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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey introducing a programme on poets and their 
poetry in today's "Arts and Africa". 

MUSIC 

"Monangambe" by Ruy Mingas 

ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY 

In so many African traditions music and poetry are inseparable but in 
this instance someone else is singing the words of the Angolan poet, 
Antonio Jacinto. As listeners will know, Antonio Jacinto was chosen 
last month as winner of the 1985 NOMA Award for books published in 
Africa. The collection of his poems entitled "Surviving Santiago's 
Tarrafal", published by Angol a's National Institute of Books, was 
described by the · selection committee as "a lyrical testimony to the 
triumph of the human spirit over tyranny, injustice and the monotony 
and meaness of incarceration". 

Fiona Ledger has just joined me to talk about the poetry and the 
politics of Jacinto. Fiona who's a producer in the BBC African Service 
is an admirer of J~cinto's poetry. Now first of all Fiona, tell me, 
should we have heard of him before? I never have. ---
FIONA LEDGER 

Well you should have done. As one of the assessors in the Noma Prize 
Award competition said to me: "He is one of Africa ' s greatest poets". 
The fact that you have not heard of him could be to do with the fact 
that he writes in Portuguese. Portuguese writers in Africa and Angola 
are extraordinarily cut off from the mainstream of African literature 
writen in English, because it is a difficult language and not many 
people can read it. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

But do many people in South Angola know him, do they read him? 
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FIONA LEDGER 

Oh- yes, it wouldn't be wrong to say that he is Angola's greatest poet. 
He really is a fantastic poet who is very much admired in Angola and 
in Mozambique because in both countries writing, partic~larly writing 
poetry, is recognised by people who are educated and obviously can 
read and have been to school as a very fine and noble occupation. You 
will find that in both Angola and Mozambique, I would think, practical ! 
all of the top party, Central Committee and government people scribble 
in their spare time, with varying degress of success. But poetry 
writing is something that is done very widely in Angola and Mozambique. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Why don't they write in their local dialects? 

FIONA LEDGER 

Well obviously there are a lot of vernacular languages in both countries 
but it's thought - and this may have been passed on by the Portuguese -
that to be educated is to be able to speak fluent Portuguese. You 
t@nd to get a tradition, that bridges the revolution, of edticated 
and intellectual people writing in Portuguese and also the writers feel 
very much that they have a bad enough time having a restricted audience 
writing in Portuguese, let alone writing in a local vernacular language. 
It is not the same as say Ngugi Wa'thiongo who is writing in Kikuyu; 
he has done his bit in English and is now internationally well known 
and he can afford to sit back and start writing in Kikuyu. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

"Surviving Santiago's Tarrafal" - what is the meaning of 'Tarrafal'? 

FIONA LEDGER 

Well Santiago is one of the Cape Verde Islands right out in the Atlantic. 
It's a group of · rocky, barren, desolate islands and Santiago is one 
on which this prison Tarrafal, is based. Antonio Jacinto was 
sentenced by the Portuguese authorities for his activities in the 
MPLA before the revolution. He was sentenced to 14 years imprisonment 
and 10 of those years were spent on this island, Santiago, in the 
prison Tarrafal. It was considered the Portuguese equivalent of 
South Africa's Robben Island. 

ALEX TET'I:EH-LARTEY ------ . 

What sort of poetry does he mainly write? 

FIONA LEDGER 

He's a political person, that is his main inspiration I would say -
injustice inequality in society under the Portuguese, but he is also 
very lyrical so you get this wonderful fusion of the two things. 
The music that we heard just before was the music that was writen 
to accompany this poem, probably his most famous poem, called 
"Monangumba" which is all about contract workers in Angola working 
on the plantations. In those days there was a system under the 
Portuguese almost like slave labour (you were contracted to a 
plantation owner for life) and in that poem he talks about the 
injustice which could be just a lot of rhetoric and rather dull-sounding 
propaganda. 
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But he has this great lyrical ability . He says in those first few 
words: "The coffee is roasted'', because coffee was mainly grown on 
the plantations, "The coffee is roasted, it's crushed, it 's tortured, 
it becomes black, black like the soul of the contract worker." 
Then he goes on to say: "There was rain in the great estates but it's 
the sweat that comes from my face which waters the plantations. 
The coffee ripens and matures and produces these red cherries and they 
are drops of blood, blood which has come from me and gone into the 
sap of the coffee." So it is terribly powerful imagery but it has 
a political context to it. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

What is his political standing now? 

FIONA LEDGER 

Well, he has continued to be a top member of the MPLA and he has been 
Minister of Education and also National Secretary of Culture and he 
is also on the Central Committee. 

ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY 

When shall we see 'Surviving Santiago's Taraffal' in English? 

FIONA LEDGER 

Well that 's a very good question. The problem is, as I said before, 
that Portuguese is a language which is understood only by very few 
people. It is hoped by the assessors from the English-speaking part 
of Africa, that it will be translated into English - we can only 
hope that it will be very soon indeed. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Thank you very much Fiona Ledger for giving the background to this 
year'sNoma award going to Antonio Jacinto's collection of poems, 
"Surviving Santiago's Tarrafal". 

FIONA LEDGER 

My pleasure. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY ------
And here's more of his poem for the exploited, "Monangambe", sung 
by Ruy Mingas. 

MUSIC 

"Monangambe" sung by Ruy Mingas. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Poets in Tanzania, on the whole, write in the language they use for 
everyday speech - kiswahili. Swahili poetry began way back, but it 
was in the heyday of the Persian and Arab trading in slaves and 
spices along the coast of the Indian Ocean that the rules were established 
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Tradition has been long and strong - every line to have a set number 
of syllables and the final ones to rhyme. But now that kiswahili is 
the national language of the whole of Tanzania some poets - like the 
university lecturer Euphrase Kezilahabi - are finding such rigid 
restrictions irksome. Here's one of Kezilahabi's poems that breaks 
the rules. It's called "The Knife" and it ' s read for us by a fellow 
Swahili poet, Abdulatif Abdulla in an English translation. 

ABDILATIF READS "THE KNIFE" 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

"The Knife" by Euphrase Kezilahabi. And he's been talking to 
Paula Park about the continuing popularity of poetry amongst ordinary 
people in Tanzania - or at least in the capital, Dar es Salaam , where 
it remains accessible to them both in print and in meaning. 

EUPHRASE KEZILAHABI 

It is a genre which is easily understood by the people and I think it 
is because of the language which it uses . 

PAULA PARK 

Because it uses the language that everyone in Tanzania uses? 

EUPHRASE KEZILAHABI 

Yes , it is the language which I call the language of the ordinary person. 

PAULA PARK 

There is a particular kind of Swahili poetry which is often published 
in the newspaper or the main stream Swahili newspaper, and that is 
called Mashairi ya Malumbano. How does that go? 

EUPHRASE KEZILAHABI 

Mashairi ya Malumbano, I think, is unique to Swahili. It is some kind 
of debate which takes place in poetry. One poet may write a poem 
asking a question and then another poet will write a rejoinder and 
then eventually there may be two groups or two camps of poets and 
then the debate starts . 

PAULA PAR)( 

Does the debate go on for weeks, months, or just from one day to the next? 

EUPHRASE KEZILAHABI 

Well the debate can go on for months. For instance, the debate between 
the traditionalists and the modernists - it took about two months 
in the local daily paper. 

PAULA PARK 

So that even now that debate between two different schools of poetry 
was in the newspaper, in the most public, most commonly-read newspapers 
in Tanzania? 
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EUPHRASE KEZILAHABI 

The debate was in the newspapers and it was also on the radio. 

PAULA PARK 

So it's almost like the common, ordinary people actually are participatin 
in the poetic debate? That is something very unusual in modern 
societies. 

EUPHRASE KEZILAHABI 

Yes, it is. That is why I said that it is unique to Swahili. As for 
the debate, anybody can join in. If you can't write you can go to a 
poet and he will put your ideas in a poetical way. 

PAULA PARK 

So go and convince a poet to speak for you ! Now, since it is such a 
popular medium and there is this breakdown of traditional structure, 
this breakdown of formalism, is this diluting the real essence of the 
poetry? Is it making it so common, so popular, that it's no longer 
a real literary form? 

EUPHRASE KEZILAHABI 

I wouldn't say that it is diluting it. I think that modern poetry 
demands much more rigorous thinking. 

PAULA PARK 

Is this rigorous thinking happening in the poetry of Tanzania? 

EUPHRASE KEZILAHABI 

I think the poems which I have written and the poems which have been 
written by some of my students especially Mulokozi and Kahigi demand 
a lot of thinking before you come out with anything from them. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Euphrase Kezilahab~ talking to Paula Park in Dar es Salaam. 

But to eo-d"'today's programme we're returning to Angola for another 
song from Ruy Mingas. It's called "Muadiakimi". So until we meet 
for more ''Arts and Africa" next week, from Alex Tetteh-Lartey it's 
goodbye. 


