progress. So a lot of the young black radical poets 
are concentrating on this fact of putting it all together - the 
Shona and the Ndbele past, the experiences of the war, the coming 
of the future to make a synthesis which would make the right climate 
for the master Zimbabwean poet, when he or she arrives to really fully 
develop the country's literature. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now what kind of poetry did the blacks write during the war? 

COLIN STYLE 

It varied from anger - analysing the apartheid system of the past, 
the Chimoio massacres, and various engagements like that. Some of 
them are rather dry whimsical little pieces like the poem I remember 
about a chap called Hove entitled "The War-Torn Wife" in which he points 
out how a wife is complaining because the husband is never at home, 
he's always out fighting the war and he then turns round and the 
husband inside his own heart says "Why dO'esn't my wife die so I can 
stop guarding her"? (laughs) You know it's quite an ironic little 
ending there, it's a brilliant piece. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

I discussed Mozambique poetry recently with a well-known writer 
and we noticed during the discussion that a lot of the fighters, those 
who were doing the actual guerilla fighting wrote poetry at the same 
time and some of them have become Ministers in the present Government. 
Now does the same thing apply to the fighters in the Zimbabwe war, are 
they now ministers in the government? Do they still write poetry? 
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COLIN STYLE 

Yes they do indeed as far as I know. One example is of Eddison 
Zvogbo. Now Eddison is a very interesting and important transitional 
figure because he wrote before 1970 in Shona in the traditional 
mode like Wilson Chivaura. Then he went to prison in 1970, I 
think, and spent about 7 years in detention and he switched to 
writing in English in which he tried to relate in prison poem after 
prison poem his own experience with the world outside so he, in fact, 
straddles two types of experience in two types of language. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Has any poetry been written since independence and if it has, 
does this theme show any change? 

COLIN STYLE 

The Zimbabwean Experience now is seeking to heal itself and to 
sort of take stock of what has happened and to decide what is the 
next stage. I tend to have a theory you know that people tend to 
think that artists lead a revolution, their ideas are always ahead 
and people follow and that sort of thing. But I sometimes think it's 
the other way around. That people do something, the men of action do 
something, and then the artists sit and try and digest and make 
sense of the events that have been made by people who are men of 
action and not like themselves who are thinkers and dreamers. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now finally Colin, are there any particular favourites of yours 
in your anthology which you would like to read to us? 

COLIN STYLE 

Yes, what I would like to read is, in fact, a traditi:>nal poem. 
This is called "Stamping Song" and it•s traditional and is sung by 
Mrs. Apollonia Hodza, the wife of Aaron Hodza who is the great 
natural linguist whose been collecting this stuff and I think it 's 
quite charming. 

POETRY EXTRACT - "STAMPING SONG". 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Colin Style thank you very much indeed. 

COLIN STYLE 

O.K. It•s a pleasure. Thank you. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

An exhibition of photographs from South Africa has been proving 
very popular at "The Photographer's Gallery" in London. It's the 
work of South African photographer, Peter Magubane who began his 
career on "Drum" magazine. As a photo journalist he has covered 
demonstrations, riots, the Sharpeville massacre and many of his 
photos show the poignant sufferings of the freedom struggle in 
his country, although they're by no means all tragic . . · 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Richard Vaughan went to the exhibition for "Arts and Africa". Peter 
Magubane first told him about how he saw his photography. 

PETER MAGUBANE 

I wanted to deal with the problems of my people, mirror 
myself through them, the sufferings they go through, the happy, the 
sad and everything. I do not only concentrate on the ugli.ness of 
the situation but I also try to balance the whole thing. The 
exhibition on now, it's not a one sided exhibition, it's a fully 
balanced exhibition. 

RICHARD VAUGHAN 

Do you actually encounter much resentment from people when 
you're taking candid photographs, because in Moslem countries, for 
example, people can get very hostile with you if you just photograph 
them without asking them for their permission? 

PETER MAGUBANE 

Well I have come across that but not so much in South Africa. 
I have been able at least to forge ahead in South Africa but in West 
Africa and East Africa and America, it's been a bit difficult. The 
problem is if you ask for permission by the time you have got the 
permission, your picture has gone. So I always just shoot and hope 
that the person will not fight back. 

RICHARD VAUGHAN 

Let's have a look at some of these pictures you've got. You've 
got a montage of pictures which you took at Sharpeville. How did you 
actually come onto this scene? Were your pictures well received? 

PETER MAGUBANE 

I was in Soweto at the time when the whole thing blew up but 
we rushed there immediately. I got there just three minutes after 
the shooting. I was, myself shocked for a while, not knowing what 
to do, how I should approach the subject. But then I thought, well 
I have a job to do and so I took some pictures which I thought were 
good pictures but according to my editor they weren't because I didn't 
have any close-ups. It's only now that I realise that close-up 
pictures mean a great deal, especially when you deal with incidents 
like people who have been shot at or whatever, you know. You need to 
show the grusomeness of the whole thing. 

RICHARD VAUGHAN 

You have a picture here of two young black children, one with 
tears streaming down his face. You have here quite carefully 
documented - their mother was killed in a car accident on Christmas 
Day in 1975. 
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PETER MAGUBANE 

I got to the scene of the accident. I saw it for myself. I 
asked whether they have any children and they said they had. So I 
asked to see the children and they brought the children and let them 
sit down. Whilst I was taking pictures, one of the boys just 
started crying. It made my picture. I think the power of photographs 
is so great that no-one can afford not to adhere to· the power of 
photographs. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Peter Magubane. And that's all from "Arts and Africa" for 
this week. Until the same time next week this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey 
saying goodbye. 
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CLOSING SIG. - "LIMPOPO". 


