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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey and we're beginning today's "Arts and Africa11 

with a royal welcome. 

TAPE 

NDEBELE CHANT. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

'Bayeth! Nkosi' Hail to the Chief. The well orchestrated greeting that 
traditionally met the chief as he and his retinue entered an Ndebele village 
in Zimbabwe's Matabeleland. Well, the rather fierce chant of welcome from 
Ndebele warriors has a bearing on the subject of a conversation I've had with the 
poet, Colin Style. When he lived in what was Rhodesia he worked with fellow 
poets of all cultures and he recently went back to Zimbabwe to renew 
acquaintance with them. To find out about the Sindebele poets and the 
modern expressions of their literature I asked Colin Style to tell me about 
their oral literature. 

COLIN STYLE 

Their traditional oral literature, Alex, is really based around the 
praise songs of the Mbongi. Now we have to go back in history a bit to 
understand what the Mbongi is all about. Down in South Africa, of course, 
with the traditionally ferociously militaristic society of Chaka, the great 
Zulu king who established an empire down there •.. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Is that the one we call Shaka? 

COLIN STYLE 

Yes, that's right. Well, he dema~ded that everybody must praise him. 
That, basically, is how the praise song started. So the Ndebele poet by 
extention from his Zulu cousins has got into the mode of praising, and that, 
in a sense, is the construction of Ndebele poetry. It's a mode, unfortunately , 



- 2 -

COLIN STYLE 

which the Ndebeles don't seem to have completely broken out of. Mzilikazi 
who was the founder of the Ndebele nation was one of the captains of war of 
Chaka down in South Africa and what happened was that he didn't hand over 
to Chaka his spoils of war after a raid. Chaka got extremely annoyed so 
Mzilikazi had to flee northwards up into present day Matabeleland round 
Bulawayo where he established the Ndebele empire. But the Ndebles still have 
kept their strong Zulu ties. In fact, this is one of the factors which 
inhibited the growth of Ndebele literature initially because they used to 
import all Zulu books which the Ndebeles could read. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

I see. What sort of occupation do the Ndebeles have? 

COLIN STYLE 

They tend to be pasturalists, they keep cattle. This, of course, is 
part of the structure you get with a warrior-type society :~because you don't 
sit and plant crops in the ground, do you? What you do is, you go next door 
and you have a raid and you take what you need from your neighbours and that 
basically has probably governed the pastural type of existence, 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

And is their lifestyle reflected in their poetry? 

COLIN STYLE 

Yes, very much so. The Ndebele poet will tend to praise. He doesn't 
tend to analyse so much but he loves everything all round him so he' l l 
write a praise to his cow. I think :you',te got a poem there. I don't know 
whether you'd like to give us a couple of stanzas on an Ndebele's praise to his 
cow. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

There's a poem here called 110ur Red and White Milk Cow" and I'll read it 
now. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

110UR RED AND WHITE MILK COW" - D. Mthombeni. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well, that's a lovely little poem but not quite poetic in the traditi onal 
sense of the word. 

COLIN STYLE 

Yes. You will notice an interesting feature here, how the poet brings 
himself down always to beneath the subject because a Mbongi praise singer i s 
praising the king basically, that's how he constructs them. This Ndebele 
poetry has, I think, a great charm and elemental strength but you will notice 
that there is the characteristic that Ndebele poets don't criticize or analyse 
as such, they just have this outpouring. Also I tended to notice while you 
were reading the poem, it's not so poetical as we understand it but the 
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COLIN STYLE 

Ndebeles accept it as being poetical. It 1 s almost rhetoric isn I t it? A 
series of questions by which you praise, and all this is incorporated into the 
staple diet. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well I think it's a very charming poem because it's so simple and you 
feel this affinity between the poet and the cow, a simple expression of l ove 
and fondness for this creature. 

COLIN STYLE 

That is a very good point actually, Alex. 
because the Ndebele poets do love 'love poetry'. 
N. Sigogo, has written this poem called "Tell Me 
being so cruel to him and rejecting him. 

GRAMS 

"TELL ME THE REASON" - N. Sigogo. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

You mention the word 'love' 
The leading Ndebele poet, 

The Reason11 about the maiden 

Now we've heard you talking about Ndebele_poetry concentrating on 
traditional themes, pastoral themes; has the poetry not been influenced by 
the experience of independence? 

COLIN STYLE 

Ah, yes subject-wise there's been a flood of poems on the liberation 
since it has been achieved but once again they seem to be locked in the 
traditional praise-singing mould. This is a personal feeling. They don't tend 
to analyze or try to get insights into the nature of war, rather it is t his 
flat praise, praise to the liberation, so once again they've just incorporated 
the new subject into the old style. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Do they actually mention individuals to praise or do they talk about the 
struggle as a whole? 

COLIN STYLE 

Well, I'm sure that in the flood of poems that have come out they've 
praised Joshua Nkomo, Robert Mugabe and the various heros of the liberation 
but I tend to get the impression from the liberation poems that I have seen 
that they tend to talk in rather generalised terms. But'!i,aven't seen them 
related to their old struggles, bringing in the old names like Chaka, 
Mzilikazi, Dingane and Lobengula who were, of course, the previous Ndebele 
kings and rulers. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Colin Style, thank you very much. Well the poem from which I read that 
extract, 110ur Red and White Milk Cow" was by D. Mthombeni and was translated 
by S. J. Mhlahi. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Photogr aphy is perhaps the newest of the arts (and here I'm talking about 
creative photography - not the snapshots that we all take if we're lucky 
enough to have a camera), David Jones' visual sense allied to his skill with a 
camera has produced his photographic record of the .way of life s till to be 
found in rural Kenya. This impressive collection makes up the basic material 
for his book, ' Faces of Kenya'. Richard Vaughan met David Jones in Nairobi and 
asked him to describe his "Faces of Kenya". 

DAVID JONES 

Well it' s about five aspects of Kenya. The aspects are the coast, 
mountains , the lakes, the desert and the game country . What I was trying to do 
in this book was to describe in words and with photographs those facets of 
Africa which haven't been changed by the twentieth century here in Kenya 
and which may be changing and are therefore worth recording. 

RICHARD VAUGHAN 

SQ your books which are about the Kenya unchanged by twentieth century 
technol ogy are not a nostalgic l ook back or a havering for times lost? 

DAVID JONES 

They ' re certainly a iook back in the sense that we can learn something 
f rom seeing how different .people live, such radically different ways of life 
from our own. I don't pretend that we can turn the clock back here in Nairobi 
and make people live as they used t o a hundred years ago . That's totally 
impossible. What I would like to suggest .is that there are values in rural 
Africa, especially among the pastoral tribes , that are sometimes underestimated 
and which are rapidly being lost because of the changes we are seeing occur 
largely because of modern technology. Some of these changes cause problems , 
like slums in Nairobi , just as some of the changes cause benefits t like good 
medicine in the hospitals of Nairobi for exampl e. You can't j ust welcome· 
modern developments with open arms and say it's all good . It simply isn 't true. 

RICHARD VAUGHAN 

You have no qualms about aiding the process of getting foreign tourists 
and curious visitors to visit the great wildernesses of northern Kenyan areas 
likeTw~kana and so forth by publishing very enticing photographs in London? 

DAVID JONES 

There ' s no doubt in som~ ways that tourism has had a detrimental effect 
upon some Africans . For example, the problem of prostitution. But you could 
say the s ame about any kind of modern development. Tourism is an industry , 
it 's a very large industry, I understand it 's the s ingle l argest industry i n 
the world. So it ' s bound to bring problems as well as benefits just as it 
may do harm to the girl who becomes a prostitute so it may give a good l iving 
to a fellow who becomes a minibus driver or who becomes a waiter in a hotel 
or becomes a manager or an executive in a tour operating company in Nairobi . 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

But let's get back to the photographs themselves. David Jones takes 
many of them in black and white. And that seemed a rather old fashioned 
approach to Richard Vaughan who wondered whether the chief attraction of 
black and white pictures is that publishers find them cheaper to produce. 

DAVID JONES 

I always carry two cameras with me and I often think that black and white 
pictures are much better especially for portraying human faces whether they be 
Europeans or Africans. Sometimes a black and white picture is more impactive 
than a colour picture. But, of course, price in production is a factor as well 
and the publishers were very pleased that I had a lot of black and white 
photos that they were able to use. 

RICHARD VAUGHAN 

Can you give any reason why black and white should be more appealing 
from an aesthetic point of view than colour? Because commercial photographers 
the world over have been turning to colour over the last ten years as a 
preferable medium. 

DAVID VAUGHAN 

I think it's largely because in some ways the black and white picture is 
more elemental. It's only got one grade of tones in it and so you can distill 
something in it which perhaps becomes more complex in a colour photograph. 
I was interested to notice in London recently at the Photographers Gallery 
that almost all the photographs being exhibited were in black and white. 
Naturally, if you're advertising something you may be looking for a different 
kind of thing but in photography that is trying to portray something with 
meaning about life, I think black and white can often be very important. 

RICHARD VAUGHAN 

Have you ever provoked a positively hostile reaction when you've 
produced a camera on safari? 

DAVID JONES 

Yes, indeed. We had one quite exciting occasion when we were in nort hern 
Kenya travelling through rough desert country. A fantastic sight of about 500 
camels came over the rise in a hill and I immediately jumped out of the Land 
Rover to take pictures of these through a long lense as they were coming towards 
us. It was a very dramatic scene and of course, they were followed by the 
owners of the camels who were then very angry and who picked up stones and 
threatened to throw rocks at the Land Rover. But, possibly because we didn't 
try and run away we just waited and tried to talk to them, the tempers cooled 
off and we finished up with quite a friendly attitude from them. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

David Jones talking to Richard Vaughan. I 1m expecting those five 
hundred camels to appear, perhaps in black and white, in David Jones' next 
book, already being compiled and to be called "Shepherds of the Desert". 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

And those camels appearing over the horizon make up the final visual image 
for the mind's eye in today's 11Arts and Africa". I'll be here with more of 
the arts of Africa next week at the same time. This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey 
saying goodbye. 

TAPE 

CLOSING SIG. - LIMPOPO. 


