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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Hello, this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey saying welcome to "Arts 
and. Africa". 

It isn't long since Colin Style came on the programme to 
give us a thumb-nail sketch of the literary scene in Zimbabwe. 
Today, he's returning to survey a more specific area of literary 
life. Colin, who was one of the foremost English language poets 
of pre-independence Rhodesia has recently been back to Zimbabwe 
to record the cultural developments that are taking place today. 

Now, by . far the greatest number of people have Shona as 
their first language so to what extent is Shona used by writers -
be they novelists or poets? Indeed, has Shona traditionally 
possessed a body of poetry? 

COLIN STYLE. 

Yes. there has always been Shona poetry, Alex, in so far as 
there was a very rich traditional oral poetry going back to 
the days before the white man came, of praise songs, love songs, 
epics, war songs, songs of condolence, lullabys. So when the 
first written poets emerged in the mid 1950's, who had grappled 
with the fact of literacy and won, there was an enormous exponential 
growth of Shona literature because they had had this rich back
ground that they could draw on. _ But when I talk about Shona 
poets or Shona literature, I think it must be clear that the 
Shona are very language versatile in so far as they write in 
both Shona and English, sometimes directly into English. So, 
when I use the term you can understand I'm referring across to 
all groups. 

But you ask if there has been a tradition • . As I said, in 
the 1950's there was a growth of the first written Shona poets, 
Dr. Solomon Mutswaira, Herbert Chitepo, the· late Wilson Chivaura 
who .wrote in .Shona and against two things: the cont~mination of 
the whiteman•s towns and the contamination of their past by the 
wh!teman's arrival. Dr. Solomon Mutswaira is very good on this 
and if you listen. to this poem you can hear how he idealises 
the traditional Shona past. 
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MUTSWAIRA: "INYOTA HILLS11
· 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

_ Well, Colin, was this kind of poetry used in educating the 
people of Zimbabwe? 

COLIN STYLE 

Yes, it was used. It's rather difficult to define its 
direct use because the Literature Bureau in Zimbabwe, or Rhodesia 
as it was then, was the former publ j sher of most of the poems 
written. They tended to break l iterature into two parts - in 
other words they only published 'clean' literature that was not 
nationalistically subversive. The other literature had to go 
underground. But there were poems and books written that the 
Shona schoolchildren used and sometimes it tended to reach them 
in a term that was not suspected. Dr. Solomon Mutswaira in 
the first Shona novel "Feso", put in a poem to Nehanda who was 
one of the leaders of the Shona rebellion in 18Q7 who was 
hanged in Salisbury prison. This was taken up as a catch song 
yo.u might say of the nationalists and the authorities ~nly worked 
out afterwards that this was being used in a way that they hadn't 
intended. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well, it• s interesting that he wrote this poem i.n Engli·sh. 
You would have thought he'd have written it in his own language, 
Shona. 

COLIN STYLE 

Ah! Now this is where we•re getting the language confusion 
that I mentioned earli er. This poem that he's reading is his 
own translation fr.om his own Shona poem. He translates quite 
brilliantly, I think, into English. He's got some sort of skill 
of liquid consonance that you can hear coming over. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Is a general characteristi :- of Shona poetry that y ou write 
f irst in Shona and then you translate later or has there been 
writing in both English and Shona? 

COLIN STYLE 

In both English and Shona •. Initially it was first in 
Shona but in the early 19~o•s, black schoolschildren were 
encouraged to write in creative writing programmes in school 
and they wrote directly into English. They wrote a very interesting 
_body of poetry, vivid, fresh. They talked about public transport, 
Africans going to and from their ·tribal lands to go and work in 
a town, life in a town, life in their families. In a sense they 
added a fresh infusion into Shona literature about bringing the 
writing directly into the English element. Unfortunately this 
•school' as I call it for want of a better word, of children 



COLIN STYLE 

writing into English tended to .degenerate. A lot of leading 
poets later like Musaemura Zimunya ,who .started writing at school 
turned away from this and has become one of Zimbabwe's leading 
poets. He writes directly into English mostly more than anything. 

-ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Is this what is ha~pening now on the whole? Are they now 
concentrating o~ writing for particular reasons now that they · 
feel the Africans are in charge of their own destiny? Are they 
now concentrating on writing in Shona? 

COLIN· STYLE 

Yes. They are, of course, conscious of the fact that they 
are masters of their own destiny. But there are conflicting 
pressures. On the one hand the official view tends to be to 
write in Shona because it is their ·own language quite naturally 
But a lot of the writers have got used to writing in English like 
Musaemura Zimunya or the novelist and short story writer, Dambud20 
Marechera and it is now their medium which they have adopted 
and turned towards their own use. So the writers are, I sense, 
being a little bit resistant to any official policy that you 
must write in Shona. l think, too • . if you write in English you 
get better publication opportunities. Let's face it, the writer 
·has got to think" about himself as well as the country that he 
lives in . 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

What sort of subjects do they write about? 

COLIN STYLE 

Oh, there:'s a host of subjects that they write .on now. 
There tends to be a tendency for writing in English to write 
fairly short poems and, of course, they are still dige~ting the 
experience of the Chimerenga - the war against colonialism. I 
do feel that artists, contrary to what people .think, don't really 
lead a revolution. The men of action make the revolution and 
they then digest it afterwards and make sense of it all. They're 
writing Shona novels in English~ they're writing about the 
problems of urban life, they're writing about racial conflict, 
they're writing about a host of subjects that are near at hand. 
The .feature about Shona writers is that they a.re . very varions. 
You know you look at the whole b 1Jdy of extent Shona 11 terature 
both oral and written and ~ou will see there's a host of 
subjects they're not afraid to touch, not afraid to write about. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

You mentioned a few outstanding writers of today. Is there 
any of them who are particularly outstanding if I could put it 
that way? 
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COLIN STYLE 

Well, yes, there are writers that standout like peaks. 
Obviously Dr. Solomon Mutswaira who we talked about earlier is 
one. There's MusaemuraZimunya, there's the writer Dambudzo 
Marechera, there's Patrick Chakaipa, the bishop, who has 
written a lot of Shona novels and so it 80es on and on· and 
there's a lot of young radical poets as well. But Dr. Splomon 
Mutswaira is to me a figure whom I admire because he's an 
illustrious figure in Shona poetry. He was the first poet 
to write a Shona novel and he is now almost the last figure 
because in a way I sense he is ahead of them because he's just 
written a · poem called "The Proud Flag of Liberty" which is 
possib~y to be adopted as an anthem for Zimbabwe· and he makes 
a very clear directive about the way to write. Somebody has 
just written to me from Zimbabwe and he says: the war is over, 
the population have now got their rights and their freedom, it's 
time to stop beating the drum and start plucking the lyre - 'Which 
I thought was a very good way to put it and this is ·what Dr. 
Mutswaira has always done. He has always plucked the lyre even 

_wh~n he's been writing very politically directed stuff. He's 
"got · this beautiful flow that is just part of him. 

~ 

MUTSWAIRA: "THE PROUD FLAG OF LIBERTY" 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Colin, I was interested in hearing you mention political 
poetry which was suppressed during the war. I'm sure it's now 
all coming up again. Is there any example you can give us? 

COLIN STYLE 

Well· yes, there's a lot of examples. There is, of course, 
the growth of the Chimerenga songs~ There are hundreds published 
in ZJ.mbabwe. Although internally the war literature was suppressed, 
a lot was coming in from .the outside from -Lusaka and from . 
Mozambique~ The latest anthology of war poetry, written primarily 
by Shona poets, is "And Now The Poet Speaksn in English. The 
editors were Musaemura Zimunya and Mudereri Kadhani. This was 
a collect~on of the whole experience of colonialism up to what 
happened in the war. A lot of it is very good. There· is a lot 
which is rather· over-congested - the heart got the better of the 
mind so to speak. Once again, going back to our example of 
Dr. Solomon Mutswaira, he wrote a poem called 11Hero's Acre" 
which is the place outside Harare where the heroes of the 
Chimerenga are buried. He is giving again a very fervent but 
controlled tribute to the warriors. 

MUTSWAIRA: "HERO t S ACRE" 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now that there is a call 11t o stop beatirig the drum and 
start plucking the lyre" as you put it, what sort of poetry can 
we expect? 



... 
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COLIN STYLE 

Well i t 's a melting pot now. The thing is that all the 
experience has to be synthesized. You've go t to reconcile the 
Shona, the Ndebele, the English, those that live ouT-side the 
country, those that live in tpe country, you have to reconcile 
the past with the present and this I think is going to throw 
up, hopefully, . the great Zimbabwean poet who will then be . · . 
recogni sed on an internatlonal scale. Now we need to synthesize. 
And on this transition quite an ·important figure is Dr. · Eddison 
Zvobgo who is a .minister in the Government n9w. He wrote firs.t 
in Shona and then he moved to English once again but he has 
tried to relate his inner experience with the outside world and 
bring them t ~gether. Onre there's a integrated experience in 
Zimbabwe, once the wri t ers are conscious of the fact that they've 
got everything at their fingertips, then the new poetry will 
come· and this is what we wait to see. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

And wait very .eagerly. Thank yo~ very much Colin Style. 
And Colin we not only have to thank you for the poems you ·recorded 
but also for our closing music. It's a recording made by David 
Gweshe and his Mbira players of a traditional song called Vana 
Vangu, a song remembering the ancestors. This version has been 
brought up to date to commemorate as well all those that were 
killed in the war when the Zimbabwe camps in Mozambique were 
bombed during the independence struggle. 

MUSIC EXTRACT. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

You will j oin us next week won•t you for more of the arts 
of Africa. This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey saying goodbye till then. 
Goodbye. 

~ 

MUSIC EXTRACT. 


