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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Hello, this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey. There are two publications lying on the 
table in front of me . One of them is cyclostyl ed; it has sixteen pages 
in cartoon-strip form and on the cover the bearded hero is str iding forwards. 
The other is some three hundred pages of well-printed and bound verse with 
a landscape of the southern grasslands on its glossy jacket. Both these 
publications provide the subjects for today ' s 'Arts and Africa'. 

The book of poetry comes from Zimbabwe and it's called ' The Mambo Book 
of Zimbabwean Verse ' . This large handsomely- produced collection has been 
edited by Colin and O-Lan Style. There have been several antho l ogies 
from first Rhodesia and then Zimbabwe. In this collection the styles 
attempt to provide a range of poetry written in English or translated into 
English from pre-colonial days through Rhodesia and UDI into this decade 
of independence. That's a span of a hundred years, a span Colin Style 
divides into contrasting periods. 

COLIN STYLE 

Before 1890 it was pure traditional poetry which was praise songs, work 
songs, lullabies , totem poems - stuff which was functional for the needs 
of the people. Then the white poets came and imported the western written 
tradition. They tended to predominate until the black poets started to 
write nationalistically in their own language and in English, say , from 1950 
onwards and they produced further elements because they transmuted the best 
of their culture into English . So you have the whites writing in their 
tradition and the black poets writing within their tradition but also 
with a new element of nationalism because they were trying to sanctify 
their past and resist what they thought was t he white erosion of their 
values. And then after 1972 , as I see it , the whites and blacks came 
together and brought their sensibility to bear on the very specific problem 
that , whether they wanted to or not, both were sharing. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

I see that some of the praise songs were written in prasie of people like 
Nhanda and Mzilikazi can you tell us who these are? 

COLIN STYLE 

Yes, Nhanda was a prophetess and inspirer of what they call the 1896 
Chimurenga or Shona rebellion in Zimbabwe and she motivated the rebellion 
and she got captured and hanged by the British when the rebellion was crushed . 
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Mzilikazi was the first king of the Ndebele who came up into Matabeleland 
and established the Nguni-speaking kingdom. That was very much tied 
to the Zulu praise song tradition but when you talked about Nhanda, 
it was sort of a modern poem which was half praise and half nationalism 
identifying the Shona national culture. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now many of the traditional praise songs have, of course, been translated. 
Were they regarded in the original vernacular as poetry or have you 
made an attmept to present them as poetry. 

COLIN STYLE 

Well, we have attempted to present them as poetry but you are quite right 
to point to the difficulty here because the original praise songs were 
not actually conceived as poetry. I mean, if someone's tribal totem 
was a zebra he would recite praises to the zebra in order to fortify 
his family clan and tribe. He wasn't really thinking that he was 
reciting a poem, to him he was reciting a praise. Now the thing was, 
of course, that he put a lot of ornate and beautiful images towards 
praising the zebra to give this intensity and it became what we felt 
was poetry in English. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

A lot of poetry before 1972 seems to have concentrated on nature, 
surroundings around traditional life and so on. There is very little 
of what we would call political, national poetry in that sense. It seems 
to me that it is mostly about the beauty of the mountainside, the beauty 
of the rivers and things of that nature. Weren't people aware of what 
was actually going on during the 60's, I mean political strife and 
politics on the whole? 

COLIN STYLE 

Again you are right in a way I think, Alex. But there was, of course, 
a problem in that, during the period of UDI, overt political black 
poetry would have been censored in the country, that obviously was an 
inhibiting factor. And another thing was that there were nationalistic 
poets but they wrote in a way that was covert nationalism. For example, 
Solomon M. Mutswairo wrote Feso which became a national song of the movement 
but it was so unrecognised as being a national song that it got 
published in fact by the official government Literature Bureau. 
In a different way, the whites also tended to exclude poetry and I think 
there is a fairly interesting psychological phenomenon here because the 
first white poets who came to the country, in fact, brought the black 
man and the black culture quite a lot into his poetry. Then we begin 
to find that the black man has been excluded and what I felt was that 
as the nationalistic movement grew, the whites unconsciously tried to 
screen out the threat to his minority culture. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

When these whites wrote about the black man what sort of black man did 
they write about? 



3. 

COLIN STYLE 

They wrote very often in an exotic way, seeing them as part of the 
landscape part of the flora and fauna moving in a fairly decorative way 
as a back-drop, not really integrated into his life. But, to be fair, 
there were white poets who really made an attempt to get close and have 
a rapport with the black culture and such a poet might have been 
Kingsley Fairbridge who wrote rather a lovely piece. Perhaps I can read 
you a couple of lines: 

Colin Style read an extract from 'Burial' by Kingsley Fairbridge. 

COLIN STYLE 

That poem develops very sympathetically; entering the soul of the woman 
who is burying her dead child. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

We have talked about pre-1972, how about the present? 

COLIN STYLE 

Well I think the best way is to get to the radical black poets who ' write 
directly into English. 

Colin Style reads an extract of poetry by Chenjerai Hove. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well I really enjoyed reading Musa Zimunya. I didn't know he was such a 
good poet. And we would think that with all the bitterness of war some 
violent antagonism would be expressed towards the white man but in his 
poem 'If You Don't Stay Bitter For Too Long'' it seems to raise a note 
of hope. You would think that he would say: "Well, the old country was 
just rubbish, it was a white country, it was Rhodesia. Forget about it, 
there was nothing good in it". But here there is this message of hope . 
It seems to me that there is very little bitter feeling in the post 
1972 poetry in this book. Would you agree with me? 

COLIN STYLE 

Yes that is right because poets after all are judges of a situation and 
they get to the heart of things. And modern poets in Zimbabwe are trying 
to get a synthesis to search for identity and to see things clearly as 
they are in their country. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Colin Style, who has some of his own poems in the collection he and 
O-Lan Style have compiled under the title "The Mambo Book of Zimbabwean Verse 
The book is published by Mambo Press and costs £10 in the United Kingdom. 

Our next publication cost substantially less - 200 CFA francs. "Tatara" 
has no pretentions to literature but it ' s entertaining and provides 
social comment that its readers relish. Its readers live in and around 
Bangui, capital of the Central African Republic. The copy I have is number 
eight and it's been sent to me by Elizabeth Blunt who's recently been 
in Bangui and who's also sent 'Arts and Africa' this report. 
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The Central African Republic has to be one of the least developed 
countries in Africa, perhaps in the world. It has no publishing house, 
no proper printing press, and has only recently aquired a little daily 
newspaper. But there's one publication which has become a national 
institution. It ' s a series of picture stories published by the Roman 
Catholic Church in Bangui, and featuring t he adventures of a rogue called 
Tekoue , his long-suffering wife, Mawa, and his family and friends . 
The stories are told in comic strip form and modestly produced, their 
duplicated pages stapled inside a cover printed on tinted paper. 
But each edition sells about 8,000 copies - which is a lot in a country 
with such a small population, it reaches most parts of the country 
and is read avidly. It has also established a reputation for outspoken 
social comment which got it banned altogether in the days of the emperor 
Bokassa , and even recently it had trouble with one edition - entitl ed 
' Nepitism' , which the Minister of the Interior felt went a bit too near 
the bone. 

' Nepitism ' went on sale in the end, and I managed to buy a copy whi le I 
was in Bangui, together with two other recent numbers , The Common Purse 
and Tekoue's Religion. Although the Tekoue stories are published by 
the church, this last is the only one which has any openly religious 
content, and even then, as you might expect, Tekoue sets a very bad example. 
He appears in a drawing on the cover , kneeling in prayer in front of 
a bible, a lighted candle and a statue of the Virgin Mary , but behind 
him is an impressive collection of fetishes , and good luck charms and 
a bottle of gin. Beads of sweat are rolling down his brow, to the 
regular reader a clear sign that he must have been drinking. 
In the story, Tekoue goes to church drunk, flirts with pretty womean during 
the service and never has any money for the collection. Finally, when 
Pope John Paul II visits Bangui, he fal l s asleep during the homily . 
In the last picture he finally has the grace t o be ashamed of himself , 
and hands his church's banner to his wife Mawa, realising that she is 
far more worthy to carry it, but readers can be fairly sure that this 
change of heart isn't going to stop him getting into trouble again in the 
next edition. 

But in the other stories, good and bad are much less clearly pointed, 
and it is by no means certain that the good will happily and the bad 
unhappily. "The Common Purse " , a young relative of Tekoue struggles to 
pay his way through school, with very little help from his selfish, 
greedy family . Finally he suceeds , and gets a job, but the day after he 
gets his first pay cheque, the first relative arrives, followed by a 
stream of others - including Tekoue - expecting him to feed them, buy 
them drinks and lend them money. The young man is dutiful and give them 
what he can, get ting heavily into debt . On the last page , he hears that 
he has been suspended from duty for six months for embezzling funds from 
the school where he works . So is the boy good or bad? The authors don't 
say; it is left to an elderly neighbour to quote the proverb reminding 
us that "If you eat all the eggs, you never get any chickens " . 

The team which produces the books - Olivier Bakouta-Batakpa, Come Mbringa 
and Eloi Ngallou , write about universal situations; their next edition, 
one of them told me with a grin , is going to be about the rows which 
break out in the family over an inheritance . But the drawings are firmly 
set in the street life of Central Africa. 
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Tekoue lives in a very identifiable Bangui, where moslem merchants sell 
second hand clothes in the market, motor bikes fill up from bottle stalls 
at the side of the road, and fast young women demand to be taken to the 
Punch Coco - Bangui's hottest night spot. The artist clearly has a lot 
of fun doing the drawings , and behind the main characters, in the 
back ground and corners, he puts in all the life of the town. 
The authors say they are trying to hold a mirror up to society; on the 
evidence of these three copies they are succeeding very well indeed . 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

That report from Elizabeth Blunt . But I should like to know what 
Tatara means in Sango . 

MUSIC - Centrafricaine . 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Azande music from Banui with some master-playing on the Kponimbo, 
the xylophone. Next week at this time more of the arts of Africa, and 
until next week this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey saying goodbye. 


