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This dissertation explores the patterns of confluence - the interaction
. ‘ { between oral and written traditions - in early black South African novels,

from the vantage point of recent debates on orality and literacy.

Part One stresses th= continuity of oral and written literature, attempting
o to move away from absolute distinctions towards relative, situational

RN contexts. The first chapter outlines different approaches to the oral

e ‘ tradition, while critically analysing two "great-divide" models of orality
. \j and literacy which continue to influence literary studies, Chapter Two
! shows the blacl novel's continuity with the syncretic form of the early

] black writing published in missionary newspapers.

o Part Two consists of a study of the patterns of confluence in three early
7 black novels. Chapter Three examines the syncretic pattern of Thomas
’ o Mofolo's Moet! ca Bochabela, showing the mediatory presence of missiopary

texts - an uneasy blending of Christian didacticism and Sesotho

mythology.

| Chapter Four explores the influence of the historical romances of H. Rider

. Haggard on early black writing. "ldeas of orality" formed part of the i

stereotypical portrayal of black races in these novels. Thus Sol Plaatje's
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incorporation of Tswana oral tradition in his historical romance, Mhudi,
forms part of a "double-voiced" dialogue with Haggard and the romance

genre,

Chapter Five consists of a thematic study of a hitherto neglected novel,
A.C Jordan's Wrath of the Ancestors. Jordan's use of Mpondemise oral
tradition allows him to draw together the mythical and seccial dimensions
of the "School-Red" conflict. Unlike Mofolo and Plaatje, the 'pagan'
woridview is not undermined by Christianity, but by a sense of the

inexorability of the forces of history.

The conclusion places this study in the context of literary studies in
South African English universities today, while cautioning against

over-simplistic and uncritical tradition-building.
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Preface,

A critical discourse appropriate to African Literature has long been a
saurce of contention. Twenty five years ago Chinua Achebe lambasted
Eurocentric critles for their lack of Knowledge and the blases in their
approach to works by African writers:

We are not opposed to criticism but we are getting

a little weary of all the speclal types of criticism

which have been designed for us by people whose

knawledge of us is very limited.?
This complaint became the common refrain of many African writers and
critics over the years that followed. An intrinsic part of this argument
is the claim that African literature is rooted in an indigencus oral
tradition, thus a knowledge of the forms of this tradition Is a prerequisite
for an understanding, or evaluation, of this literature, An example would
be Ernest Emenyonu's statement prefacing his discussion on the
"requirements’ of a literary critic:

What many Western critics issue on African literature

is a reflection of a profound lack of knowledge about

Aftican cultural tracitlons coupled with an ignorance

of the existence, nature and depth of the herltage
of African oral tradition.?

1 Chinua Achebe, Morning Yet On Creation Day (London: Heinemann,
1975), p 46.

*  Ernest Emenyonu, "African Literature: What does it take to be s
critic?", Afrlcan Literature Today No 5: The Novel in Africa, ed.,
Eldred Durosimi Jones (London: Heinemann, 1971), pp 9-10. Also see
Solomon ©O. lvasere, "Oral Tradition in the Criticism of African
Literature,”" The Journal of Modern African Studles 13.1 (1975): pp
107-119, and mora recently Chinwelzu et al, Towards the
Decolonlzation of African Literature (Washington: Harvard U Press,




Whether the situation has improved Is debatable, However, since then a
large number of literary critics and folklorists have focused on the oral
sources of African novels. In Nigeria, studies of Achebe, Tutuola, Okara
and Soyinka testify to the variety of Interactions between oral forms and
weritten narrative.?® There have also been vcontroversies, When Amos
Tutuola first published The Palm-Wine Drinkard European critics were
quick to applaud its "Africaness", and make portentious claims about the
novel's Incorporation and synthesis of a grab bag of mythologies, or lts
oral style. These generalisations were soon undercut by less enthuslastic
Nigerian critics who showed that Tutuola's use of myth derived frum
Yoruba mythology, that was at times mediated through the ponular,
indigenous fiction of Daniel Fagunwa. Moreover, that his so-~called oral
language resulted from a direct translation from the Yoruba idiom into
English - his "oral" or "surreal" style was a reflection of his abllitles
as a second language speaker of the English language:

his English Is that of the Yoruba user, not of the

average educated user but of generally the user with

post-primary education at approximately the leval of
present-day Secondary Class Four,”

1983).

| would like to stress from the outset, that the term "eral tradition”
{s used in Its generlc sens? to denote the oral medium. When used
in the context of Africa it Is not meant to Imply that African oral
traditions are [dentical or homogenous, or c¢eonnected to a particular
kind of soclety,

3 See for example Bernth Linfors, Folklore In Nlgerlan Literature. (New
York: Africana Publishing Company, 1973), Kofl Aweonoor, "A Study
of the Influences of Opal Literature on tha Contemporary Literature
of Africa,” diss., U of New York, 1972, and Emmanuel Oblechina,
Culture, Traditlon and Soclety In the West African Novel,
(Cambridge:  Cambridge U Press, 1975),There have also been
innumorable articlas on the oral influsnces of specific novels,

“ A, Afolayan, "Language and Sources of Amos Tutuola," Perspectives
on Afrlean Literature, ed., Christopher Heywood (London:
Helnemann, 1971), p 54. For an account of the controversy see James
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The controversies played an important role in providing a specific focus
for scholarship drawing on the oral tradition, and undetrscored the danger

of more 'impressionistic' analyses,

On the other hand, Nigerian studies also serve as a reminder that {iterary
scholarship does not take place in a vacuum; one needs to be sensitive
leavis-type tradition-building. In

to the role of academy in

post-independence Nigeria an English literary curriculum was retained,
and supplemented by courses in African literature, despite Nigerian
critics attempts to place "African works written in English outside of the
British tradition, in a line of continuity with indigenous, vernacular, or
oral literature."® The resuit was the assertion of a genealogy (beginhing
with Yoruba and lIgbo oral traditions and then moving, via Fagunwa, to
Tutuola, Achebe and Soyinka) which tends to over-simplify the
oral/writing continuum and to underniay the social relations imbedded In
oral traditlon - a genealogy, nonetheless, tajlor-made for a supplementary

course,

in Kenya, attempts at tracing 'historical continulties’ took a more radical

form, involving the abelitlon of the Englisl Department and the foundation

Booth, Writers and Polltlcs Hodder and

Stoughton, 1981),

In  Nigerla (London:

B David Attwell, "The British legacy in anglophone African literary
chiticism,” English In Africa 11.1 (1984): p 89, Also sea Arthur
Ravenseroft, "University Syllabuses and 'Afrlcan Literature',"
Bulletin of the Assoclation for African Literature In Engllish 1 (1964):
pp 1-4, and Kole Ogungbesan, "A Reappraisal of English Literature
Syllabuses In Nigerian Universities," Journal of the Nlgerian English
Studies Assoclation 5.1-2 (1972): pp 86-93. Although part of my
argument has been extrapolated from Attwell's article, 1 use
traditlon-bullding’ In a more narrow sense. See Landeg White's
reviow article, "Literature and History In Africa," Journal of African
History 21 (1980): pp 537-546,
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of a Department of Literature with Africa as its "organising principle".®
Occupying pride of place in the sylabus, according to Ngugi (an actlve
participant in the debate), was the study of oral literature:

Orature (oral literature) has its roots In the lives
of the peasantry. It is primarily their compositions,
thetr songs, thelr art, which forms the basis of the
national and resistance culture during the colonial
and neo-colonial times, We three lecturers were
thaerefore caling for the centrality of peasant and
workar heritage in the study of literature and
culture.”

Not unexpectedly, one often finds a more critical view of the relationship
botween written and oral iiteratures in the writings of East Afrlcan
critics:

If the task of tracing connections between the

vernacular/oral/traditional  and  modern  literary

cultures was to be fairly easily accomplished in West

Africa, In the East the vernacular culture and that

of what Mazrul calls the 'Afro-Saxons' were more
clearly polarized,?

In sharp contrast to both East and West Africa, however, there have been
few studies exploring the confluence of oral and literary traditions in the
black South African novel, either at the general level, or in specific

analyses of Individual novels.® This situation Is exemplified by the

¥ This event which teok place in 1968, (and the cdebate that followed),
is described by Ngugl In Decolonising the Mind. (London:  Jamas
Currey, 1981), pp 89-102,

" Ngugl, p 95,
' Attwell, p 92,

¥ An exception can be made of critical scholarship petrtalning to Thomas
Mofolo's Chaka, Sea for example B, Obumselu, "Mofolo's Chaka and
the Folk Tradition," Papers in African Literature, ed,, Christopher
Heywood (Sheffleld Papers on Literature and Society, 1976), and
C.F. Swanepoel, "Reflections on the Art of Thomas Mofolo," Lim/
7.1-2 (1979) pp 63-76.
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published proceedings of a Conference on Orality and Literacy held at
Natal University three years ago.!? Of the three studies devoted to
modern African literature, two focused on the transition from oral
tradition to written text in creative writing from West Africa. The third
study explored the children's stories of Marguerite Poland. Given the
absolute dearth of literary scholarship In this field it would seem that
that Mbulelo Mzamane's words at the 1981 York Conference are still
relevant today:

In dealing with creativity among blacks most scholars

tend to deal with either oral or written forms, but

very seldom with both, as If these entitles are not

mixed in the creative process of black writers in

South Africa, !

The alm of this study, then, is to begin redressing the Imbalance.

During the seventies tho battie aver oral literature as a legitimate subject
of study was fought and won, leaving in its wake a number of studies
and collections of oral genres from all over the continent excmplified by
the Oxford Searies. And the last decade has been characterised by
renewed and vigorous debate about the nature and the consegquences of
literacy, and about the differences betweon spoken and written language,
The *ransitional state of litoracy today, a topic hardly concelvable fifty
years ago, formed the subject of tho 1985 Wolfson College Lectures. Gerd
Baumann in an introductory addross aptly summed up +he debate:

To ask what It is, and what it does to a poerson, or
people, or a sociaty to 'bo literate' has become a

1t Richard Whitaker and Edgord Sienaert, eds., Oral Tradition and
%éta%racy (Durban: Natal U Oral Documentation and Research Centre),

11 Mbulele Mzamane, "The Uses of Traditional Oral Forms in Black South
African Literature," Literature and Soclety [n South Afrlca, ods.,
Landeg White and Tim Couzens (London: Longmans, 1936), p 147,
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question of wice interest. The political, cultural, and

cognltive effects of literacy are as yet open {ssues,

but issues of cruclal importance, !?
This situation has lead to a renewed emphasis on oral tradition and orality
within the context of different cultures and societies, The trend has been
to move away from absolute distinctions towards relative, situational
contexts. In the words of the linguist, Deborah Tannen:

It is lmportant to stress that It is the awareness of

strategies that have been assoclated with oral and

Htarate traditlon that has been enlightening. | ha.e

come to belleve ... that these strategles are nut

limited to orality vs. literacy, and certainly not to

spoken vs. written language, but rather can be scen

to Interplay in spoken and written discourse in
various settings.!?

Thus this dissertation alms to draw on transcribed oral narrative and
racent theoratical debates, while undertaking a textual analysis of early
biack novels,!* {n order to carry out more In-depth analyses, | have
limited tho study to three specific novels written by pioneering black

writers all of whom had thelr voots in the rural arcas.'® Qbviously, then,

12 Gerd Baumann, od., The Written Word Literacy In Transition
(Oxford: Oxford U Prass, 1986), p 2.

13 Peborah Tannen, ed., Spoken and Written Language: Exploring
Orgl/ty and Literacy (Norwood: Ablex Publishing Corporation, 1982),
p 4

o Although the oral tradition Is often linked to ideas of an 'African
aosthetic', and tho search for evaluailive critaria, such questions are
not addrossed (at least explicitly) in this study, | believe that only
when we have a mora concrate idea of the coenfluence of oral and
w't'ltten forms in the klack novol can more profitable theorising take
place,

18 Al three novelists wore part of thoe same elite class but had different
backgrounds. Daspite retaining strong tles with rural communitiasg,
Flaatju's oxparlence of tho metropelis shaped his world-vioew, and
Mhudi, Mofolo, by contrast, had spent mest of his lfe in the Moria
Cheistlan communlty of Lesotho whon he wrote his flrst noval.

XA
.
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this study cannot claim to be exhaustive or even fully comprehensive,
tnatead it should be viewed as a preamble to a far largar project exploring
the continitities (and no doubt clisruptions) with later black writing much

of which has focused on an urban experience,!®

It would be irwossible to thank adequately all those who have contributed
to my researchi, Foremost among these have been my colleagues in the
Division of African Literature, who provided a stimulating environment,
while offering support and encouragement, | would also like to thank the
librarians of the Africana library for thelr valuable and ever-willing

assistance.

Jordan, who belonged to a later goenoration, spent his formative years
as part of the School community in Transkei.

18 An important transitional velce was that of R,R.R. Dhlomo. His short
storios published in Sjambok anticipate a different approach and a
naw setting. See R.R.R. Dhlome, Twenty Short Stories, English In
Afriea 2.1 (1975).
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Please arise, you things with
brains
That fly 'mongst the stars and
the moon,

Arise and take up sticks

So that you do research with
rigor

And stop splitting hairs over
trivial folktales....!”?

Chapter One.

introduction.

Although there are few studies on the influence of oral tradition on the
black novel in South Africa - the literary scholar is entering a terrain
often spoken about, and'a territory much spoken for. Many assumptions
about orality and literacy, and the nature of 'oral societies' of the past
abound. This introduction (by no means a systematic or exhaustive
critique) sets out to outline in brief certain sets of ideas and assumptions
which directly imdinge on a study of South Afrlcan literature. By
engaging with the 'models' sketched out below | hope to provide a context
in which the assumptions (and perhaps limitations) underlying my literary

approach will become clearer.

In a paper presented at the 1981 York Conference, the Black
Consclousness writer and scholar, Mbulelo Mzamane, accused literary
scholars of ignoring the mix of oral and weitten tradition that
characterised the "creative process" of black South African writers, He
then went on to add:

In practice the distinction between traditlonal oral
modas and Western literary forms does noet exist or,

7 David Yali-Manisi, "The Bird of the Forest Grows Restless," trans,
Jeff Opland, Zulu and Xhosa Oral Poetry Performed and Explalned,
Guide to the Video Recording, (Durban, Natal U Oral Doct.mentation
and Research Centre, 1986).
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at least, is never clearly demarcated. Black writers
often operate, uhconsclously most of the time, within
both traditions,?!®

While Mzamane's words call attention to a hiatus in Southern African
literary studies, they also point to a dilemma which faces the scholar who
attempts to respond to his call. !deas about the oral tradition and its
influence on the modern writer are inextricably and explicitly tied to
P litical ideologies. This is not surprising given that the collection of oral
literature and volkskunde has long been associated with nationalist
movements., For instance, the discipline of félklore was given great
impetus by the nationalistic strand of European Romanticism in the early
nineteeth century:

The outburst of nationalism in Europe following the

French Revolution and Napoleonic Wars has often

been remarked as one of the strands in Romanticism.

Along with this went an emphasis on local origins and

languages, accompanied by an enthusiasm for the

collection of 'folklore' in various senses - what would

now be called 'oral literature' (ballads, folk songs,

stories) as well as 'traditional' dances and vernacular

languages and 'customs'. The political and ldeoclogical

implications of this return to 'origins' are abvious,

and the appeal was all the more forceful because of

the Romantic stress on the significance of the 'other'

and the 'lost', and the virtue of 'unlettered' and

‘natural’ folk both now and in the past.??
In a comparable way oral tradition emerged as a symbol of unity and
identity in the Blacik Consclousness movement in South Africa during the

seventies,?® Through an assertion of "blackness" the movement set out

8 Mzamane, "The Uses of Traditional Oral Forms in Black South African
Literature," White and Couzens, p 147.

19 RUT Finnegan, Oral Poetry (Cambridge: Cambridge U Press, 1977),
p 34,

20 For a comprehensive account of the Black Conscloushess movement
during the seventies see Gail Gerhart, Black Power in South Africa:
T he Evolution of an ldeology (Berkeley: U of California Praess, 1978).
Also see Kelwyn Sole, "Culture, Politics and the Black Writer: A
Critical Look at Prevailing Assumptions," Publlsher-Writer-Reader:

PELIN
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to counter the inferiority experlenced by the 'oppressed', and to provide
a united front in the struggle against racial oppression, Culture was a
Keyword In this philosophy as this definition by N. Chabanl Manganyl
clearly shows:

Beginning with Negtitude in the 1830's and the notion

of the Afrlcan personallty during the 1960's there

emerged In the United States and later in South

Africa the black consclousriess movements, | want

to suggest that these movements, discontinuous as

they appear and isolated both In temporal and

geographic terms as they have been, are symptomatic

of some profound need in the inner world of the black

collective psyche to materialise a new identity to

harness all the cesources of its cultural and historical
unconsclous, 2*

Accordingly, Black Consclousness organisations such as the South African
Students' Organisation (8.A.5.0.) and the Black People's Convention
(B.P.C.) spearhoaded a resurgence of cultural activity in the townships
almed at black audiences, Poetry recitals, for instance, became an
Important forum for Black Consclousness philosophy. Out of this milieu
emerged the poetry of Serote and Gwala, the writings of the Staffrider
'school' and the tnueption of black publishing houses like Skotaville,
There was also a renewed emphasis on the political role of the writer,
and on rediscovering the cultural 'heritage’ of the past. In the writings
of writers like Mzamane, Gwala and Mutloatse we find that the relationship
between the contemporary black novel and oral tradition is not merely
of literary or intellectual concern, but In fact encapsulates the assertion
of a cultural identity within the political struggle against apartheid. The

black writer is intrinsically linked to an oral heritage (which was

Soclology of Southern African Lfterature, ed,, Susan Gardner
(Johannesburg: Department of Comparative Literature U of the
Witwatersrand, 1986),

21 N, Chabani Manganyi, Mashangu's Reverle and other essays
(Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1977), p 54,

.
v’




7 communal and democratic) even if the cord be an unconscious one as in
A the case of the early Serote:

. T Like many of his contemporaries, therefore, he
(f’ . started writing without models, other than the
+ & English poets he had read as prescribed works at
school and the African oral tradition, which is lodged
o deep In the soul of every African writer.*?

F\ ' This 'essentlal' bond naturalises and legitimises the black writer's
N

commitment to an expicitly political art:

so that whanever a child wanted an explanation about
anything, an appropriate tale could always be found
to illustrate the point. ... This phenomenon has beon
‘ carried over to written literature. The protest
. v tradition, for Instance, Is buijlt on a given number
e, ™ of situations which we find prevalent in South
' iy African society, The short story or poem within the
d tradition has a social and political purpese, like any
' other traditional tale. To suggest that Black South
African literature should dispense with the protost
- element, as Lewis Nkosi advocated in ‘'Fiction by
. o Black South Africans' from Home and Exile, 1s to
") ignore the African communal echic which has given

ko - risa to the 'political tale'.??

‘ \ The African tale dealt with a wide range of subjects,
|
i

This is not the place to explore all the symbols and motifs of Black
L Consciousness philosophy. What is of concern is to show that Black
Yo Consclousness writers have foregrounded certain oral traditions, and
ldeas abouk oral tradition. The emphasis, as Mzamane's essay shows, Is
lass on tha continulty of form and more on the continuity of purpose.
When the black wrlter writes "committed" literature he is sald to be
fulfilling the same functional role as tha traditional poet or storyteller:
- ; Notions on committed literature and the functional
purpose of literature among Africans derive from the
traditional roloe of the poat and story-teller as the
embodiments of traditional values and the poople's

'coileclive consclones'. The African writer s still
expocted to articulate the people's problems and

22 Mzamane, p 152,

!
t
|
|
|
; 21 Mzamane, p 149,
!
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complaints, and to project their collective
aspirations. !

Tho genres of oral traditlon which most 'fit' this functional model are that
of the pralse poem (espaclally the /zfbongo of the heroic age of Zulu
history) and the didactic tale.2® Thus Black Consciousness weiters tend
to highlight the Imboirgl's licence to criticise, and to view pralse postry
as a pootry of hetoic action:

Herolsm remains an essential weapon In the liberation

struggle In South Africa. So whether it is Dennls

Brutus writing about Luthuli or Mongahe Serote

paying homage to the role of the African woman In

the struggle, there is in all the poots a common urge

to turn to lzlbongo.?¢
Moreover, the relationship between the modern black writer and his
audience should be, according to these writers, analogous to the 'organic'
bond between the pralse poet and the community:

All 1 am saylng Is that the black writer should

concentrate primarily on his immadiate audience. What

goes on In the community forms the basis of his

writings, He Is deeply rooted there - and his

authenticity Is thore or not thare for one to sce, hear
and foel,?7

From the Black Consciousnoss perspective a particular model of the
relationship betwoen oral tradition and weriting emerges: one which
rovelves areund ldeas about the rola of the storyteller/poct Ir pre-colonial

black socloty and whieh strosses the functional and coramunal basis of

2 Mzamane, p 148,

3 This Is not to say that praise pootry has not had a pervaslve
Influence on black narrative fiction. The works of Mofolo, Dube, and
mc%t{e recently Mazisi Kunene, stand as eloguont tostimony to this
Influence.

3% Mzamane, p 147,

7 Mothobi Mutloatse, introduction, Forced Landing (Johannesburg:
Ravan Pross, 1980), p 2.
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his art. This model underpluys the variety of oral traditlons (let alone
the comploxlty of power rolations In traditional society), which leads to
an ovaer-simplification of the diversity that marks the Interaction between
oral and written forms. For instance, no reference is made to less =
stylired, mora Informal traditional gentes such as riddiing and the telling
of proverbs, Nor Is there mention of urban forms such as township lore
which qualifies as oral tradition but is performed under very different e
contoxts: straet-corners, shebeens, and (as Ndebele reminds us) even |

on buses and trains:

I have listened to countlass storytallars on the buses
and trains carrylng people to and from work in South
Africa, The majority of them have woven masterpleces
of untartalament and instruction. Others were so
popular that commuters made sure they did not miss
the storytellers' trains. The vast majority of the
storlas were elther tragedios or comedies about
lovers, township Jealousies, the worrles of
widows.... And we have to face the truth here:
there wore proportionately fower ovartly political
storfos, Whoen thoy talkod politics, they talked
politics; when thoy told storlos, they teld storles,?®

A functionalist approach to oral tradition also ignores its very important
empathic dimensions, as Peter Thuynsma observes In an analysis of the
alements of parformance in the Xhosa ntsomi:

Thoso olamants that do comprise the overall structure
nood, | think, to be relogated to a secondary rung
in favour of the rolatlonships that the artist
anglnoors botweon harself and her listeners, and
hetweon horself and her tale. Indeed it Is safer to
focus on the performance aspoct in a way not possible
with  praise or  other more ceremonial  oral
exprosaion, ?

20 Njabulo 8. Ndebele, “Turkish Tales, and Some Thoughts on S.A,
Fictlon," Staffrider 6.1 (1984): p 47,

80 pater Thuynsma, "Xhesa Ntsoml: The Langiage of Gesture," The
English Academy Review 4 (1987): p 78. The critical writings of
Isidoro Okpewho oxplore thase empathic dimensions within the contoxt
of African oral tradition.
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Although Black Conscioushess philosophy is loss pervasive today, it has

‘left us with a dual legacy: a useful emphasis on the Interaction of oral

and written forms, but a model of that interaction which tends to coliapse

important formal distictions,?®

But are there clear-cut distinctions to be made betwaeen oral and written
traditions, between orality and literacy? What preciscly do we mean by
the term 'oral'? According to Ruth Finnegan there are three different,
but related, criteria for orality: oral composition, oral transmission and
oral performance.?? Diffarent theorlas tend to foreground one clement at
the axpanso of othors, Oral-formulaic studies, for oxample, inspired by
Albart Lord's approach In The Singer of Tales have placed greatost
emphasls on oral composition, tha' Is zomposition which takes place during
poarformance as In the opic tales of the gusfar/.?* Lord was influenced
by Milman Parry's discovery that the eplc bards of Yugesiavia committed
thelr long tales to memory, not by word-for-word memorisation, but
through stock phrases which enabled them to improvise during
parformance:
The poot who composes with only the spoken word

must bo abla to fit his words into the mould of his
vorsos arker o fixed pattorn... In composing he will

38 of, Gwala's words In a recent review of the COSATU worker poots:
"By Infusing social lssuos with thair porsonal experiences thoy have
resurrestod oral pootry irom the tombs of tho past and given it a
now life," Mafika Gwala, "The Oral Pootry of Mzwakhe Mbuli and the
COSATY Workors," Staffrider 7.1 (1988); p 91,

I Elnnegan, Oral Peetry, p 17,

1z %gé))lt B. Lord, The singer of tales (1960; New York: Athenoum,

o
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do no more than put together for his needs phrases

which he has often heard or used himself, and which,

grouping themselves in accordance with a fixed

pattern of thought, come naturally to make the

sentence and the verse; and he will recall his poem

easily, when he wishes to say it over, because he

will be gulded anew by the same play of words and

phrases as before,??
Parry termed theso "phrases", formulae, which he deflned as: "a group
of words ... regularly employed under the same metrical conditlons to
express a given essontial idea".?* In the Singer of tales lord expanded
the concept of the formuia, and turned his attention to other epics which
exist today in written form: The /llad, The Odyssey and and the Old
English Beowolf ete. This approach was adopted by scholats of other oral
and written traditions., Written texts were analysed according to thelr
"formulary density" which was taken as evidence of oral composition. The
oral=formulale approach doos not, however, appear to have been as
influontial in studies of African oral tradition.?® Furthormore, African
studies suggoest that the practice of composition-in=-parformance dees not
axtend to all oral traditlons. Oral poets in Somaii, for instance, have
baen shown to make extensive use of verbatim memorisation.?¢ And among
the Zulu, as Copo points out, some /zlbongo performances

e e L e ]

33 Cited In John Miles Foley, Oral=Formulalc Theory and Rescarch: An
Inﬁcoductlon and Annotated Blbllography (New York: Garland, 1985),
p Js

4 Folay, p 31.

18 goutharn Africa studios following this approach would Includa; Jeff
Opland, Xhosa Oral Poetry (Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1983) and
Harold Schoul, The Xhosa Ntsoml (Oxford: Oxford U Press, 1971),

3¢ 3gg |.M, Lewls, "Literacy and cultural identity In the Horn of Africa:
the Somall Case," The Written Word: Literacy In Transtien, ed,, Gord
Baumann (Oxford: Oxford U Prass, 1986).
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derive from writton compositions, written elther to
be read in public or to bo moemorized for public
performance. This would be in keeping with the Zulu
tradition for in my experiohce, compositions are
prepared In advance and not during the
performance.??
Although oral-formulale theory, at first blush, scems to offer a promising
approach to African literature = It would be marvellous to discover an
'oral style', for instance - this Is not borne out by actual analysls,
Moreover, as we shall see, oral-formulalc theory in practice can load to

rather dangerous over-simplifications,

A far oldor tradition closely aligned with folklore studies has been the
'historical-geographical' school (also known as the 'Finnish' sehool), This
school foregrounds the element of transmission and makes use of a
widely-comparative methodology. The first folklorists compared variants
of folktales (and other [tems) In order to trace thelr hlstery and
raconstruct the original proto-type or Ur~form. In order to facllitate this
comparison vast classificatory systems wore developed culminating in Stith
Thompson's Motif Index of Folk Literature. Those systems emphasised tho
content of a tale and abstracted themes wud motifs from their social
contoxt. ¥ However, by the carly sixtios a now generation of folklorists
had begun to ontertaln doubts about tho seemingly endless pursuit of

variants = in the words of Melviila Jacobs:

3T Tpovor Copo, "Literacy and tho Oral Tradition: tho Zulu Evidence,"
Whitaker and Sienaert, p 153,

3'  These fow brief commonts obviously can't do justice to a mothed which
has had a major Influence on folklore studies. For the onguing debate
about tha merits and domerits of this approach seo the Journal of
Folklore Research 23.2-3 (1986), A uscful summary of debates within
the discipline of Folklore Studies is to be found In Jan Harold
Brunvand, Folklore: A Study and Research Gulde {New York: St,
Martins Pross, 1976),
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Why should they (folklorists) collect more storles and
mote versions of already obtained stores? Why should
they spot and categorize into motifs, plots, tale
types, thomes ... fuhctions ... motifemes??®
Rejecting "the exclusivity of the one=dimenslonal pursuit of texts through

" those folklorists began o emphasise elements of

time and space,’
performance above transmission *® Although this study often draws on a
comparative method - for instance the tale of the Kholumelumo as It
appears in Mofolo is contrasted with similar tales In oral collections - |
have trld to place the navrative within its cultural (and historical)
context rather than abstracting i, and | have avolded the classificatory

Jargon, "}

The past twaenty years have witnessed an increasing cmphasis on tho
porformative uspoct of the oral tradition, In the fleld of folklore and
related flelds thore has arison the ‘contextual schoei” whose ocloctic
approach has boon Influenced by a whole host of other dissiplines. Its
most porvasiva influonce has boen that of socio-linguistics especlally the
theorios of Doll Hymes regarding "eommunicative events"., Certaln types

of "communicative ovent" have been of central importance to folkiorists,

30 th}ga Degh, intreduction, Journal of Folklore Research 23.2-3 (1986):
p 79,

"% Dagh, p 79.

“1(n this study | havo also trled to avold simply cataloguing an ondloss
colloctlon of motifs In black novels that could be sald to resemble
motifs abstracted from difforont South Afrlcan oral narratlve
traditlons, Examples have boen selocted in ordor to Illuminate a widor
thoeme, and In such o way as te preserve a sense of context. For an
oxamplo of tho pitfalls of this approach soe G.T. Msimang, Folktale
{nfluence on the Zulu Novel (Pretoria: Acacla, 1986).

. e et
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namely "those utterances which transform the role of speaker and listener
to those of performer and audience,"*?
Within a contextual approach, the context of an oral performance is
considered an intrinsic component of the event's meaning and not just a
useful obfter dictum to a transcription ot recording., There can be no
dichotomy between a verbal 'text' and its actualisation:

"Meaning" ... is hot only the paraphrase of a

statement into its logical constituents, but the

comprehension of the entire system of relationship

that madz the communication of an act of speaking

possible, including its cognitive, expressive, and

behavioural dimensions.*?
This kas lead to a shift in focus from absolute distinctions between oral
and written events to an emphasis on the context in which different
characteristics of the differing media come into play., Despite this shift
there are still scholars who perpetuate "great divide" theories which
sweep across cultures and across history in order to make distinctions
between oral and written cultures - with the medium of oral expression
as the basis for differences., One such theorist is Walter J. Ong whose
theories of oral noetics explore the evolution of the word from "primary
orality" through writing and print and other forms of residual orality to
the "secondary orality" of the electronic age:

Recent studies have shown how oral noetic processes

- ways of acquiring, formulating, storing and

retrieving knowledge in cultures unfamiliar with

writing or print - have certain distinctive features

as compared to the noetic processes of cultures
possessed of writing ... and how these distinctive

42 Dan Ben-Amos, introduction, Folklore: Performance  and
Communlcation, eds., Dan Ben-Amos and Kenneth S. Goldstein (The
Hague: Mouton, 1975), p 4.

43 Ben-Amos, p 3,
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features are related to what can be called an oral
lifestyle, "

These "distinctive features”, according to Ong, are also internalised.
The Individual in a primary oral culture, we are to believe, also thinks
orally:
For human thought structures are tied in with
verbalisation and must fit available media of
communication: there is no way for persons with no
experience of writing to put their minds through the
continuous linear sequence of thought such as goes,
for example, into an encyclopaedic article, Lerigthy

verbal performances in oral cultures are never
analytic but formulaic.*$

Although Ong's theories have been heavily criticised for, among other
things, lacking cross-cultural validity, he is not easily dismissed. His
approach seems to be in the ascendant and his work is being used in
studies pertaining to Southern Africa, and in literary studies. A recent
gample would be Gerhard Fritschi's Africa and Gutenberg: Exploring
Oral Structures In the Modern African Novel. Fritschi explores the
modern African novel as a "synthesis of an oral sensibility with a literate
form". He outlines his intention

to analyse and interpret how the traditionally oral

Africa ~ perhaps its orality even newly reinforced

by the influence of the electronic media - carries on

and integrates its heritage in a world shaped by the
combined alphabetic and Gutenberg revolutions.*®

“4  Walter J. Ong, Interfaces of the word: Studies In the evolution of
consciousness and culture (lthaca: Cornell U Press, 1977), p 96,

“U Ong, p15. Walter Ong addresses some of these criticisms in his more
recent work, See, for instance, Walter J. Ong, "Writing is a
Technology that Restructures Thought," The Written Word: Literacy
in Transltion, ed. Gerd Baumann (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986).

46 Gerhard Fritchi, Africa and Gutenberg: Exploring Qral Structures
In the Modern African Novel (Berne: Peter Lang, 1983), p 1.
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Thus Fritehi brings a baggage of terms derived from Lord, Ong and
Havelock to bear on the novels of Amos Tutuola, Chinua Achebe and
Gabriel Okara, Like the Black Consciousness movement, he has a rather
homogenous view of oral cultures and of the antimonies between
"traditional' and modern societies. This shows itself in constant little
caveats exemplified by his interpretation of the "half-bodied baby" in the
“he Palm-Wine Drinkard:

The story's perculiarly African meaning may be

interpreted as a portrait of a certain type of African

affectud by Western influences, corrupt and greedy,

morally lost between two cultures, a too heavy

burden for his African parents,®’
This colonial stereotype of the educated African alerts us to the fact that
many of the generalisations made by Fritschi sound suspiciously like
colonial  depictions of 'primitive man'., Especially the blatant
generalisations about the African "oral mind"., Achabe's success we are
told in his first three novels stems from his portrayal of the ways "an
oral mentality understands and expresses reality,"

Particularly with the proverb he depicted a reasoning

moulded by recalling devices, a reasoning which s

communal in time and space, thus favoring closed,

conservative, authoritarian thinking. It is a mentality

which structures actuality empirically, having a

facet~like, operative, non-sytumatic understanding

of the world.*®
Throughout his study Fritschi makes uncritical use of dichotomies such

"oral/litarate mind" and "oral/literate culture” which hark back to the
colonlal anthropology of Levy-Bruhi.*® However, whereas Levy-Bruhl
made claims for cognitive capacity according to cultural traits, Fritchi

AT Fritehi, p 42,
booEpitehi, p 77,

" See L. lLevy-Bruhl, How the Natives Think, trans, L.A., Clare
(Londen: Allen Unwin, 1926.)
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implles that cognitive capacity Is linked to media, And although he admits,
citing Ong, that developments in verbal communication can not account
for "everything in culture and conscioustess”, he depicts orality and
literacy without making any attempt to place them in a social-historical
context. As a result his study emerges as an updated version of How
Natlves Think. Thare s also no acdmission that the literacy which he
has in mind belongs itself to a specific context; it Is nelther autonomous,
nor universal. This model of literacy, Brian Street argues, is predominant
in academle literature and underlies the thinking of many literacy
programs:

The model tends, | claim, to be based on the

'essay-text' form of literacy and to generalise broadly

from what Is in fact a narrow, culture-specific

literacy practice, ,.. The model assumes a single

direction In which literacy development can be

traced, and  assoclates it with  ‘'progress',

‘civilisation', Individual liberty and social mobility.

it isolates literacy as an independant variable and

then claims to study Its consequences. These

consequences are classically represented In terms of

aconomic 'take off' or in terms of cognitive skills,®?®
That Fritschl has this “essay-type" of literacy in mind emerges in his
analysis of Amos Tutuola, who is shown to be a perfect example of the
survival of an "oral mind". It Is with more than a sense of dea vu that
we read this patarnalistic description of Tutuola's intuitive powers:

| do not want to say that Tutuola consciously chose

his tales and a technique of personitication and

dramatisation to portray aspects of his contemporary

African Individual and society, | doubt whather his

mode of thinking knows such mental

transformation,®?!
Fritschi contrasts Tutuola's deopletion of death "as an ordinary person"

with the definition of death in the Encyclopaedia Britannica In order to

"0 Brian Street, Literacy in theory and practice (Cambridge: Cambridge
U Press, 1984), p 2.

B Epitehi, p 40.

»
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foreground the differences between an an oral culture's knowledge of
death and that of a literate culture. Needless to say, the kind of literacy
embodiod by the Encyclopaedia Britannica conforms to the literacy model
described by Brian Streat, It would seem that both Ong and Fritschi
make the error of generalising from a single type of literacy - the literacy
of the academic world.  The point which Fritchi overiooks In his
ludicrously grandioso Juxtapositions Is that there have been many
different kinds of literacy (just as thore are many kinds of oral tradition)
practised throughout history. This holds true for the African continent
today:

It Is even more Important to remembeor - sinco It

saems to be more easily forgotten - that it is not just

in the last generation or two that writing has gained

significance as a medium for communication In the

so-called "Third World'. A degree of literacy has beon

a feature of human culture in most parts of the world

for millennla. This has rarely meant mass literacy

(a fact significant for the popular cireulation of oral

literature) but has meant o moasure of Influence from

the written word and literatures oven in cultures

ofton dubbed 'oral',®?
The approach then of this study is to view the differonces baetween the
spokken word and the written word as part of a continuum =~ as a
continuing dialogue which constantly reshapes their relation. In tho words
of Ruth Finnegan concorning the nature of 'oral' pootry:

The basie point then, is the continuity of 'oral' and

'wiitten' litorature, Thoro is no deep gulf betwoen

the two: they shade Into oach othor both in tho

present and over many centurles of historical

devalopmant, and thore are Innumerable casos of

pootry which has  both ‘oral' and 'written'

oloments,®?
Likewise (as wo shall sec in the noxt chaptor), the black South African

novel forms part of an ongoing historical dialegue between oral and

82 Ruth Finnegan, Oral Poetry, p 23.

53 Pinnegan, p 24,

— e
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written traditions. The patterns of confluence have thelr boginning in
early Cheristian hymns, Inh the reduction of indigenous oral narrative anhd
poetry to wiiting, In the transmission by word-of=mouth of written texts,
and in the flrst tentative storles written for nowspapers in the nineteenth
gehtury = patterns characterised more often by humble continulties than

by grana distinctions,

+
e
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Chaptor Two.

Pattarns of confluence: early black writing in South Africa.

The history of black writing In South Afriea during the nineteenth
century is characterised by tho conflux of oral and written tradition, a
conflux whieh s wnot without its tensiens and contradictions, In this
chaptar | shall trace somo of the patterns of confluonce, showing thair
continulty in, and influence on, the carly black novels of tho twentiath
contury, My Intontion Is not to prosent a comprehensive pleture of the
dovelopments In black wrlting. Instead, | have fosused on particular

oxamplos {n order to foreground larger themos aned widor trends.®”

The complox, intorweaving patterns havo thelr boginning In the life and
art of Ntsikana. Ntsikana, who lived in the Eastern Cape at the turn of
the century, was a prophot and councillor In the Rharhabe paramouncy
of the westorn Xhosa. After a conversion oxperience he gathored togethor
o small group of followers and preached about the "Thing" that had

antored him. In the words of his sen:

RETAEE TSR £ S ST

B4 Wherover possible | have solosted toxts which have boon translated

Into English. For a mere In=dopth treatmont of this poriod of writing
san;
Albort Gorard, Four African Literaturas {Berkeloy: U of Callferala
Pross, 1971); Landeg White and Tim Couzens, ods., Literature and
Socloty In South Afrlea; and B.W. Andrzojowski ot al, eds.,
Literatures In Afrlean Languages: theoretical lssues and sample
surveys {(Cambridgo: Gombridga U Pross, 1985). | am particularly
indebted to A.C. Jordan's ploneering study Towards an Afrlecan
Literature: The Emergenco of Literary Form [n Xhosa (Borkoley: U
of Galifornia Pross, 1973),
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On reaching home, he told them what had befallen
him, and also that thoy must not listen to Mxele,
who was misleading the people, but listen to this
Thing that had entared him. "This Thing that has
antered mo onjoins that we pray, and that all must
kneeli" Thereaftor he held divine sovice at all times,
and he was wont to put on his karess of
leopard-skins. and read therefrom.®t?

in his sermons Ntsikana synthosised the doctrine of Christ (which ho
had heard as a child) with symbols and images rooted in the traditions
and life oxperiencos of the Xhosa peopla of that time. Ho also composed
four hymns which formed an Important part of his "divine services™:

Ntsikana's four hymns were woven into his order of

sorvice, Traditlon has It that ho would stand in front

of his hut at dawn, chanting the hymn that is known

as "“Intlsimbl" Ka Ntslkana - Nislkana's Bell' to call

his poopla to worship, When this was finlshed ho

would go into his hut followed by his congregation

and would settle thom down with the singing of

'Dalubom - Lifo Croator'. Aftar talking to his peoplo

for a timo he would raise tho 'Pollheaded or Round

hymn'. Preaching and prayors then followed, and

finally thoy would finish with the "Groat hymn = Ulo

Thixo omkhulu ngosezulwinl'.®®
it 1s for "Ulo Thixe omichulu® (Thou Groat God) that Ntsikana is mest
ronewned, a hymn which, acecording to Janet Hodgson, took its musical
form from a traditional wodding song, while its literary form wos that of
a pralse poom = "but the pralso is of God as creator, defonder and
protactor, not an ancostor ot chlef,"*? Typlcal formal features essogiated
with panegyric such as tho use of praise namos, allitoration and ropitition
abound (as this oxtract from Bokwe's translatlon shows):

He Is the groat God, wheo is In heaven;

% Citod In Jordan, p 45,

¥ Janot Hedgson, "The Genlus of Nisikana: Traditienal Images and the
Prggoss of Chango Inh Early Xheso Literature," White and Couzens,
p 29,

¥7  Janat Hodgson, "Fluld assoets and fixed investmonts: 160 yoars of tho
Ntsikana tradition," Whitaker and Slenaort, p 190,
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Thou art Thou, Shield of truth,

Thou art Thou, Stronghold of truth.

Thou art Thou, Thicket of truth,®?
The hymn was first transerlbed In 1822 (a year aftor Ntsikana's death)
and vorsions havo beon ropublished ever sinco. Moreover, tho hymn -
or rather varlants thorcof = has also beon transmitted through oral
tradition into the present day:

As with tha oral transmission of pralse poctry,

changes havo taken place in tho process such as

transposition In the arrangoment of lthes, while some

finas have boon dropped altogoethor and others added

which relate to contomporary oxperionce,®?
From the point of view of tha literary historlan, the hymn s of great
significance = as A,C. Jordan points out:

Tho Importance of Ntsikana lios not In tho legendary

sinltings by the shafts of sunrise, nor in tho rising

winds and reacdings frem karessos. Thae fact that

hls Hymn of Pralse {s tho first literary composition

avor to bo assigned to individual formulation « thus

constituting o bridge botwoen the traditional and

post=traditional peried = s of groat historisal
slgnificance.’*

A similar intor-fooding pattern can bo doetected in Nisikana's life story,
whith became tho first oral narrative to bo reduced to writing., After his
doath, Ntsikana's lifo history was porpotuated in the sormons of his
disciplos, and was first written down by J.L. Dohne of tho Berlin
Misslonary Society, who published it in German. The appoarange of a
misslonary newspaper saw tho flrst of a proliforation of Xhesa and
English writings en the prophot:
This dynamic within the Xhosa written tradition

continued to gather memontum In the ecarly deecades
of the twontleth scentury. It was gonstantly fod by

w« B e )

i Hadgson, "The Gonlus of Ntsikana", p 30.
U9 Hodgson, "Fluld Assots and Fixed Invostmonts”, p 192,

00 Jardan, Towards an Afrlcan Litorqture, pp 50=51,
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the oral traditien, and in turn fed back into the

living tradition,®?
The life of Ntsikana also provided the inspiration for numerous literary
wotks, beginning with the poems of W.W., Gqoba and A.K. Soga in the
latter half of the ninotasth contury and continuing well into tho twentleth
century:

In the literary field thore continued to be an

intorweaving of the oral and written traditions, but

one hundred yoars after Ntsikana's death it was no

longor mainly a quastion of recording the oral

sourcos in the sccond and third gencration of his

following. Rathar, the oral sources provided

Inspiration for croative writing, while the writton

works claborated and emphasized difforent facots of
this mataerial,®?

The gonealogy of the lifo story of Ntsikana oncapsulates many eof the
important stages In the history of black creative writing, The first, most
crucial, stage was the roduction of the Xhosa language to writing by
missienarios frem tho Glasgew Missionary Society areund 1821, This was
followod by the sotéing up of a printing press and (as was to ke tho
pattarn throughout Southern Africa) the printing of a vocabulary, an
clementary grammar bool, tracts and a collostion of hymns ete,
Thereaftor, the misslonarios began translating boeoks of thoe Bible,
beginning with thoe Now Tostament. Sol Plaatjo = writing about Rebort
Moffat who was translating the scriptures into Sotswana during the samo
poriod = undorscores the magnitudo of the task which confronted thoso
early missionaries:

To roalize what this means, it must be rememberod

that, boing first in the field, he had, so to spoak,

to eroate the language from a literary point of view
= to uso I, that Is, not only as n writton medium
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1 Hodgson, "Fluld Assots", p 195.
2 Hodgson, "Fluld Assots", p 197,
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of thought, but for the axpression of entirely new
ideas.., . %?

Tha publication of the Xhesa Christian newspaper, lkwez/ (The Morning
Star), marked an important milostone in South Afrlcan lterary history.
According to A.C. Jordan the writings in this newspaper constitute

the earliost record of anything over writton by a

Xhosa-speaker in Xhosa. So it Is that the oarliest

record  of anything ever written by any

Bantu-spoaking African in his own language In

Southorn Afrlca was made at the small printing pross

at Old Lovedalo about the ond of the first quarter

of the nineteath contury,®®
The first weiters were tho converts of Ntsikana and tholr offspring, and
their weitings revolved around the prephot. /kwez! wus succeeded In 1862
by the Lovedale paper, /ndaba, which publishod articles in both Xhosa
and English.  Like the Sesotho nowspaper, Leselinyana, founded at
roughly the same time, /ndaba became on Impertant ferum for black
wrlting In tho form of ossays, short stories, biographies and (mainly)

didactic pootry,

The most memorable contributions to /ndaba came from Tlyo Soga ("The
Dove of the Natien") whose moralistic ossays = urging the Christian
community to honour thoir chiofs and to have respect for nen=-Christians,

for exomple = tostify to the widoning gulf between tho Christion and

93 8ol Plaatja, Scchuana Proverbs with Literal Translatlons and thelr
European Equlvalonts (London: Kegan Paul, 1916), pp 3-4,

¢t Jordan, Tewards an African Literature, p 38. In this chapter tho
focus falls mainly on Xhosa weiters. Althwugh the Tswana languago
was weltton down carly on in the nincteenth contury, forming the
modium  for a cluster ot misuionary newspapors, the absence of a
standardised orthography serlously impeded the develepment of a
Tswana litorature. Tho Zulu language, on the other hand, was
reduced to writing at a much later stage - thus wo find comparatively
little Zulu writing taking place In the ninctoonth coentury. The vich
history of Sothe journalism and creative writing Is dealt with in the
chaptoer on Mefolo.
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pagan communities, His greatost plece according to Jordan was a

harrowing description of a  journeay by ox-waggon through a

drought-stricken area In the Eastern Cape. Jordan stresses the

significance of thase eatrly writings:

The legacy of the first fifty years of Xhosa literary
activity Is to be respected. If some of our rcaders
are inclined to think that we are over-indulgent when
we make this remark, we have only to remind them
that these flrst writers had no written traditions to
guide them, no Homer or Sophocles, no Horedotus
or Plutarch, no Dante or Petrarch on whom to model
themselvos, ¢

The first writers might have had no writtan tradition to guide them, but
they cortainly had an oral tradition which, as tho life history of Ntsikana
shows, exerted a powerful Influonce, /ndaba, like many othor Cheistian
newspapers, fostared this Influence by publishing oral narratives and
poems reduced to writing - an arca in which Tiye Soga made an equally
significant contribution, In an articlo published in the flrst adition of
Indaba ontitled "A National Nowspapoer" ho outlines hic persenal visien
of the newspapor as "a boautiful vessal”

preserving thae stories, fables, logonds, customs,

anccdotes and history of tho tribes., The activities

of a natlon are moro than cattle, monoy or food. A

subseribor of the Journal should presorve tho coples

of successive aditions of /ndaby and at the end of

tho year make a bound volumo of them. Theso annual

volumos In course of time will boceme a mine of

informatlon and wisdem which will bo a procious

Inherltance  for gencoration (sle) of growing

children, %9
Soga himself was an avid colloctor of tho oral traditions of tho Xhesa
poople, according to his blographoer, John Aitken Chalmers:

Even from his ewn ecountrymon he was ovar collecting

wacts as  to past ovonts, gencalogles, anclent
customs, and battlos, Few of his own natien

88 Jordan, Towards an African Literature, p 42.

8 Donevan Williams, Umfundlisi A Blography of Tive Suga 18281871
(Lovadala: Lovodale Press, 1978), p 98,
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surpassed him in their knowledge of the history of
the Kafir race, and certainly none surpassed him in
his graphic power of describing a battle. | have
seen him long past midnight sitting in a Kafir hut,
note-book in hand, jotting down some incident or tale
or bloody fight as described by an old wrinkled
countryman of his own.%’?
The material was to form part of a book that was never weitten.
Fragments of the genealogies, pralse poems, proverbs and folktales were,

lowever, published in Indaba.

In 1876 Indaba was superceded by two other papers. One of these became
Istgidiml  samaXhosa (The Xhosa Messenger) - a paper which was
published entirely in Xhosa. Its editor, William W. Gqoba, was also a
collector of oral tradition - he was particularly interested in oral history
and wrote a first~-hand account of the cattle-killing episode. Entitled
"The Cause of the Cattle-Killing at the Nonggqawuse Perlod", it was only
published after his death, This short narrative has a syncretic form and
clearty illustrates the marriage of oral and written conventions., For
instance, Its beginning echoes the spoken voice (of Xhosa history) in the
recital of participants and their genealogies:

From Tato's came Maramnco, son of Fadana,

accompanied by Shele, son of Zlzi. From the

Ndungwane came Dulaze, son of Qwesha, related to

Ndarala.  From the Tshatshus came Mpeke, son of

Mfeneni, From the Ngqlka came Namba, great son of

Maqoma. From the Gealeka,...®®
The vision itself is described dramatically and evocatively - in a style
more reminiscent of fiction. It might even be considered a precursor of

the short story, and .t s of tne first flctional appropriations of history

by a black South African writer;

P

87 Cited in Willlams, Umfundist, p 112,
6% Cited in Jordan, pp 71-72.
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Just at this time, there was a tremendous crash of
big boulders breaking loose from the cliffs
overlooking the headwaters of the River Kamanga,
whereupon, the men gazed at one another wondering,
for they were seized with fear., |t seemed that some
unknown thing on the cliffs was going to burst into
flames,

While they stood wondering, the girl was heard
sayigg, "Just cast your eyes in the direction of the
sea,

And when they looked intently at the waters of the
sea, it seemed as if there were people there in truth,
and there were sounds of bulls bellowing, and oxen
too. There was a huge formless black object that
came and went, came and went and finally vanished
over the crests of the waves of the sea.

Then it was that all the people began to believe, ®°

The formulaic ending embodies the convergence of the different
traditions, offering a sense of closure while underscoring the narrative's
close kinship with oral tradition:

Such then was the Nongqawuse catastrophe. The

people died of hunger and disease in large numbers,

Thus it was that whenever thereafter a person said

ar unbelievable thing, those who heard him, sald:
"You are telling a Nonggawuse tale."7?

A similar syncretic pattern Is to be found in Gqoba's two long verses,
"The Great Discussion on Education" (1,150 lines) and "Discussion
batween the Christian and the Pagan" (850 lines), serialised in Islgidimi
Just prior to the author's death in 1888, According to Jordan, the poems
preserve the imagery that characterizes the
traditional praisa~poem, as well as showing the
influence of the new learning not only in subject
matter, but also in technique.’}
The latter poem consists of a debate between Present-world and
Worid-to~come along the lines of the oxpository dlalogue in Bunyan's

Pligrim's Progress. Present-worlel argues the Pagan viewpoint, stressing

69 Jordan, p 72.
70 Jordan, p 75.

' Jordan, p 68,
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not only a hedonistic appreciation of the plenitude of life, but also more
shrewdly the political repercussions that have accompanied the arrival
of Christianity:

You desorted your chiefs and came to the Whiteman;

You dastroyed our rule and sided with the enemy;

But your faith is lean and shrivell'd

Even like a chamsleon whose mouth s smear'd

With nicotine on a sultry summer's day,”?
To this World-to~come c¢an only lamely reiterate theological arguments
about the 'eschaton':

Why boast you of sin

That stalks man to the grava?

Will you stay a sinner,

Like a locust that dies
On a dry stalk of grass?’

In the end Present-world concedes defeat, however, the soundness of
his argument underminos the didactic forse of the endinm., This tension
suggusts - as Gerard argucs- that Cqoba's pooms are last-ditch attompts
at reconciling the ldeals of Cheristlan falth with the reality of Beitish
Imperialism, ** Although these verses are not, strictly speaking, narrative
poems, the discussions are punctuated with accounts of historical
incidents and folktales In a form that foreshadows lator fictional prose
narratives, Moreover, tho influence of Bunyan (and tho tenslens which
undercut the dldactism) antlcipate the fiist ever black novel, Thomas

Mofole's Moet! oa Bichakela, and porhaps ever the first-ever English

R ST L SR e

"2 Jordan, pp 64 65,

13 Jordan, p 65.

™ Gerard, p 39.
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novelle:  R.R.R. Dhlomo's An Afrlcan Tragedy' In additlion, Gqoba's
recounting of historical Incldent in order to make a moral point
foreshaclows the historical novels exemplified by Plaatje's Mhud! and

R.R.R. Dhlome's UShaka.’®

Recent studies of political oratory in pre-literate African societies testify
to the way in which the context, techniques and conventions of
speech-making "ensure that many sides of a case are put at the same time
as malntaining the proprieties due %o different statuses".”” Debato
occupled an Important place in many early South African socleties, and

oratory skills were firmly embedded In oral tradition, particularly in oral

Y]

forms such as proverbs and riddles. Benedict Vilakazi ~¢ o the late

forties, underscores the status and fuction of prove - Ngunt unclety!
When quoted in law-suits and strenuous discussicns,

thoy serve a useful purpose in minimizing friction

and bringing about adjustment and harmeny. They

are of social and intellectual importancae, for Nguni
assemblios admire a spokesman who has a great store

of provaerbs and who can aptly and readily quote from

It on appropriate occaslons,”®

"™ R,R.R. Dhlomo, An African Tragedy {(lLovedale: Lovedale Press,
1928). For the influence of Bunyan see Sholley Skikna, "Son of the
Sun and Son of the World: The Life and Works of R.R.R. Dhlomo,"
diss,, U of the Witwatersrand, 1984, p 167,

19 ;R.G%.R. Dhicmo, UShaka (Plotermaritzburg, Shuter and Shooter,
960,

7 Bpian Street, Literacy In theory and practice, p 57, Also see M,
Bloch, ed., Language and Oratory In Traditlonal Socletles (London:
Acadomlc Press, 1975),

" B,W, Vilakazi, "The Qral and Written Litorature in Nguni," dlss.,
U of tho Witwatersrand, 1946, p 244,
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Sol Plaatje records that proverbs played a similar role in pra-colonial
Tswana socioty. Thoy also facllitated thoe expression of antithetical ideas:
The whole truth about a %act cannot always bao
summad up In one pithy saying. {t may have several
diffarent aspocts, which taken separately, socem to
be contradictory and have to be considered In
connexion with their surrounding clreumstances,”?

For Gegoba, thon, the 'debate form' allowed for the oxpraession of this
provarblal lore, while londing a narrative frame structure in which other

short narratives could be loosely slotted in.

One of the flrst short stories written by a Sotho weriter, Azarlele Sekose,
also tokes Hs fomn frem tho dobate. Sokose, teo, was concorned with
prosarving the oral traditions of his poople. During the last two decados
of the nineteenth century ho contributed many articles on Sotho customs,
history and oral traditions to Leselinyana, the Sotho Christlan nowspaper.
Many of these were collated and publishod in bool¢ form In 1893 as Maekhoa
ca Basotho le maele le litsome = the first book published by a Mesothe.
Not unoxpoctedly, tho author drow on his oxtonsive knowledgo of Basotho
oral traditions when writing Pltse ea Linonyane (The Mooting of tho
Birds). This satirvical tale tolls of a mecting colled by the small birds
who are boing persecuted by Phakoo (hawk). A dobate botween the birds
and hawl¢ chauos prosided ever by Loneng tho vultura whe, it transpires,

Is a rather partial judgo,

in eroating his charactors, Sokoso was undoubtedly influonced by Sothe
bird=lora such as tho "song" of tho hawk transcribed by Everitt Segoote,
(anothor plonnering Sotho writer):

Shake=shake the wing,
Snateh away the bile of the Motiyane,

T SR TR 2 T TR

™ Plaatjo, Sechuana Proverbs, p 13,
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At aventide tako that of the lark,

Shov«r=re, sher=r-ro, whizz, black hawli!

| trod on the wet manure, slipped and fell,
The hawk 1s there where the road slips down
Tearing to ploces tho remalns of a dove,®®

The charscterisatlon of the hawk in Sekoso's satire reminds us of this
song = perhaps bocauso Motiyane is the chiof complainant:

Then stood forth Motinyana, ayes timid, oven afraid

to look at the grand Lords; he Is an old mannikin,

his heoad Is already groy; he is leaning heavily on

the stiek In his band. Now and again ho grips his

own throat, spoaks and says: "My Lords, vou will

asle what is this that opons thoe debate? indeod | am

nothing; even If it is so ... | do not {ike to die or

have my childron killed yoar by year. | have only

one roquost. Phakoe must be dispesed from his office

ags lord; he s finishing off the natlon-

of=son=-of=bird, Even though | am withored, | am

kept busy all day running away from him, dodging

midst hodgos, | do not know how he will ever

masticate me, seeing thot 1 am so oid.... "??
The birds” discussion also provides a frame for storles rocounted by some
of the participants, For Instance, tho owl, after complaining bitterly
about hor estracism by the other birds, goes en to toll the assembly how
sho became a night bird. And as in Gqoba's varses, Sokese's "Meating"
ands with a Christian meossago: the partridge quoting passages from the
Biblo calls on the Hawk to repent his sins - In terms of the satire a plea

for the overhauling of the tribal judicial systom in Lesotho.

The debate motlf recurs agaln in a black novelle written at the turn of
the contury (but published only In 1914) - Samuel Mghayl's [Tyala
lamaWele (The Law=Suit of the Twins).?? Contrary to Sekese's tale, this

S T T SRS T R T 2

8o 6.111." Franz, "The Litorature of Lesotho," Bantu Studies 4.2 (1930):
p 165,

1 Epanz, p 176,

¥2 gamuel Mghayl, "The Case of the Twins," trans,,
Collingwood, New African 5 (1966), pp 5-8, 4144, 74-76.
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narrative Is a vindleation of the traditional Xhoesa judicial system. A
systom of law which, as the auther ouploins In his foroword, was based
on precedont and invelved mueh time and offort, A.C. Jordan oxtols the
narrative for its "beauty and dignity" of languago, and the scrupulous
and dotailed vecreation of proceedings at tho Chiof's court:

The stating of tho case by tho plaintiff, his
crogs-qunstioning by tho counsillors, the calling=in
of witnosses, the Alonipha language usoed by the
mid-wives in submitting evidence, the doclamation of
tho bard at the ond of cach seetion, the reaction of
tho men to /zlbongo, tho unassuming mannor ef the
sage Khulilo as he makes an exposition of tha
principlos undorlying the law of primegoniture, the
pronouncemont of thoe verdiet and Chief Hintsa's
sympathy with the sonier twin In pronouncing it, tho
humble but dignified mannor in which Bablini receives
tho vordict agoinst him = all these give a beautiful
pleture of soclal life ameng the Xhosa during the
relgn of Hintsa,®?

Tho second half of tho beok forms a historleal acsount of the Xhesa peaplo
from tho time of the arrival of the "White mon" until the First Werld War
and the death of black soldiers In the Mendif, Altheugh the links between
tho novelle and tho history seem tonusus, Jordan argues that the twe
parts should bo viewed as a wheloe eonjoined by tho line of dovelopmont
that ¢an bo traced through tho pootry which punctuatos the narrativo:

In tha law=suit as wall as In the early chapters of

tho history, tha versificatien, in keoping with the

themo, s in the stylo of the traditional [zihonge, but

with the oeceptanes of tho new loyalties by his poeplo

toewards the close of the book, the bard himselt

begine te oxperiment in  medorn vorsifieation,

Thorofore, to be fully approcioted ITyalae lamaWele,

though partly fost and partly fistion, partly verse
and partly prose, must bo viewed as a wholo,?"

Figtlon, history and pootry, albelt in a moro Integrated form, are the

ingrodlonts of many of the carly novels writton in the first two doecados

€ TR S ST e T R T

83 Jordan, pp 107-108.
Y4 Jordan, p 100,
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of the twentieth eentury = Ingredients which underscore a pattern ef
narrative continuity. Narratives and poems transcribed from oral tradition
paved tho way for longer narratives, typified by the frame narrative,
which formod the historical procurser to tho ecarly novels. A typical
oxample of an carly novel is John Dube's !nslla ka Tshaka (translated
as Jege the Bodyservant of Klng Tshaka) = the first Zulu novel.*® The
novel = really a romance consisting of a serlos of interlinking cpisodes =
tolls tha lifo stery of Chaka's bedyguard, Jege, who Is o witnoss to tho
torrible cruclty and insatiable lust for war of the Zulu Kking in tho last

days of his reign,

Unlike Hoaggard's Zulu remances, tho bloodshed is balanced by dotails
from "ordorly [ifo" such as Chaka's participation in the First Fruits
fastival and tho spontaneous porformanco of Ghaka's praises by Jega's
brother, And, os in Mofole, many oplsedas have tholr erigin in the Praise
Poom ¢« GChaka., Fer examplo tho deed which opltemises Ghaka's wanton
cruoity = tho slitting open of tha womb of a prognant weman - Is distillod
from the praise name:

Tho Startler dovoured an unborn ehild, %9

Aftor the doath of the Zulu King, Joqoe quits Zululand and travels to

Tongoland « o journey punctuated by tho almost obligatery encountor

8% John Dube, Jege the Bedyservant of King Tshake (Lovedale:
Lovedale Press, 19571). Although Duboe's nevoel was written as late as
1930, It typifios an carlier "phasa” of black novol writing. This might
bo oxplained by tho fact that Zulu writing emarged at a comparatively
lato stogo In South African history,

For tho sako of censistency, Mofelo's spelling of "Chaka" will bae usod
throughout this dissertation,

8 "Tho proaise poom of Shaka," /zibonge Zulu Pralse=Poems, ed., Trovor
Copo (Oxford: Oxferd U Prass, 1968), | 2u),
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with a llon. Loss typical are Dube's evocative, othnographic descriptions
such as the torch=lit portralt of the children playing quastion and answor
games, riddling, and performing folktales:

Thon they sang tho seng of Ntunjombill, That great
mountain erag that rises high out of the plain and
looks acrosa tho Tugela river to the mountains of
digtant Zululand., In the reck is a deep eloft that
from a distance looks like the ontrance to a fairy
gastle and there is o logend thot two homeloss
wandorers, a young boy and girl, found rofuge whon
pursued by glante. This Is tho song of Ntunjambili:

"Ntunjambill, Ntunjambili,

Opon that | may enter,

Ntunjambili, Ntunjambili,

Opon and lot me entor."

"Ne mertal man may onter horo,

For this ts the houso of swallows,

No mortal man may entor here,

But enly the flying swallows.”
Thoe rock, howevor, opened te lot in tho wandorers
but closed again befere the areival of glants,®?

In Tongoland, Jege meets and falls In love with a girl called Zaki whe
is bolng courted by the ehief's son. A fight onsues and Joge ls moertally
wounded and loft to die. Howaver, ho ls rescucd by Sitela the quoen of
the Tonga diviners, who takes him te hor island whore his wounds aro
hoalod. During his two yeor stay on this Hoggardesquo island he s

tought tho art of healing and divinatien.

Thoreafter, he journeys to Swaziland (which Is being ploguod by
dysontry) In ovrder to ecarn the lobola demandod by Zaki's parents. His
medical expoertise helps him win the faveur of Sobuza, the King, ond he
le oppolntod reyal physiclan, This moans embracing Swazi eustom and
tradition, which noedless to say form the basls of fairly lengtlhy

descriptions. Zakl cemes to live in Swaziland and = gave for a brief

7 Dube, p 37,
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o interlude when Jego roturns to Zululand which leads to a war botween

| o tho twoe countrles = the couple live to a ripo old age.

( ‘ The mix of olements that Is Jege the Bodyservant of King Tshaka
underscores tho novel's continuity with tho pattorns of confluence and

syneratism so choractoristic of the "jeurnalistic" writing of the previeus

g ]

century. As Sholloey Skikna ebserves:

Jouprnalism was both the resorveir for literature and
tho wator which filled .t

» Othor written toxts also played an influential rele in the history of black
c oy writing, Ovor and above the Bible and the ublquitous Pllgrim's

A Progress, tharo were, for ingstance, tho writings of missienaries and
oxplerors., The opening chaptor of this dissortation oxamines Thomos

o i Mofole's Moet! oa Bochabela, which hag beon solected instead of Mofole's
~ classle Cholka boeouse it roveals with cortaln clarity the patterns of

confluoneo, and has net boen widely studied.

In tho first chaptor it Is arguod that Mofolo was prefoundly influonced
g by Casalis's othnographic work, The Basutes, GCasalis deseribos the
oxistontinl anguish of Individual Basetho prier o the arrival of tho
misslonaries, and Mofole's here Fokesi ls almest cortainly modellod on
theso. Morcever, Mofolo oxplores the similaritios botween tho hore of o
Sothe fabulous tale and thoe Christlan Saviour = an idoa which, too, has
W : s antocodents In Casalis, This mediatery prosence results in an unoasy

blond of didactlelsm and indigonous oral narrative.

i = EE ]

i 8 Skikna, p 33,
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It is also likely that the Parls misslonaries, In their sermons, oxploited
the similarities botween the figure of Christ and the boy-saviour of tho
fabulous Kholumelumo tale, Today one finds variants of this tale which
have been thoroughly Christianised., This suggests (recalling the Great
Hymn's path through oral tradition) that the study of oral tradition
should not enly embrace indigenous genres but alse Christian (syneretic)
oral tradition Including hymns and sermons. The influence of the "new
songs", B.W. Vilakazi's torm for the hymns, can be detoeted, for
example, in the novels of Thomas Mefole = a variation In the pattorns of

confluonce {and worthy of a briof digression),®?

Gabriel M. Sotileane Iln The Image of God among tho Sothe-Tswana
doseribas how tho character of the missionaries loft their stamp on the
hymnology of many of the churches:

Such Joy and vietery as there was in the toachings
of the ocarly missionaries weuld not have been
oxprossed in any ether than sturdy Sparton tonos.
it was the very nature of the Evangelical Gespel thoy
preached, Influenced by Puritanism and Pletism from
Garman Moravlansg, that tho Good News of Sulvation
bo oxpressed, not In exhilirating sheuts and shrieks
of joy ... but in sombroe tonos of dignity.®®

According to Setlicane two thomes prodeminate In Sotho-Tswana hymns,
In the hymns of the Methodists ond the Paris Missionary Secioty,
Christianity is scon as 'sefoero’, a place of refugo, o fortress of somfort:

'Sofore’ (Chavon) is a wvery oxprossive word,
aspocially from tho topegraphy of Lasoths, rominding

¥ B.W. Vilakazi, "The Conception and Dovolepmont of Peetry In Zulu,"
Bantu Studles 12,2 (1938): p 124,

%0 Gabriel M., Setleane, The Image of God among the Sotho-Tswana
(Rottordam: A.A. Balkema, 1976), p 18,
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one of the timos when such places wore a real help
to physical salvation for some peopla.®?

while in the hymns of the London Missionary Socioty, on tho other hand,

the predominant themo is that of life as a journoy,

Somoe of the missionary socictios were opposed to syncretism, fearing that
the "purity" of the gospel might be contaminated by heathen Influence,
and went so far as to discourago their converts from compoesing their ewn
hymns. They could not howover provent the hymns boing "translated’
according to the evoryday lifo oxporicnce of succassive gonorations of

black South Afriecan Christlans:

What the missionaries brought from tholr homes as
current theological undoerstanding, and taliked about
in catehing imagery as the "eschaten" whore
praservation Is glven, rest attained and all journeys
and, was understood in practical terms by their
hearers, who wore, even than, harassed, chasod,
uprootod, lomoless and panting. So they sang ond
passed on to their children (whose material situation
has not boen much of an Improvement en thoir own)
tho tra. tations of those cighteenth and nincteonth
century . vmns impressing them with their own

stamp of . and harmony, and appropriating
them, aI slant in meoaning; bocause, for
them, the, | differant experionco and arouse
longings anc mw:hozmom down to earth than

thoir weiters

These thcmes of journcy wnd rofuge which embodied tho life oxperlences
of the early Cheistlan converts are alse coentral to Thomas Mefole's
allogorical novel Moot/ ea Bochabela, Aftor journeying through Southorn
Africa, and cressing tho sea, a pursuit summod up In the lines ef tho
hymn

Wo sook rost
A placo of overlasting rost,

Ui gatiloane, p 119,
"2 Saottloano, p 122,

U .
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Which is above (in heaven).

The journey we have undertaken,
What a great one it isl

For it comes from dastruction.??

the hero, Fekisi, literally finds refuge "in the arms of Jesus". (The title
of a Parls Missionary hymn). The expression on his face confirms that
he at last is at rest:

They found Fekisi looking up to heaven, the mist

had disappeared, his face was full of joy, rejoicing

and peace, the peace of ona who has found the Son
of Man.?*

Thaesae points may seem a little trite given that Moet/ oo Bochabela 1s such
an explicltly Christlan work. On the other hand Mofole's classic, Chaka,
which is very different, contains similar themes. In a sense Chaka's life
follows a completely antithotical pattern to that of the traveller to the
East, Both heroes are shown to be remarkable youths whose courage sets
thom apart from the othor children but who are alienated from their poers
- Chaka because of the soclal stigma attached to his illegitimacy and Fekisl
because of his all-consuming quest for Knowledge. Both leava their
communities. But whereas Fekisi's quest takes the form of a homeward
Journay, Chaka's allenation leads him to give reign to his ambition which

condemns him to a porpetual state of homelossnoss,

Many episoedes in Mofolo's nevel derive from rstual incidents distilled in
Chaka's praise names. For examplo, the lines:

He who armed In tha forest, who is like a macdman,
The madman who is in full view of the mon.?®

93 Setiloane, p 119.

‘]

% Thomas Mofolo, , raveller of the East, - 125,

®%  Thoese pralses form part of the praise-poem of Shaka in the James
Stuart collection, See annotation in Trevor Cope, /zlbongo Zulu Pralse

[
0
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form the basis for the eplsode In which he fights and defeats the madman
of the forests of the Mfolozl river who is stealing the cattle and property
of the people of Dinglswayo's royal place. Tho theme of homelessness,
however, which is not oxplicit In the praise poem Is, nevertheless, an

important and recurring motif in the novel. For instance, when Chaka

¥ i
: arrives at Dinglswayo's kraal he asks the councillors to announce him to
*
t
‘ . ‘the king with these words:
' "Tell the king and say: Hero is a homeloss wandarer
who wishes to be taken up and protected by
. you, ., "?*®
. ' And when he falls in love with Nollwa, Dingiswayo's sistor, his acute
»
" - awarenoss of his position prevents him from doclaring his love:
= “.w‘ o .
/’ Chaka leved Nollwa excoedingly, but could nevor see
» | how one belonging nowhere like himself, a homeless
wandarer without rolations o claim him, could ever
. marry a child from such a prostigious house, ono
.~ whom Dinglswayo loved so much besidoes.®?
N Throughout the plot Chaka remains the "homeless wanderar” = forced by
. Isanusi to kill the only parson who might have provided him with a heme.
‘{ In the end he can find no rofuge, nor rest from the droams that
{ continually plague him and dies alone - not even tho wild animals will
. 5 touch his body. Whorcas Fekisi is greoted by a chorus of welcoming
¢ voleos, Chaka Is damnod by the multitude:
' When theose had vanished, he saw wDonga [luka
Tatiyana crammed full with the pooplo he had wiped
v off the face of tho earth ... and he heard a voico
. goming from that multitude moeking him and saying:
\ ' ,
a4
‘ Poems, p 88, Also cf. the praise-poom cited by Mofolo in the novel
on pp 119-120.
o ° Thomas Mofolo, Chaka, trans.,, Daniol P. Kunene (London:
VAN Holnemann, 1981), p 49,

%7 Mofolo, Chaka, p 74, Unlike the episode with the madman, tho story
of Nollwa Is entlrely fictional,
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"Chaka, murderer of your own brothers, the bloed

of your own father("?o
I¥ Thomas Mofolo was profoundly inspired by misslonary hymns, he was
equally Influenced by the less sublime but extremely popular Victorian
romance novels of Ridor Haggard. Many schelars have shown how these
works helped to distil and porpotuate deep-rooted storeotypes about
foreign (lo, non-European) racos and cultures. Hoggard's vast output
had an important offect on the Europeoan perception of Africa as many
of his novels wore set In Africa and drew on Afrlcan history and oval
traditions, These traditions ho had heard from fellow celonials In South
Africa or gleaned from othnographlc accounts of the time. Haggard was
an Impotrtant Influence on early black writers, providing an example of
the flctional treatment of South African history, and a model for the

Incorporation and doplction of indigenous oral tradition,

The model was a flawed one, however, fer within the moledramatic centoxt
of much of his fletion many of these traditions became Inavitably

distortnd. Moroover, analysis of soma of his novels suggosts that = what

81 Mofolo, Chaka, pp 166-167,
hymn:
Flery retribution
Gees forth ahead of Him
And a multitude of these In glory,
Surround Him as witnesses,
Translated frem the Tswana by Gabriel Sotileano, p 121,

His pradicament reminds one of another

Sol Plaatje's Mhudl also contelns tho motifs of journoy and refugo,
but 'rofuge’ is rointorprotod along the lines of the love themo. The
horo Ro=Thaga compeses a hymn to tho place In which he and his
wifo first found rofuge, "Re~Nosi" (We-are=alone):

| long for tho solltude of tho woocds,

Far away from thc quarrels of men

Tholr Intrlgues and vieissitudes;

And tho morning dow

Mado all things now;

Whero nobody was by

Save Mhudl and 1,

Sol Ploatje, Mhud! (Lendon: Heinemann, 1978), p 71,
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might be tormed - "ldeas of orality” form part of a loosely composite
iconography of tho "savage". The oral nature of Zulu and Xhosa culture
Is exprossed In a way that suggosts that the Nguni people have an
Infarlor mentality and an undeveloped morallty Theso {doas are explored
in a longthy chapter on Sol Plaatje, which shows how Mhud/ Is In part a
stylisation of, In part a rejoinder to, the histerleal romance genre,
Because Mhudl has been extensively analysed by other literary scholars
tha emphasls falls less on the taxt, and more on the romanco genra and

"{doas of orality".

Unlike the nevels of Mofolo and Plaatjo, Jordan's Wrath of the Ancestors
deals with contemporancous events « for this reason the Influence of the
romance scoms less pervasive., Vilakazi tells us that the novel was
inspired by the logonds of the Mpondomise kings:

In 1933 his purposoc to writo o beok becamo strongor

after accompanying some Mpondomise chiofs to a

mooting in the Transkel. On erssing the Thina River

he was shown the doep pool in whieh the Mpondomisa

Chiet Mojola was buried,??
Wrath of the Ancestors, Jordan's translation ef his oxtremely popular
Xhosa noval, Is tho subjoct of the last chaptor In this dissertation.
Mercovar, the proliminary remarks cencorning thlis nevel, with which wo
concludo this chapter, alse take us back to the beginning. For, In his
writing, Jordon was a direet descendant of tha early Xhosa writers who
wore tho focus of his titorary schelarship.  Even in the English version
of Wrath of the Ancestors, tho Influences of Ggoba and Mgayi are clearly
discornablo. For Instance, the novel takes up Gqoba's dialegue botwean
Chrigtlan and pogan, frem tho vantage point of a different Juncture in

history. And the plot shares tho poworful sense of moment that

T R TR 1 T T S

% Vilakazl, "The Oral and Written Litorature in Nguni.", p 335,

AT
S Y
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( ' characterises Ggoba's account of Nonggqawuse - a kinship concretised by 3 .

Thembeka re-enacting the formulaic ending., From Mqayi, Jordan derives Bt

i his fine eye for detail which emerges in his evocative and authentic

“ ( o portrayal .. 1,3 rituals of ir ~n among the traditional Mpondomise

| people.

3

Unlike his predecesscrs, t wed® . comes clesest to reconclling
the tensjons and contradictions that form part of the patierns of e,

confluence. Through techniques of juxtapostion and convergence, he

achieves a momentary balance between the mythical world-view of the

¥ Mpondorise and the "progressive" outlook of the School people:

R U Jordan's is a towering wchievement, because he
‘ altered the form Inherited from the oral tradition,
he made possible radical alteration In the traditional
conception of the conflizting themes,®?
@\ b Tthis momant of raconciliation, howover, is counterpoised by the novel's
. , daop scnse of history:

L The young chiof's commitmont renders him powerless,
! but It is his world that will ultimately pravail, 10}

And it Is this world that will form the basis of most of tho later black

novals written In English,

130 Ha{ajé)]ld Schoub, "Xhosa Oral and Litorary Traditiens," Andrzojowski,
p 581,

101 goheub, p 581,
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Chaptar Threo,

Golonial pllgrim  and  the Kholumelumo: patterns of synthesis and

displacomont In Thomas Moefolo's Travellor to the East.

"Allegory," Martin Price werites, "roleases tho will to belleve, overriding
all ompivical ovidence or rogtraint."*®* This ebservation might well have
beon directed at Thomas Mofolo's allegorical first novel Mootl oa
Bochabela, Maotl oa Bechabela (whieh translates as The Travellor to the
Fast) doeserlbos a Mosoetho's geareh for Ged In o pre=Christion era, ond
is wrltton with obvious didactie intont.*%¢ The plet forms an exemplum
with the Implicit thoma: to bogemo a Ghristian invelves cortain loss whicgh
roquiros fortitudo and bravery. Thus when the hore, Fekisi, dies hy Is

recelved into the bouse of God with rhose worda:

192 Martin Priea introducing Swift's “(ale of a Tub" In The Rostoration
51135! the Elghteenth Century (New York: Oxford U Press, 1073), p

133 Thomas Mofolo, Moeet! oa Bochabela (Morijo: Merlja Press, :907). All
page refaronces are from H. Ashton's English translation, Traveller
of the EFast (London: Seclety for Prometing Cheistisn Knowledgo,
1934).  Unfortunately this appalling translation 1s tho only one
avallable. | have, howover, followed Daniel Kunone in roforring to
the noval as Travellor to the Fast Sco Daniel P, Kuneno,
"Ntseantsatsl/Eden: Superimpesed lmages In Themas Mefolo's Moet!
oe¢ Bechabela," English tn Afrlca 13,1,  (1986): pp 13=41, | have
retalned the orthegraphic conventions usad by Ashton regarding
"Ntgoanatsatal" and “"khelumelume".

Lid )
.
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Thoeu shalt relgn with Mo, because thou hast not boen
afraid, and hast left thy eountry for My sako. p 124,

-

P
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Despite the dicdacticism, howover, tho nevel marks an Important boginning P

of a dialegue betweon Westorn writton narrative and the orai traditions

of Africa. Over the years many schelars have commentod en its synerotic

form. In 1933, for instance, Alice Warnor remarks in a chapter dovoted

to talos of swallewing monsters: S

It may be werth noting that a Christian writor of
Basutoland has made use of the Swallower logend os
a dim foreshadowlng of the promisa of a
Rodoemor, 104

A yoar later, G.H. Franz In a review of tho litorature of Losotho writes:

Like the Pllgrim's Pregross, it is an allegery well

sustained throughout. The great difference botwoon
the iwo books, hewover, Is that whereas 1n Pligrin's

Pragress the ceharastors are all porsonifications of

Virtuos and Vicos, in Moeet! the characters are real

men and women, and oxcemplify types., Thus,

throughout tho beok, thore is somothing far more

matarial, Tho boolk fs Bantu in sharacter and spir’s,

and therofore far more suitable for the Bantu than

tho Progross, 108

More reeontly this theme is taken up by Tim Couzons in a review of early
blagk writing, Ho arguos that the novol is an "oxtended fablo" in which
the pretagonliat, "aeceepts Christianity without rejecting the custems of
Sothe

his people and the ossential truth lying at the heart of

b

mytholegy,"10¢

I T

104 Aliee Werner, Myths and legonds of the Bantu (London: Geoerge
Harrap and Ge., 1933), p 207.

108 G$%3 Eranz, "The Literature of Logotho," Banty Studies 4.2 (1930):
p L3

100 T J, Ceuzons, "Early Scuth African Black \Writing," A CGelebration
of Bleck and Afrlcan Writing, eds., Bruee King and Kolawole
Ogungbasan (Oxford: Oxford U Press, 1977). p 3.
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Theso statemoents, which appoar In review=typo artlelos, do not do justice
to tho complox naturo of tho synerotic form of the nevel, Mofele did net
simply marry difforent forms and traditions out of whim, but was doeply
inspired by the writings of the Froneh missionaries, and {he popular
fletlon of his time. Morcover, these roviews give the Impressfon that
Cheristion belief and Basetho myth are complotely and harmoeniously
synthesised. This s In faet not the cagse; the asyneretic pattern of

Travellor to the East is fraught with tonsions and ineehsistoneies.

Once Fellsl, tha travellor, Is takon aboard ship by the white hunters
hn 1o well en his way to "salvation". Significantly, literacy plays a part
in the transfermation procoss:

Fekisi was quiclk to ebsorve that theso ncoplo know

how to talk to cach other although t'ay were not

togothor, One man makes little marks, thoy wil

areive and spoak whoro they go to (sle).

Ho asked and It was explainoed te him, and then he

was taught to road and write. Hlg heart rejeleod

exceedingly, whon ho found that tho things he was

seoking oxistod, and oven ethers whieh he did net

know, Ho aeccoptod all thoy told him, ho believed

them. pp 112-118,
Horoe the author micrors the importunt rele aecorded to literacy in the
conversion of the Bagotho race. Indood tha novol refleets the intr sle
rola played by the Paris missionaries in the devolopment of African
Litorature. And the Incongistencies in tho plet can enly be understoed
within the context of the history ef the Freneh missionary invelvement
In bringing literacy te Lesotho. Thus this histery will have to be briofly

sketched before an analysis of Mofolo's allegery can be undertaken,

The Introduction of writ'ng, alimost a hundred and fifty years age, was
intimatoly linkod te the offorts of tho nowly=formed Parls Evangolical

Missienary Seocioty (PEMS). 1In 1829 the Socioty sent their first

PO
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migslonarles to Seuth Africo. Ameng them was Samuel Relland whe brought
with him a small printing press. Relland ended up at Berseoba in Losotho
where he ostablished o missienary station. The missien grow steadily,
and oftor six yoars thore were enough literato converts to warrant a
printi g press. First to boe printed wero tracts and a small eollection of
hymns., By 1845 the entire Now Tostament had been translated, and the
noxt throe yoars saw tho first printing of the Gospels and the Book of
Acts, Tho misgion gtatlon was dostroyed in tho 1858 war betweon the
Basothe and tho Beors. Relland fled to Bothosda with his prized printing

pross,

Two yoars lotor Adolph Mabille sot up another press at Merija. This pross
was evontually cembined with Relland's te ferm the feundation of the
Morija Printlng Works., In 1864 Mabillo launched a Sesethe newspaper,
Lesellnyana la Lesothe (Littlo Light), whleh ran for a yoar before being
Intorrupted by anether war with the Beors. Publication reaumed tn 1870,
and has continued over sinco, Onc of the first black nowspapors,
Leseollnyana played an impertant role In festoring blagk writing. For many
years It was the sole medium for asplrant Bagothe writers. Although the
newspaper's main focus was on doctrinal matters and the affairs of the
Chureh, It olso covered pelitical and social events. An 18G4 oditlon, for
Instanca, carried stories on Lesothe, news about the activitles of
Mzllikatze In Seuthern Rhodosio and snippeta from Madogasear, Tahitl and

Porsla, 2?7

197 This account s based on details furnished by Albert Bruteh, tho
prasont Morlja Avchivist,  Also seo Albert Gerard, Four African
Literatures (Borkeloy: U of California Press, 1971). pp 103-104.

o
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Whon tho Xhesa newspapor, Indaba, appeared in 18062, Tiye Soga (an
carly Xhosa writer and natlonalist) weleomed it as an Important vehiele
for prosorving the legends, customs and history of his peoplot

Our vetorans of the Xhesa and Embo poople must
disgorao all thoy knew. Evorything must be
imparted te tho nation as a whoele, Fables must bo
rotold; what was histery or logond sheuld be
recountod; what has been prosorved as traditions
should bo related. ... All ancedotos connocted with
tha lifo of the nation should ba Erought te this blg
cornpit, our national nowspaper Indaba,t¢?

Tho first cditors of Lesellnyana might well have beon folloawing a similar
injunction, for many artlcles on Basetho custems and history appeared
during its firgt thirty years, An important contributer during this peried
was Azarlele Sckese, who wrote artislos on Basetho history and customs
based on eral ageounts.'®® Sckese's serios en tho life of Ghaka, which
appearcd whilo Mofolo was studying at Merlja, may have aroused the

intarast that culmirated In tho writing of Mefelo's clossie, Chake. !9

198 Quotoed in Doenald Willlams, Umfundisl: A Blegraphy of Tlye Sega
(Alice: Lovodale Press, 1978), p 98,

109 Thoso articlos wore compiled and printed In book ferm in 1803,
appoaring undor the titlo Mekhee ca Basotho- the firet ever published
»gm‘k of1 é\gév;os@tho. A.M. Sokoso, Mekhoo ea Basotho (Merija: Morlja

ress, .

110 Loselinyana was undoubtodly an impertant source of reading matorial

far tho first Sesoetho writors, Othor sources wore the Bible, (printed
in its entirety in 1881), Mabllle's translation of Pllgrim's Progross,
and tho misslonaries' outobiogrophical writings., FPor oxomple Z.D.
Mangeaela = anather carly writor and a friend of Mofelo - lists the
boolks thot he read as o child:
"Bosides tho Bible and a hymn book, my fathor had o book eolled
Phutallo eq Mantsee a Blbele (Explanotions of tho Words of tho Bible),
and also the Lesellnyana becauss father wags an evangelist and
catachist | shall net be far wrong in saying that these boeka and
tho Lesellinyana wore rcad moere by me than by anyona else in aur
heme. | was eentinually hunting for old copios of the paper in eur
heuse and ro-read them. And se | grew up with a lave fer reading
and a longing to know of the things of the past.” G.H. Franz, "The
Litorature of Lesethe", p 150,
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The Parls Misslonaries, Morija Pross, and the nowspaper playoed a plvetal
role in the writing careor of Thomas Mofolo. Ho was bern inte a Cheistian
family in 1876 and wos baptized by a PEMS evangelist. The lecal school
which he attended was run by Evoritt Segoete, a toachor-cvangelist, who
bocame tho young boy's moentor. After attending the Mastise Secendary
School, Thomas bogan studying theeology at the Merija Bible Sehool, aged
sovontoon, Whon ho completed the eourse ha stayed on to be trained as
a teacher. After passing the third year examination In 1899, Albeort
Casalls, Principal of the Bible School, offered him o jeb at the Morija

Printing Works and Booi Dopet.

While working as a proof roader and reporter Mofole doveloped a great
love for reading. He was cspeelally drawn to werks on the history of
Seuthorn Africa and the popular latesVicterion writers, Rider Haggard
atd Marlo Gorelli. (Ho 13 gaid to have written a nevel, new lest, in
rojolnder to Marie Gorelli's writings)*!'* Many of these interosts
erystallized in Traveller to the East, his first novel, which was witten
in saerlol form for Lesclinyena. Among ether things, this may arcount for
tho strain of oxtrome didacticism®'® as well as its leogely-catenated

ghrueturg 119

11 According to Albert tut-chi. the present Morja archivist, the novel
was callod Fallen Arevd  Porcenal intorviow, 19 April 1987,

12 His second novel Pltseng, alse evertly Gliristian, was serialized in
1910, Chaka whieh is markedly difforant was never gorialized, Mofola
had begun writing his third navel, when o personal seandal foread
him to leave Merija. €haka was to be complated only twelve years later
= and was published In 1825,

12 Pha novel san bo divided into four distinetive nplsodes each
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The missionaries were very pleased with Traveller to the East; they urged
the readers to buy the book, "the very first one fthat has come out of
the head of a Mosotho ever since the Basotho existed under the sun."!!¥
According to Daniel Kunene, Basotho readers, too, were excited by the
publication of a novel which spoke of "the things of God" and the "affairs
of the world" - as one reader described its allegorical nature.''® The
type of allegory alluded to is known as an allegory of ideas: "in which
the characters represent abstract concepts and the plot serves to
communicate a doctrine or thesis."**® According to M.H. Abrams, "The
central device in the typical allegory of ideas is the personification of
abstract entities such as virtues, vices, states of mind, and types of
character...."''7 As a whole, Mofolo's novel does conform to this type

of allegory, and was most likely influenced by Pilgrim's Progress.**®

containing different levels of symbolism: life in Lesotho; the journey
to the sea; the voyage across the sea, and the hero's death in the

Land of the East. Basotho oral narratives which have been
transcribed by missionaries and folklorists evince a similar episodic
structure,

114 Daniel Kunene, p 34.

115 Kunere, pp 33-37.

118 M.H. Abrams, A Glossary of Literary Terms (New York: Holt,
Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 1971), pp 4-5.

117 Abrams, p 5.

118 Mofolo's novel is reminiscent of the first part of Pilgrim's Progress,
although the extent of Bunyan's influence may always be a source
of debate, It is quite likely that Mofolo would have read the work
as a student, after all it had been translated by a PEMS missionary,
and was published by Morija Press. WMoreover, Daniel Kunene, a

7y




Ll“.’"; ‘ Traveller to the Fast, however, cannot merely be dismissed as a v

nineteenth century African imitation of the seventeeth century classic.

tﬁ ( . Central te both narratives is the motif of the journey. Christian, the hero " i
| of Pilgi'm's Progress, leaves his villlage and undertakes a journey in
F ! pursuit of salvation. He travels along a typical seventeenth century

j English highway - complete with hills, sloughs and robbers. The highway '“A . i
becomes a metaphor for Christian life. Problems and triumphs that

confront the Christian who tries to live according to the dictates of his !

e faith are represented by concrete events which befall the traveller on a

%

b highway. And like other pilgrims, Christian encounters fellow travellers
// who accompany him for part of the way. This allows Bunyan to
, incorporate expository dialogues on doctrinal matters (such as those

,5; between Christian and Hopeful).

B Fekisi undertakes a very different journey in Traveller to the Fast; one
more appropriate to Southern Africa. There is no highway - like other
. 1 travellers in the early nineteenth century, he has to make his own path
L 4 through jungles and rivers, across plains and deserts, threatened by
l wild animals and exposure to the elements., Unlike Christian, he is a
Aj solitary traveller - until he meets tle hunters. While Bunyan drew on
L j pilgrim's tales, chapbook romances and, no doubt, everyday experience
on English highways, Fekisi's venture has its antecedents in Basotho oral
tradition, the travellers tales published by explorers and missionaries,

and the popular romances of Rider Haggard.

leading scholar in the field of early Sesotho writing has shown that |
‘ the second novel, Pltseng, contains allusions to Mabille's translation. |
v ‘ Kunene, p 32,
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Christian's leave-taking in Pllgrims's Progress is a rather hurried affair.
One day he reads in his "book" that the city is doomed to burn in a fire
from heaven. Greatly distressed, he cries out:

"What shall | do to be saved?" p 17.11°
His plea is answered by the appearance of Evangelist, who gives him a
parchment-roll bearing an injunction to fly from the coming wrath.
Christian obeys, setting out immediately in the direction indicated by

Evangelist,

Fekisi's cdeparture, on the other hand, is much more protracted - the
culmination of a gradual process of growing awareness. Mofolo begins the
story by situating the events in the plot within a dichotomous framework
of light and dark., This dichotomy condenses history and Christian
morality into trans-history: the narrator divides the history of Lesotho
into two antithetical epochs, a past of dark and a present of light:

The person whose history we are telling lived in the

days when the land of Africa was still sunk in this

low state, still truly in darkness. p 9.
There Is also the intimation of a third epoch or pericd, a distant, mythical
past which endures in the oral tradition and customs of the Sotho people.
During this period the Basotho were said to have been somewhere beyond
Ntsoanatsatsi - the place where the sun rises:

The origin of the Basuto appears not to be too well

known, When our elders speak of themselves they

say, the tribe of the Basuto comes from

Ntsoanatsatsi, p 9.
Here they were close to God:

Feklsi asked where God llved, They said, they did

not Know, but it seemed as If he lived on the other
side of Ntsoanatsatsi, p 37.

119 John Bunyan, The Pllgrims Progress (London: Faber and Faber,
1947). All quotations refer to this edition,
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Elements of the same dichotomy are also evoked from the outset to suggest
Fekis!'s intrinsic estrangement from his society. He is at odds with the
age of darkness because he {s a man ol light:

He was a man in the full meaning of the word "man",
a man as the Creator planned man to be.... p 7.

From the beginning the hero seams to function as a type - emblematic
of pre-Lapsarian man, ah embodiment of virtue:

the very man described when it was said: All

creatures shall fear him, shall be obedient to him and

shall honour him, because he has a glory of his own,

which other creatures do not possess, p 7.
Such intrinsic "glory" would ssem to preclude character development,
Yet as the plot unfolds Fekisi emerges as a person who has emotions,
desires and thoughts, Thus although in his conduct and outward actions,
the hero has the constancy of a character-type, his inner being is more
'rounded’ (in the Fosterian sense of the word) - is able to develop and
change, Without completely deviating from the type, Mofolo explores
Fekisi's mental development and the shift in his conception of God, which
comes about through a gradual process of observing the natural world,
finding out about oral tradition, and experiencing a growing desire to

escape the evil which surrounds him,

Just as the hero's consciousness blurs his typicality, so the symbolic
framework gives way to a more realistic portrayal of the country and its
inkabitants, The author depicts the natural landscape of Lesotho,
lyrically and with an eye for small details:

At that seasonh the country was green everywhere,

the  grass was green and plentiful; there was

abundance of water, everywhere streams were heard;

the Kaffir corn was coming into leaf, it was already

high enough to hide an over-turned pot, p 27.
Such details embue the allegory with a level of realism which is reinforced

by the incluslon of ethnographic detail, the description of the rituals that

L3
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accompany birth and death, the empathic portrayal of the bond betwean
the young herdboy and his cows - and the praise poetry. These details
soften the stark polarities of light and dark, and reinforce our sense of
the hero as a full-blooded person concretely grounded within a specific

socio-~cultural milieu,

There is also a sense of a specific historical moment, despite the crude
categories of the trans-historical framework, The author adumbrates some
of the traits which characterise this epoch of darkness:

it is of the days when there was no strong

chieftainship, the tribes still ate each other. So when

a person went to sleep, he did so in terror that his

enemies might fall upon him in his sleep, p 8.
Victorian romance fiction presents a similar picture of 'primitive' societies.
This was based on Hobbes' idea of a "pre-social" state which was ruled
by might, and lacked a centralised form of government as well as the
institutions to curb man's baser instincts, *2? In his exaggerated portrayal
of the evils of pre-colonial Basotho society, Mofolo was, no doubt,
influenced by the depiction of black societies in the romances of his
favourite authors.*?' On the other hand, some of the Hobbesian traits

characterise an actual period in Basotho history - the tumultous times

known as /ffugane. The migration of the Tlokwa and the Ngwane into the

120 gee Brian Street, The Savage In Literature (Londen: Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 1975).

As Alice Werner writes in a review of the novel: "This picture of
tribal life strikes one as unduly black, but perhaps the shadows have
been deepened, half or quite consciously for artistic reasons.
Moreover,one finds that native converts, flushed with the Joy of
enlightment and progress, are apt to exaggerate the evils of their
former state and overlook its better feature; they want, like most
young and enthusiastic reformers, to scrap the past wholesale."
Kunene, p 33,
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{ : accompany birth and death, the empathic portrayal of the bond between
the young herdboy and his cows - and the pralse poetry. These detalis
soften the stark polarities of light and dark, and reinforce our sense of
{' . the hero as a full-blooded person concretely grounded within a specific -

socio~cultural milieu.

There is also a sense of a specific historical moment, despite the crude et
K categories of the trans-historical framework. The author adumbrates some 3

. S of the traits which characterise this epoch of darkness: .

N it is of the days when there was no strong ;
. ! chieftainship, the tribes still ate each other. So when
: a person went to sleep, he did so In terror that his

‘ enemies might fall upon him in his sleep. p 8,

4

f Victorian romance fiction presents a similar picture of 'primitive' societies.
This was based on Hobbes' idea of a "pre-social" state which was ruled
by might, and lacked a centralised form of government as well as the
Institutions to curb man's baser Instincts. **" in s exaggerated portrayal

of the evils of pre-colonial Basotho socicty, Mofolo was, no doubt,

i influenced by the depiction of black societies in the romances of his i
1 favourite authors,!2* On the other hand, some of the Hobbesian traits
¢ R characterise an actual period in Basotho history ~ the tumultous times

known as {lfagane., The migration of the Tlokwa and the Ngwane into the

120 5pa Brlan Street, The Savage In Literature {London: Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 1975),

. X 121 As Alice Werner writes In a review of the novel: "This picture of

| tribal life strikos one as unduly black, but perhaps the shadows have

: ‘ \, been deopened, half or quite consciously for artistic reasons.

s Moraover,one finds that native converts, flushed with the joy of

. enllghtment and progress, are apt to exaggerate the evils of thalr

N former state and overlook its better feature; they want, like most

c young and enthusiastic reformers, to scrap the past wholesale."
Kunene, p 33,
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Caledon valley sparked off a devastating internecine war which spread
throughout the Southern reglon., During the 1820's entire families and
tribes were massacred, and food becams so scarce that some groups
turned to cannibalism. Fekisl's story belongs not to the "long night of
African history" (as Achebe describes colonial history) but rather to a
specific hour =~ the decade before the arrival of the three PEMS

missionaries, *22

Mofolo's writing was greatly influenced by the PEMS missionaries, many
of whom had pursued literary careers of their own (not forgetting thelr
translation activities)., Arbousset and Lemue wrote an account of thelr
travels entitled Nerratlve of an Exploratory Tour to the North-Fast of
the Colony of the Cape of Good Hope; Casalis produced an ethnographic
work, The BRasutos, and Ellenberger collaborated on a history of Lesotho,
History of the Basuto. All of these works would have been read by
Mofolo.*2? Yat another missionary, Jacottet, had an interest in folklore,
His Treasury of Ba-Suto Lore, whose publication coincided with Traveller
to the East, ls an extremely valuable collection of /itshomo as they wetre

being told at the turn of the century,!?*

122 gllenbarger and MacGregor were the first historians to portray the
lifagane as an "era of unparalleled darkness In southern Sotho
history" - a portrait uncoubtedly informing Mofolo's sense of history.
£ase J, Cobbing, "The Case Against the Mfecane," paper prasented
at a 1983 UNESCO conforance, p 12,

123 Albart Brutsch, personal Interview, 15 April 1987,

126 T, Arbousset and F. Daumas, Narrative of an Exploratory Tour to
the North-Fast of the Colony of the Cape of Good Hope (Cape Town:
C. Struik, 1968),
E. Casalls, The Basutos (Cape Town: C. S$truik, 1970),

g
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These works offer us important insights into the workings of the novel.
For instance the hero, it turns out, is inspired by a real-life historical
figure, an early convert who was called Sekesa. In The Basutos Casalis
devotes a sectlon to "African religious ideas". He argues that the tribes
must have had an idea of a Creator, but this has been entirely lost save
for the speculations of a few individuals:

Nevertheless, here and there were found active and
intelligent minds, continually tormented with the
desire to know the first cause of all things.?!??

Cne such mind belonged to Sekesa who told the missionaries how he had
been tormented prior to thelr arrival. His 'solilogquy' (recorded by
Arbousset and cquoted by Casalis) is worth repeating In full, for it
contains the nucleus of Fekisi's meditations:

"Twelve years ago | went to feed my flocks, The
weather was hazy, | sat down upon a tock and asked
myself sorrowful questions; yes sorrowful, because
| was unable to answer them,

"Who has touched the stars with his hunds? On what
Plllat's do they rest?" | asked myself,

'"The waters are never weary; they know no other
law than to flow, without ceasing, from morning till
night, and from night till morning; but where do
they stop? - and who makes them flow thus?"

"The clouds also come and go, and burst in water
over the earth. Whence come they? Who sends them?
The diviners coertainly do not give us raln, for how
could they do It? ~ and why do | not sec them with
m'" own eyes, when they go up to hoaven to fotch
"l cannot see the wind, but what is it? Who brings
It, makes H blow, and roar and terrify us?”

"Do | know how the corn sprouts? Yesterday thore
was not a blade in my field; to-day | returned to the
fiald and found some., Who can have given to the
earth the wisdom and the power to produce It?"
Then | buried my face in both my hands, 129

D.F. Ellenborgar and J.C. MacGragor, The History of the Basuto
(London: Caxton Publishing Co., 1880),

E. Jaﬁ?)%téa)‘c, The Treasury of Ba-Suto Lore (Londen: Kegan Paul and
Co., .

128 Casalls, p 238,
12¢ Casalls, p 239,
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These works offer us important insights Into the workings of the novel.
For instance, the hero, it turns out, Is inspired by a real-life historical

figure, an early convert who was called Sekesa, In The Basutos Casalis

dovotes a sectlon to "African religious ideas". He argues that the tribes
must have had an idea of a Creator, but this has been entirely lost save
for the speculations of a few individuais:

Nevertheless, bere and there were found active and
intelligent minds, continually tormented with the
doesire to know the first cause of all things,*??

One such mind belonged to Sekesa who told the missionaries how he had
heen tormented prior to thelr arrlval. His 'soliloquy' (recorded by
Arbousset and quoted by Casalis) Is worth repeating in full, for it
contains the nucleus of Fekisi's meditations:

"Twelve years ago | went to fsed wmy flocks, The
weather was hazy. | sat down upon a rock and asked
myself sorrowful questions; yes sorrowful, because
| was unable to answer them,

"Who has touched the stars with his hands? On what
pillars do thay rest?" | asked ryself,

"The waters are never weary; they know no other
law than to flow, without ceasing, from morning till
night, and from night till morning; but where do
they stop? -~ and who makes them flow thus?"

"The clouds also come and go, and burst In water
over the earth. Whence come they? Who sends them?
The diviners certainly do not glve us rain, for how
could they do it? - and why do | not see them with
‘1{}?/“ own eyes, when they go up to heaven to fotch
"l cannot see the wind, but what is it? Who brings
it, makes it blow, and roar and terrify us?”

"Do 1 know how the corn sprouts? Yesterday there
was hot a blade in my fleld; to-day | returned to the
field and found some, Who can have glven to the
earth the wisdom and the power to produce It?"
Then | buried my face in both my hands,'2®

D.F. Elianberger and J.C, MacGregor, The History of the Basuto
(London: Caxton Publishing Co., 1880).

E. Jaco’g)tg)t, The Treasury of Ba-Suto Lore (London: Kegan Paul and
Co., 1908),

328 Casalls, p 238,
128 Casalls, p 289,




N " 73
( .
) 3
|
: i
. .
Ll
r !
.
)
¥
‘ '
a
- P
by
P
[ , '
.
[ o !
‘
,
T
.n\“"
»
{
.
.
PR
X
+
L
.
x
¢
"\
" !
¥
+
, ;
. “ |

Similar,

53

equally "sorrowful" questions disturb the protagonist, one

beautiful summer's day, as he takes his cows to the water-hole!

The beauty of the country, the joy of all the animals,
the Joy of all the vegetation were heavy on his mind,
He wanted light on who 1t was that made the grass
grow In its season, By whom was the sun made to
rise avery day? By whom was the rain made to fall,
ané.{1 wll;e;re did it come from? What was the lightning?
p 31,

Casalis goes on to mention the Basotho myth of the reed bed, saying that

nol avery one was prepared to accopt the answers furnished by legends:

Still there wers those people whoe refused fo belleve
these legends, and who went everywhare in search
of somuthing more satisfactory, but without success.
On our arrlval among the Basutos we found a man
who was called 'Fother Reed', because he was
continually inveighing agalnst the generally received
notion, declaring that it was impossible for reeds to
produce men, and that one might as well say that
he himself was a reed,!?®

Like "Father Rood", Fokisi {s unconvinced by the answers which he

recelves from the elders, Thoy are unable to answer his questions about

God, and appear Impotent In the face of the evil committed by membors

of the tribe,2® Feklsi's spiritual search Is turned into a physical journey

127

Theso parallels are further underscored when Fokisl, after being
rascued by the white hunters, 'soliloquizos' about his search for God:
"They marvelled at his wisdom, the depth of his thoughts, when he
said!  "Many times | sat down and cried, | asked myself quosions
which were too hard for mo; and when | was unable o answor them
and to learn the reason of thom | would cry bitterly:

"Who is it who created the earth? Who made the heavens and the
stars? Who made the sun?

"What s the sun held by that it doos not fall down on the ocarth?
Where does the rain gome from, by whom is it sont?

"After what fashion dooes the grass grow? ote., ote." p 114,

Casalis, p 241,

Tho symbolism of the plot is oftan inconsistont with the more reallstic
deplction of tribal life. For Instance we are told that the herdboy
passos the tribal court everyday on his way to pasture. However this
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across Southern Africa, and the realism of the Lesotho episodes gives
way to historlical allegory., M.H. Abrams distinguishes two main types of
allegory: the historical allegory and the allegory of ideas (mentloned
above). In the historical allegory, "characters and actions ... signify
... historlcal parsonages or events,"'®® Thus Fekisi's trek across the
sub=-continent is a mataphorical depiction of the soul-searshing of
individuals such as Sekesl prior to the arrival of Christianity. According
Lo Casalis these spiritual quests met with no succoss until the missionaries
arrived bearing the Gospel. In order for the allogory to be consistent
with this view of history, Feklsi, too, will oniy be able to veach his

destination with tho assistance of 'foreign agonts'.

Yot there 's one important divergenco botween the novel and Casalls's
ethnographlc study, Casalis argues that Basotho roliglous practices were
"vigue" and "unintelligible" and ovinced ne slgn of tho "idea of a
Creator", The narrator of Travellor to the East contradiets this point of
view:

Basuto of old, oven those who lived thon, truly

belleaved that there Is a living God, who has made

all things. p 9.
Moreovaer, Fokisi asks questions about the nature of God, and his role
in the scheme of things:

If these things wore done by God, who was said to

bo very Just, where was that God? Did He hear if

any one called? Why was He silent whon peoplo hated

cach othor so bitterly, ana killed each other for no
reason?

court doos not seem to have any function for it takes an eclipse of
the sun to punish the murderers of Sobati.

1 Abrams, p 4.

vt




e,

.

H
§

e

Lo

S

These Ideas, foreign to Casalls, may well have had a more sccular source:
the historical romances of Rider Haggard. In his introduction to Nada the
Lily Haggard reveals his conception of 'primitive' Zulu religion:

Umkulunkulu's character seems to vary from the idea

of an ancestoral spirlt, or the spirit of an ancestor,

to that of a God. In tho case of an intelligent person

like the Mopo of this story, the ideal would probably
not be a low ot  therefore he Is made to speak of

Umkulunkulu as * . Great Spirit, or God,*??
Haggard's underlying assumption that the rotion of & Supreme Being
would be arrived at by a rational person - regardless of their culture -

was one which was popular at the time.'?? Moreover, the rational person

would be expected to question the presence of avil in the world, Thus
Mopo, after witnessing the murder of Plet Retlef, asks:
Why does the Umkulunkulu who sits In the Heavens
above allow such things to boe done on the earth
beneath???
And if intellect cannot furnish all the answers, there Is always the world
Haggard

of dircams.*** Mopo rocelves his answer Inh a dream In which
condenses Zulu mythology with Gracco-Christian ldeas of judgement, hell
and heaven, The hero flnds himself on the banks of a large river:

It was gloomy there, the light lay low upon the face
of the river, but far away on the farther side was
a glow lika the glow of a stormy dawn, and In the
glow | saw a mighty bed of reods that swaved about
In the breadth of the dawn, and out of the reeds
came men and women and children, by hundreds and

131 4, Ridor Haggard, Nada the Llly (London: Lengmans, Green and

Co., 1892), p xli.

132 geo Stroot's analysis of the Tarzan novels, pp 171ff,

133 Haggard, p 204,

136 Herbort Spancor, a Victorian anthropolegist, believed that "primitive
religlon™ had lts orlgin In dreams, See Streot, p 172,

Y
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thousands and plunged into the waters of the river
and were buffeted about by them.!%%

According to Zulu myth the first people emerged from a reed bed. Thus

: ( Y Haggard couples this metaphor with the metaphor of a "stormy dawn" to
F. ' signify birth into the world. The earthly world itself is represented by
/ o the river - some individuals spend a long time in the waters, others pass
< through fairly quickly. All end up at the cliff on the other bank:
: § behind the bank was a cliff, mighty and black, and
! in the cliff were doors of ivory, and through them
, came darkness and the sound of laughter; there were
. i other doors also, black as though fashioned of coal,
and through them came darkness and the sound of
.o groans, 13°
v .
. : ™ Seated in front of the gates, passing judgement on the emerging throng,
eV -

is a Zulu mythical figure, Inkosazana - Mother of the Heavens:

And those who came up before her throne greeted
her, so she pointed now with the wand of ivory in
her right hand, and now with the wand of ebony in

s S her left hand.?37
N
e ; According to Zulu oral tradition, /nkosazana is a figure of revelation
T
“\s whose appearance foreshadows great calamity. The gates and the
™

judgement form no part of this myth; it is clear that the author is drawing
on Christlan iconography to suggest that evil deeds will have to be

accounted for in the after-life.

Fekisi also receives an answer to his questions in the shape of a dream,
a dream with a similar syncretic pattern and imagery. As in Nada the
Lily, the hero sees a reed bed in the midst of a dawn:

Far away, towards Bochaba-tsatsi he saw

Ntsoanatsatsi, but he saw it in the distance, in the
dusk, He saw the great reed bed, surrounded by

138 Haggard, p 84,
136 Haggard, p 84,

137 Haggard, p 85,
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the marsh of many waters; in the midst of that marsh
were the reeds growing together thickly; in the midst
of the reed bed was a small bare piece of ground;
in the midst of this space was a great spring gushing
out strongly; in the midst of that spring he saw the
sun rising and appearing there. And on account of
the distance, when it was still on its road to light
the earth, he saw another sun appearing in the same
place. ... On each side of that marsh were trees of
fine growth standing in line with wide branches; near
them were others of great beauty, bearing fruits
much to be desired, among those trees were beautiful
flowers, red, vellow, white, all coloups. p 57.

The densely-layered dream image of Ntsoanatsatsi - the sun rising out
of a reed bed from the centre of paradise - condenses Judeo-Christian
and Basotho myths of origin. The author seems to imply that all men,
black or white, share an equivalent mythical past. Moreover the East is
accorded special significance by Christians and Basotho =slike. For
Christians, north-east points to lsrael, the Holy Land; the significance
of the East within Basotho tradition is detailed by the narrator:

All Basuto of those times and even in these days have
a great love for the East. When they lose a person
by death and that person is put away in his grave,
they place him carefully with his face turned towards
the East, so that when the sun rises, it may strike
against his brow, p 60.

As Fekisi's dream continues, there appears an image signifying destiny
and revelation:

As he was admiring, there passed & form like that
of a man, surrounded by a transparent mist. Hea just
glanced at that form, he saw that it was surrounded
by a mist, the hair of that form swept the ground,
he did not see where it ended, but it was very
beautiful. The beauty of the face of that form blinded
his eyes, tears fell from his eyes. He covered up
his head, and at once he wakened up from his sleep,
That form was ascending to the glory above, opposite
the spring. p 57.13%°

138 of, the Methodist hymn translated by Gabriel Setiloana:
Al, what a fleeting thing our life is
Glory and youthful power?
It Is a dream that entrances,
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A ‘ The dream makes it clear that the answer to Fekisi's quest is located pr
| geographically in the East, and spiritually in the body of Christ - and
at this point in the plot different symbolic levels converge. At the literal,
_{' o realistic level - which portrays Fekisi as a real person within a
"' . socio-historical context - the hero must quit his country and journey to
s the Indian Ocean in pursuit of other religious beliefs. Such a journey
''''' ‘ w will be filled with the hazards that confronted all nineteenth century )
travellers: wild animals, shortage of water, heat etc.. Mofolo was not only
influenced by written travellers' tales, he also would have been aware
of Basotho oral "travellers tales"., Mangoaela tells us that the young

Mofolo delighted in the hunters tales recounted by the older boys during

>
*t
/ his childhood, Moreover, the tactics which the pilgrim employs to

vanquish the lions are recounted in the former's collection of animal

ehcounter tales,*?9

In terms of an allegory of histery (as we have shown), the journey Is a
metaphor for the search of men llke Sekesa and "Father Reed", and

PR signifies their conversion to Christianity. Conversion implies a rejection

s of the past, a rejection of patterns of behaviour, both Individual and
soclo-cultural,  Fekisi's adoption of a new identity on bo'ard the ship
(coupled with his change of clothing) reinforces this aspect of the ~
allegory - and suggests a return to the absolute shades of light and dark,
It also exemplifies a form of cultural chauvinism entirely at odds with the

o syncretic pattern of the novel. As Kunene so pertinently observes:

A mist that passes with the dawn,
Gabriel Setiloane, The Image of God among the Sotho-Tswana
- (Rotterdam: A,A, Balkema, 1978), p 193.

139 7.D. Mangoaela, Har'a Libatana Le Linyamatsane {Morija:  Morija
Press, 1911).
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It appears that Mofolo falls to distinguish between
those things which must be universally recognised
as evil, f.a, repugnant to the moral sensibility of
any society (wanton Kkilling, sexual promiscuity are
but a few examples), and what must be accepted as
legitimate custom and traditions of the Basotho
regardless of what anybody else might think of
them, ¢

Finally, Traveller to the East allegorizes a journey within, a journey into
spiritual consclousness, and towards salvation, like that of Christian in
Pllgrim's Progress. Mirroring this journey is the internal shift from the
Basntho nonception of the Supreme Being to the Christian conception of
an omnipresent messiah who died in order to redeem the world, It is this
level which contains the most inconsistencies, and is contradicted by
othar levels. Early on in the narrative it is implied that the idea of a
redeemer {s not necessarily incompatible with Basotho oral tradition the

life and death of Christ is foreshadowed in tales of the Kholumolumo,

Deeply disturbed by the apparent imperviousness of God to the evil in
the world, Fekisi turns to the old men of the tribe for an answer. These
men relate a tale about a monster, the Kholumolums, which appeared in
the mythical days of Ntsoanatsatsl. In the story all the people are
devoured by this monster except a pregnant woman who hides and gives
birth to a son, The boy has magical powers and grows into a man almost
instantly. His mother tells him about the monster, which he kills, earning
the gratitude of the rescued people whe make him their chief. But this

arouses the jealousy of the older men who bring about his death.

Tales of swallowing monsters are found throughout Southern Africa, and

ara still belng transmitted in the rural areas., Morecover, varlants appear

o Kunene, p 185,
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in Jacottet's collection (published around the same time as Mofolo's hoval),
These make for illuminating comparison with the story recounted in
Traveller to the East. The versions collected by Jacottet are stylistically
very similar to the tale told by the elders: the sentences have the same
elliptical quality, and extensive use is made of repetition for dramatic
effect and to convey the duration of time. This is clearly illustrated if
we contrast, for instance, different versions of the boy's fight with the
monster. Inh Jacottet, the boy is called Sankatana:

Kholumolumo put out Its tengue when it saw him; he

zut the tongue. It put out another tongue and cut

it, again he cut this one also. It put out a third

tongue.... He stabbed it In the belly; a man cried

inside It: Do not pilerce me. He stabbed again a

second time, a dog barked and so on,3"?
The repetition is even more pronounced in the novel:

It stretched out its tongue and tried to lick them

up but the boy stabbed its tongue and cut it; it tried

to lick them up, he stabbed its tongue and cut it;

It tried to lick them up, the boy stabbed its tongue

and cut It. ... When he plorced its belly a porson

screamaed from inside and saidl: 'Do not pierce me,

make a hole over there.' When he tried to pierce

there a dog howled.... pp 85-36,
Comparison emphasises the 'oral qualities' of the elders' tale - Mofolo
successfully emulates stylistic foatures usually found in passages that
have been directly transcribed from an oral performance., This
transcriptive style not only sets the tale apart from the rest of the
narrative (reinforeing our sonse of "old time"), but also foregrounds the
extensive use of repetition throughout the novel. For Instance the lyrical
landscape dascriptions evince a similar, although more subtle, repetitious
use of language:

The sun rose gently, It rose in a clear sky, a sky

as clear as c¢~ystal. It rose with no wind blowing,

everything was pleasantly still, not a branch ar leaf
was stirring., p 69.

Yl Jacottet, Treasury of Ba-Suto Lore, pp 70-80,
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Comparison also shows, however, that the story of the Kholumolumo, as
it appears in the novel, Is Incomplete, It lacks an ending. The two
variants collected by Jacottet have different endings. The first ends with
the young boy allowing himself to be murdered; his heart escapes out
of his dead body and changes Into a bird. The socond version is far
longer, fusing two separate episodes, Sankatana is the owner of a
miraculous ox which Is stolen and eaten by a gang uf thieves, However,
at the boys command, the ox returns to life, killing the thieves as It
reconstitutes itself, As they make thelr way home, the ox warns the boy
that the bread has been poisoned by his mother, The boy gives the bread
to his father who then dies. Although the stories are rather different,
they do have in commun the motif of regeneration - the boy (in the first)
and the ox are able to transcond death. Mofolo omits the metamorphosis
oplsode, concluding almost brusquaely:

My roaders know this fable and its ending. | will
not ralate too many details, p 36,

The second variant merits only one sentence:

Th;m men told Fokisl the tale of the boy Sankatana.
p 37,

Initially 1t scemns that the boy Is meant to be a prefigurement of Christ
in Traveller to the £ast. Me Is callad a saviour:

again when he (Fokisl) remoembered tho fable of the

boy and Kholumolumo and how the people had killed

thelr saviour, he decided it would be goed for him

to depart from a race of such great avil. p 39,
while the monster Is later compared, indirectly, to evil:

He asked himself what might the Kholumolumo be,

and did 1t perhaps mako an end of people as avil did,

so that thare was no man loft alive, p 85.
Such comparison could be taken to imply that conversion to Christlanity
Is more a process of continulty than a complete transformation. This (s

underscored by the dream In which Christ appears superimposed over
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Ntsoanatsatsi, making Fekisi's quest a dual one: to find God and to return
to the origin of his people. But by omitting the regenerative episode,
Mofolo makes it clear that he is {oathe to extend the analogy., This is
confirmed when both the boy and the monster literally disappear from the
plot once the here undertukes his pllgrimage. They are ovoked once
more when Fekisi maets the hunters, only to be as quickly dismissed:
On his slde he told thom all about Basutoland, all
about the story of tho boy of Sankatana and about
Kholumolumo, ... They told him that seie of his ideas
wera neat the truth, but many were wrong. Thoy
told him storles of their own land like those of
Sankatana and Kholumeolumo., p 111,
Fekisl is converted and the Kholumeolumo, along with other Basotho
customs and bellefs, becomes displaced by tho religion of the hunters.
It {e ironical that a historical romance like Nada the Lily (mentionad
above) can, dospite its colonlal projudices, admit a more complete

synthoesis of Western and Afvlcan ideas = porhaps because Haggard was

writing in a largely secular tradition,

The misslonaries were aware of the similaritics and the parallels in the
legend and the death of Cherist, probably exploiting them in thelr
sormons. Sixty years bofore the novel was written, Casalis records a
variant of the logond whore tho monster Is named Kammapa, and the littlo
boy, Dltaolane. He makes tho comparison with Christ:

Tho supoernatural concoption of Ditaolanc, his birth
in a stable, his quality of a prophot, his premature
wisdom, the victory ho galnad over Kammapa by
becoming his victim, and the persecutions he
sufferead, soom to ho so many points of resemblanco
to the history of our Saviour, | must add that the
natives doclare themselves incapable of glving the
explanation of this oxtraordinary logand,*?

142 Casalis, pp 236-237,
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Like Mofolo, he refuses to accept that the Basotho tale contalns “an
pssentlal truth",**? At most the tshomo contains a partial truth; Casalis
I$ willing to sea the monster as a symbol of evil:

Can this tale be a confused tradition of the
rodemption of man wrought out by Jesus Christ? |
cortainly should not venture to affirm that it Is so,
but Kammapa might, without much difficulty, be
supposed to represent Satan,*?

Tho idea that Sankatana was a Christ-like figure might alse have beon
distiled from oral traditlon, Today one finds a Christian Basotho oral
traditicn in which the characters and the plot are interpreted along
Christian Hnes, An example would be a story ! collected from a domestic
worker which ended with these words:

Now to explain the story, the Kholumolume is a
dulwel who wants to seize all the people of God.
Sankalt;‘agna is Josus Christ who gees and delivers
sins,

The passago across the soea signifies the procoss of convoersion, and
centaing the most expliclt lavel of historlical allegory:

Thae number throe is suspicious. Aroc these taen
surrogates for the three missionaries, Arbousset,
Casalls and Gosselin who camae to Luesotho in 18337
Thair ministrations to the sick Foldsi and the total
process of symbolic cleansing thoy administer during
the soa passage strongly suggost a motaphorical

L T o e T,

13 eof, Tim Couzens: "(Faekisl) acecopts Christianity without rejecting the
customs of his puople and the cssantlal truth lying at the heart of
Sotho mythology.” Couzons, "Early South Afrlean Black Writing,"
p 3, In fact, in tho end, Fekist complotoly rejocts the cusioms of
his peoplo and their "essontlal truth",

ihh Casalls, p 237.

148 Qral tale poerformed by Emily Dhlamini, a domestlie worker, durlng a
literacy reading group. Collectod by the writer in Johannesburg on
the 8th June 1987, S.M. Guma also oncountored this Christiah oral
traditlon when rosearching Sesotho oral tradition. $.M. Guma, The
Farm, Content and Technlque of Tradltional Literature In Southern
Sotho (Pretoriat J.L. van Schaik, 1967).
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re-onactment of that eplsode inh the

history of
Laosotho, "0
It is also shot through with centradictions, After Fekist Is taken on

board, the narrator eoxplains the rather rortultous presence of the

hunters (a novelistic equivalent of the dous ex machina of classical
drama):

Thaey were people who had been sent by the great
chief of thoe East to get him elephant tusks, p 108,

Yot whon they arriva at the Land in the East, we aro told that it has
no ruler:

What did astonish Felisi a little was to hear it said

that there was no chief; God is the Chief; but their

acts quickly showad him that Indeed it was so. p 119,
Again, when Feklsl asks the hunters whether they know of a land wihout
ovil, a land where God and righteousn.ss dwell, thay roply:

Among all the lands thore is no such land., p 110,
Yet their roply is contradicted by thoe narrator's descriptlion:

We should be amazed if we found a nation which had
no polica, no gaol, no taxes and no chief.p 119,

Although the Land In the East may appoar to be a utepla, it is not the

Ntsoanatsatsi of Fekisl's dream. But then nor 1is Fekisl's ultimate

destination = tho Celestial City of Pligrim's Progress.

A comparison of Cheristlan's arrival at the Colestial City with Fekisi's
transfiguration In the house of prayer shows that the ending bears a
romarkable resemblancoe to the episode in the Purltan allegory. The
transition from ocarthly to stornal lifo is embued with a similar visionary
quality, whilo the diction 1s elovated and Biblical, tn Pllgrim's Progress
Christian and Hopeful cross tho river of mortality and are conducted up

a mighty hill by two angels:

e Kunena, p 30.
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There, sald they, is the Mount Zion, the heavenly
Jorusolem, the innumarable company of angels, and
the spirits of just men made perfect, p 163,

At the gate to the Celestial City thoy are met by a company of the

Heavenly Most. The angels introduce the two pilgrims, saying:
These are the men that have loved our Lord when
thay were in the world, and that have left all for
his holy name, and he hath sont us to to fotch them,
and we have brought them thus far on their desired
journcy, that they may go in and look their redeemer
in the fage with joy. p 164,

As thay enter the gate a great shout goos up:

Blessed ara thoy that are called to the marriage
supper of the Lamb. p 164,

Fekisi attends a festival in the house of prayer. During the sermon the
priest proclaims:

you have come to Mount Zion, the homo ef the living
God., p 122,

As his words ring throughout the chureh, a great mist begins to form.
Within the mist Fekisi sees the Son of Man, flanked by six mon., He runs
forward with arms outstretched:

Ahe, my Jesus, ! have longed for Thee, ohol lot
me go home with Thes, to the home of God., p 124,

To which Jesus roplios:
To=day shalt thou be with Me In My kingdom. Soon
shalt thou enter tho holy clty. Thou shalt relgn with
Me beeause thou hast not been afrald, and hast left
thy country for My sake. p 124,

Thase sentiments aro echoed by a multitude of volces:
Throw open wide tho doors for him, and lot him

antor, becauso it is ho whe has loved the Sen of Man
In adversity and in prespority. p 124,

Further similaritivs botween those two passages include the uso of Biblical
motaphors of the City to connote the aftor-lifo, and the idea of a

face=to=face enhcountor with Christ. Significantly, both allegorias contaln

-
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the same moral, that finding salvation entalls some form of leave-taking.
Christian has "left all for his Holy Name", while Fekisi has - spiritually
and physically = "left" his "country", In the :nd the syncretic pattern
- disrupted along the way by inconsistencies in the plot = Is entirely
displaced by tho didactic moessage. Fekisi's quest for Ntsoanatsats! onds

at Mount Zioen = with not a single reod bed in sight,

R
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Chapter Four,

The Incompleta Frame In Sol Plaatje's Mhudl: giving voice to the 'other',

Ih an article on the depiction of black races In colenlal fiction, Francls

M. Mannsaker writes;

at timos it seoms tho most striking aspoct of the black
ptesence in imperlal fiction is its human absence. |
de not mean to suggest that the novelists of emplre
ignora tha black or coloured races = that Is patently
untrue = wut they are not intorosted in them as
'characters’ In an old=fashionod sonso, as Individual
parsonalitios, 47

Put another way, other races belioved te be merally and intollesiuslly
inforior are hardly over accorded a volee of thelr own in colonlal fictlon,
In the romance novel, one of the most popular forms of fiction and a
powerful shaper of raclal projudice, other races are collectivaly
ropresented by a limited numbor of character types.!*® Thaso vary from
tho 'noble savage' to sub-human barabaric hordes. But regardloss of

typo, whon black charactors speald it [s usually to confirm tholr difference

-
Ay
oy
2,.—! /;:
tf, ‘ T Fprancls M, Mannsaker, "The dog that didn't bark: the subjoct rocos
R\ f in Imperial fictlon at the turn of the century," The Block Presence
k,‘\if ‘ in English Literature, od. David Dabydoen (Manchasior: Manchester
| | U Pross, 1985), p 81.
-1 ‘
e | !
[ e Tha dopletlon of ‘primitive’ races in English popular fiction Is 2
' oxplorod by Brlan Stroet In The Sovage In Literature (London: !

Y Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1978). Also seo The Black Presence in ,;
English Llterature and Martin Burgess Groen, Dreams of Adventure, :
and Deads of Emplre (New York: Basle, 1979).
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and inferiority, or to pay obeisance to the European race and its
acoutrements. For example, the 'noble warrior' of King Solomon's Mines

takes his leave of Allan Quatermain (perhaps one of the most vainglorious

’

of popular hero's ever) with these words:

"] do perceive that thy words are, now as ever, wise
and full of reason, Macumazahn; that which flies in
the air loves not to run along the ground; the white
man loves not to live on the level of the black,"**®

Less noble types, on the other hand, are depicted as being bombastic -
speaking mucya, but with very little to say (the narrator in this pas age
is Allan Quatermain): '

For whole hours he danced and sang and took snuff

and saluted with his hand, telling me the story of

his deed over and over again, no single version of

which tale agreed with the other. He took a new title

also, that meant "Eater-up-of-Elephants”; he allowed

one of his men to bonga - that is, praise - him all

through the night, preventing us from getting 1 wink

of sleep, until at last the poor fello.y dropped in a

kind of fit from exhaustion, and so forth, It really
was very amusing until it became a bore,*®?

In terms of its depiction of the 'other', Sol Plaatje's Mhud/, by contrast,
is a romance with a difference. The first black South African to publisn
a novel in English, Plaatje made a foray into the romance genre with the
explicit aim of countering this "human absence" and the popular
stereotypes pertaining to black people in the fiction of his time, Franz
Fanon in The Wretched of the Earth characterises the evolution of black
writing in terms of three phases. The first phase corresponds to a period
of "unqualified assimilation", while the third phase signals the beginnings

of a "revolutionary literature". Of the second phase he writes;

49 ., Rider Haggard, King Solomon's Mines (lLondon: Longmans, 1885),
p 150,

180 4, Rider Haggard, Child of Storm (London: MacDonald, 1913), p 49.




’l

3

e,

69

In the second phase we find the native is disturbed;

he decldes to remember what he is.... Past

happenings of the bygone days of his childhood will

be brought up out of the depths of his memory; old

legends will be reinterpreted in the light of a

borrowed estheticism and of a conception of the world

which was discovered under other skies,"!5?
Plaatje's attempt to create a voice for his people corresponds to the
second phase - and contains some of the contradictions implied in Fanon's
defintion. As we shall see, his merging of Tswana oral history, legends
and proverbs within the conventions of the romance novel creates a sense
of ambivalence. This, combined with contrasting elements of stylisation
and parody, makes the novel at times seem an uneasy rejoinder to the
fate-Victorian romance. A genre which is typified by the innumerable

popular 'African' romances of Rider Haggard.

Henry Rider Haggard's output over forty years exceeded seventy
romances, firmly qualifying him as one of the most prolific and popular
romance writers of his time. Many of his novels were set in Africa and
were loosely based on his experiences as a young clerk in the Colonial
Government of Natal. These works played an important role in shaping
and disseminating a distorted image of the 'dark continent' and its
inhabitants in the European Imagination. The 'Africa’ of his fiction is a
composite image: it is a dark, exotic, magical place with arid desenrts,
ghostly jungles and battle-swept plains. A continent abounding with
ancient ruins and hidden treasure, it is peopled with noble warriors (the
Zulus and Swazis), degenerate savages (all the other tribes), evil

tyrants, power-wielding wizards, pure virgins and 'femme fatales'.

Y81 Fpanz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth (New York: Grove Press,
1963), p 222,
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All of these elements are blended with actual historical occurences and

ethnographic detall to form an incongruous mix of mythology and
'Feal-life', Equally contradictory is his deplction of other races; at times
he draws explicitly on Social-Darwinist ideas of raclal superiority, while
at other moments in the same narrative the racism is more subtle, derived
from seemingly antithetical notions, For instance, in Child of Storm Allan
Quatermain begins his tale with a 'meditation' on the "eternal principles"
of human nature - which are the same for all races:

While man is man =~ that s, before he suffers the

maglcal death-change into spirit, if such should be

his destiny - well, he will remain man. | mean that

the same passlons will sway him; he will aim at the

samae ambitions; he will know the same joys and be

opprassed by the same fears, whether he lives in a

Kafir (sic) hut or in a golden palace..,.t52
Under-riding Allan Quatermain's belief in "etarnal principles", however,
Is the colonlal's contempt for tha subject races which emerges In his
interactions with black characters. Thus although he often battles to keep
for example, racial pride precludes

pace with his servant, Saduko,

complaint, This i{s conveyed In an aside to the reader:

as a matter of principle | would never admit to a
Kafir that he was my master at anything....®?

According to Morton Cohen, Haggard's blographer, King Solomon's Mines
was one of the most succesful novels of its time, "for many Englishmen
Afrlca became the Africa of King Solomon's Mines."'*" The success of this

boys' adventure story, and others in the Allan Quatermain series, has

182 Haggard, Chlld of Storm, p 15,
183 Haggard, Chlld, p 32.

14 Morton Cohen, Rlider Haggard: His Life and Works (London:

Hutchinson, 1960), p 79.
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led to many of his other romance novels being overlooked - hovels which
are more sensitive in thelr depiction of other races, which 'problematize’
their portrayal of other cultures. One such novel, Nada the Lily, s
unique for it sets out to present the polnt of view of a black man,??®
In the Introduction Haggard outlines his alm: to capture the "remarkable
spirit" of the Zulu Kings and to preserve almost-forgotten incidents of
history. He also acknowledges the difficulty of attempting to speak with
the volce of another culture:

"It will ba obvious that such a task has presented

difficulties, since he who undertakes it must for a

time forget his clvillzation, and think with the mind

and speak with the wvoice of a Zulu of the old
regime, " 8¢

The novel, written in 1890, is set in Zululand In the days of Chaka and
Dingaan - the heroic age of Zulu history. Haggard uses a framing device
to make hls Imaglnative leap aeross a vast cultural chasm more plausible,
A "White Man" Is stranded In an unexpected snowfall which has caused
his oxen to bolt, and saeks refuge In the kraal of an old, blind
witchdoctor called Zweete. Zweote it turns out Is Mopo - the man who
assassinated Chaka, During an oleven day sojourn, the old man relates
his life stery, a story which straddles momentous events in Zulu history
in which he was a participant, oven an instlgator:
Then the old man told him the tale that Is set out

hera, Day by day he told some of it till it was
finished, It is not all written In these pages, for

188 Haggard was prompted to writo such a novel by his friend, the
anthroplogist Andrew Lang, who wrote in tho The Scots Observer,
"How dolicious a novel all Zulu, without a white face in it, would bel”
D.S. Higgins, Rider Haggard: The Great Storyteller (London:
Cassell, 1981), p 129,

106 Haggard, Nada the Lily (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1892),
P X,
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portions may have been forgotten, or put aside as
irrelevant,  Nelther has it been possible for the
writer of it to render the full force of the Zulu idiom
nor to convey a picture of the teller, For, in truth,
he acted rather than told his story. Was the death
of a warrlor in questlon, he stabbed with his stick,
showinz how the blow fell and where; did the story
grow sorrowful, he groaned, or oeven wept.
Moreover, he had many voices, one for each of the
actors in the tale, This man, ancient and withered,
seemed to live again In the far past, It was tho past
that spoke to his listenar, telling of deeds fong
forgotten, of deeds that are no more Known,*'%?

Haggard also makes use of the figtional oral narrator to Incorporate Zulu

oral narratives, to make the fiction seem more suthentic,

These oral

accounts he had heard from follow colonials In South Africa, or had read

in ethnographle accounts such as Callaway's work dealing with the

Zulus.'®® The presence of a black narrator and the syncretic design of

Nada the Lily set It apart from many Victorian romances sc¢ successfully

that the novel's distorted presentation of Zulu culture = which Is drowned

In

melodrama and blood = cscapos even modorn day scholars, J.D.V,

Torblanche I3 only echoing commen sontiment when he writes:

For an author to capture the wildness and grandeur
of the proud Zulu race of a hundred years agoe Is
truly a remarkable feat., On tho evidence presonted
in Nada the Lily, Haggard's claim that he understood

107

108

PRStes)

Haggard, Nada, p 4.

Of course Rider Haggard is unable to eross the cultural chasm that
separates tho Vietorian aristocrat and the Zulu nyanga. All he, in
fact, achioves s tho small leap from thinking (and spoaking) with
the mind of a late=Victorian English gontleman to Imagining the kind
of thoughts that a moro Intelligant savage would be llkely to have.
This approach practised by early anthropologists like Andrew Lang
is tormed the 'tf | were a horse' approach, and was soon abandoned
bocause H Imprisons the anthropologlst within a viclous cirelo of his
own assumptions. See Streot, The Savage, p 163,

Henry Cuallaway, The Rellglous System of the Amazulu (Springvale:
Blair, 1870}, Sce the Introduction to Nada the Lily.

e e 3

B}
¥



b

3

13

Zulu customs and ways as If by Instinect, s
completely justified,®?

Mhudt bears an uncanny resemblance to Nada the Lily. Moreover, Plaatje
outlines his intentions In a preface reminiscent of Haggard's introduction
(queted above):

This book has beon weritton with two objects In vicw,

viz, (a) to intorpret to tho reading public one phase

of 'tha back of the Natlve mind'; and (b) with the

peaders' money, to colloct and print (for Bantu

schools) Sechuana folk-tales, which with the spread

gj lI;’Z.tun'opean {doas, are fast boing forgotten., p
Both novels, then, wore written with the alm of making accessible the
‘mind' of the biack man, and to presoerve oral traditions which the authors
felt wore in danger of being forgotten (because of tho perceived changos
taking place in black socioties), This is no more ceincidence; it is likely
that Plaatjo wrote what ho tormod his 'opic’ with Nada the Llly in mind,
Mhud!, 1t will bo argued, {s in part a stylisation of, and a rojoinder to,
Nada the Lily and Haggard's othor 'Zulu novels'.%' And Plaatjo's
depiction and incorporation of Tswana oral tradition forms a fundamentol

part of this dialogue with the romance gonre,

This may seom surprising since so much critlcal attention has been
diroctod at adumbrating tho influonces of Shakospoare (and, to a lasser

oxtont, Bunyan). For oxamplo, Brian Wihlan writes:

e ]

100 J,D,V. Terblanche, "H. Ridor Haggard: A Gritical Study of his Prose
Fletlon," diss., Potchofstroom U for C.H.E., 1055, p 41.

160 Sol Plaatjo, preface, Mhud! (London: Heinemann, 1978). All page
refoerencos rofer to this odition.

182 Tho Zulu novols includa Nada the Lily, Child of Storm, The Ghost
Kings, and Finlshed,
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Plaatjo was struck particularly by the way In which
Tswana oral tradition and the written traditions of
English literature =~ above all, Shakespeare, which
he know best - shared a common fund of literary and
cultural symbols. In Mhudl he was concernad to
oxplore the possibilities that this perception
prosonted., .. 1%

The hemage pald to Shakepoare has tonded to obscure the fact that Mhud/
g writton in the form of a historlcal romance and, no matter how diverse
its influences, draws on many romance conventlons (including the
Ingorporation of ethnographle detall and African oral genres). In a lotter
to Silas Molema, his mentor, Plaatje doscribes the novel which he had just
completed as "a love story aftor the mannor of romances":

[ am still busy writing two books, One Is a hoval =

a lavo story aftor the manner of remancos; but basod

on historical facts. Tho smash=up of tho Barolongs

at Kunana by Mzilikazi, the ceming of the Bears and

the war of revenge which smashed up tho Matabele

at Cocnyane by the Allies, Barolong, Boers, and

Griquas when Halley's Comot appoared In 1838 - with

plonty of lovo, superstition, and Imaginations worked

in botween tho wars. Just like the style of Ridor
Hoggord whon ho writes abeut tho Zulus,®?

Simtlarities abound in the plots of tho twe novels.19* Beth are sot In
Southern Afeica Jdn tho early ninotoeanth century befoere white demination,
and ehroniclo the 'ople' avents which accempaniod tho rise of Zulu millitary
powor: the disruption of black soclotios, great migrations and mighty

battles. At the contro of both narratives 1s a tyrant KRing: Chaka In

S S S S 2 S S ST

102 Bl‘éarg Willan, Sol 2laatje: A Blography (Johannesburg: Ravan, 1984),
p ") .

183 Willan, p 254,

4 Tim Couzons lists twelve similaritios of plot, Ho doos not hewaver take
this any further; his goncern, Instecad, Is to show that Mhudl Is a
‘prose eplg', Couzons, ""Tho Now African': Horbort Dhleme and Black
South African Literature In English," diss., U of tho Witwatersrand,
1980, pp 2062-266.
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Nada and Mzlitkatze in Mhudl, These military leaders, during moments
of crisis, prophoesy the sventual concuest of their people. Chaka utters
his prophatic curse while dying from stab-wounds inflicted by Mopo:

"Twice he looked on each; then he spoke, saying:
"What! do you slay me, my brothers = dogs of mine
own house, whom | have fed? Do you slay me,
thinking to possoss the land and to rule i£? 1 tell
you It shall not bo for long, | hear o sound of
running fect = the feet of a great white peoplo. Thay
shall stamp you flat, children of my father! They
shall rule the land that | have won, and you and
your poople shall be their slaves]"t0?

Mzlllkatze's prophecy Is uttered during a rallying speech to his dofeated
armios!

"if Tauna and his gang of brigands imagine that thoy
shall have rain and plenty undor the protection of
theso marauding wizards from tho sea, they will
gathor some sonse boforo long.

Chaka served us just as treacherously. Whora is
Chaka's dynasty now? Extinguished, by the very
Boors who poisenocd my wives and are pursuing us
today. The Bochuana are fools to think that those
unnatural Kiwas  (white men) will  voturn  thelr
so-called  friendship  with  honost  friendship.
Togothor thoy are laughing at my misery. Lot thom
rojeice; thoy noed all tho laughtor thoy can have
today for whon tholr doliverors bogin te dose thom
with the same bittor medicine thoy prepared for mo;
whon the Kiwas rob thom of thelr cattle, thelr
childron and thelr lands, thoy will woeep their oyoes
out of their sockots and get left with only thelr
empty threats to squeal in vain for morey!" p 178,

As boeth nevols wore written aftor the historieal ovents they portray,
these prophocios are embuod with a spoecial foree, and the omniselence
of the narrative voico Is undorscored, Mhud! doos differ from Hagaard's
romanco In eno Important rospeet, Whoroas Mopo's tale Is firmly located

In an age that has passod, the story of Mhudl and Ra-Thaga also looks

T P T A T Y T S

188 Haggard, Nada, p 172,
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to the futuro. Tim Couzens argues that Plaatje turned to the past In order

to predict future ovents beyond his lifetime:
' "Just as Mzilikatze uses this fable as a predictive
dovice to warn thoe Barelong, so, in the eontext of
his weitings and his life, Plaatje seoms to be using
his nevel Mhud/ to warn the whitos. History becomos
for Plaatjo a moral fable,"0¢

The many similartties boatween Mhudl and Nada the Lily reinforce a sense
of stylisation, and raiso the spoetro of accusations of 'imitation'. As a
roviewer In the Tilmes Literary Supplement wrote soveral yoars after tho
novael was flrst publishoed:

One wonders what secrot fountain of Afrvican art
might not have beon unsecaled If, in intorproting his
peoplo, a writor of Plaatje's insight had thought and
written 'like a Natlve', That might well have boen
the first authentic utterance out of the acons of
African silonco, *¢7

Plaatje has alse boen criticisod for his "paddod 'Vieterlan' style", which

doos at times boceme pondorous and excessively formal = especially In the

characters' disloguos:¢?

"Now, do toll mo how you loft Kunana that used to
bo our homo. Kunana, where wo enjoyoed a peaco and
prospoetrity that weroe unoqualled anywhoere; whore eur
cattle waxod fat along the groon valloys and bred like

189 Tim Couzens, Intreduction, Mhudl, p 19.

167 Willan, p 363,

10 Thase erlticisms undorline the difficulty of fashioning a velee using

the longuage and literary traditions which In the past have donled
tho validity of that veleo te spoak. Pertinent s Tim Couzons's defaonce
of Plaatjo's stylo:
"no doubt many readers have quickly rcjocted It for Its supposedly
imitativa or derivative nature, This is a very suporficial judgement,
In the first place, 1t ignores the difflcultios which faced a black
writor at tho time; the difficultios he had In gotting published, the
diffisultios of a black writor in o socioty dominated by whites who
could sce no valuo in things black and whe demanded 'standards of
clvilisatlon', that is, slavish imitation of tho whites." Tim Couzoens,
Intrecduction, Mhud!, p 12,
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so many wlid anime' ;.. Kunana, where maldens sang

and danced in the moonlight and made life morry with

their mirth; Kunani, our former home, but now, one

of the Matabole outposts, Do tell me, my sister, how

vou escaped and how you eover reached hore.” pp

38-39,

Plaatje's complex manipulation of history and (as we shall see) his uso
of Tswana oral traditions vitiates such criticisms; nenctheloss, thore is
a doublo~volced quality to tho novel. This double-volcedness s especially

ovident In his doscriptions of human and geographical landscapo,

For Allan Quatormaln, and no doubt many of his readars, Africa offered
possibilitias which Vietorlan England donled - possibilities of horeism as
found in the Groek epics and the Mediaoval ago of Chilvary, For instanco,
In Chlld of Storm Allan Quatormain sompares his adventuros to a Greek
play:

"Thus it was thoen that Fato wovo me and my doings

Inte the wob of some very strange ovents; torrible,

tragle and cemploto indeed as those of & Greok play,

as It has ofton done Dbofere and since these

dayg,"100
Indoed Quatormain scems te regard himsolf as a latter-day knlght; we
are told that he is an avid roader of The Ingoldsby Legonds.’® Thus
Haggard's 'Afeica' Is coloured by his superimpesition of names and
allusions bolonging te differont horeie traditions., His insistenco In Nada
the Lily on calling Umslopogaas's hyacnas, wolves and tho axe, 'Watchor
of tho Fords", for oxample, suffuses the romance with the ambienco of

a Nordle soga, Dospitn his uso of othhegraphic dotall and first=hand

oxporionce, then, Haggard's image of Southern Afrlea s an entirely

R S R T TR TR TR

109 Haggard, Child, p 31.

17¢ Thoso versos by Richard Barham = noted for their comic treatment
of 7h4ke<:llm3val Logonds = were popular in Haggard's timo. Sea Higgins,
p A ]
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distorted one. The Chalka of his novals holds court like somo Madiacval
monarch, granting boons to those who have earncd lLis favour, and
despatching those who incur his wrath to a cruel death:

"Paacol" eried Chaka. "Waste not the hours in talk,
but to the work, Hoarken! Wizards have bewitched
mol Wizards have dared to smite blood upon the
gatoways of the king. Rlg in the burrows of tho
parth and find them, yo rats,"*??

Lilkewise the wizards which abound In Haggard's remances. Dospite being
clothed In African regalia, replete with bones, bladdors and snakeskins,
thoy are little more than black versions of thoir counterparts In Eurepean
mythology. The wizard Zikal!, for oxample, whe appears in many of the
Quatormain talos owes a lot to Marlin the Kingmaker, as he sits in his
cave casting spalls and plotting tho dostinies of nations:

"I ballove it was your work, and not hers,” | blurted
out, lgnoring his mocking quostions, "You pulled the
strings; you ware the wind that caused the grass
to bend till the fire caught It and set the town In
flamos = the town of your feos."

"How clever you are, Macumazahn!... Yes, yos, |
know how o pull strings till the trap falls, and 1o
blow grass until tho flame catchos it, and how to puff
at that flame until it burns the House of Kin..g, "*72

By contrast, Plaatjo's doscriptions of the highveld rogien, which forms
the backdrop to the novel, are minutoly, alboit lyrleally, realizod:

Tho water-courses having coased to roar, thero was
a dead sllence over the immonse plaing, broken
occasionally by the music of the birds as they
chirped thelr songs on the hill=tops, But Mhudi
missed tha forests and tho coolng of the wood plgoons
of Bochuanaland., She missod tho compact mokgale
and mogonone troos, tho loaves of which had
provided her with oxcellant awning when {t rained
by day or by night.... p 154,

" Haggord, Nada, p 58.
172 Haggard, Ghild, p 233,
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But whon the author maxes use of words like 'wizard', 'sprite’, 'kirtle',
'vale' and many others, the landscape Is transformed into the landscape
of the romance, the 'Africa’ of MHaggard's Zulu novols:

"Ono old greybeard asked: "You say you saw a star

with a tail?" Here the wizard Invited the questioner

to plelk up the charmed omblems, The bones belng

plcked up and thrown down and praised again, the

wizard chanted: "“A star.,, a big glant star... the

biggest that ovar appeared in the skies. Its vall will

spread from tha eastorn te the western clouds,

remaining visible for many a night. Cattle will die,

cattle wil be captured, chioftains will sicken and die,

and so will their wives and daughters and sons.

Thare will be wars In  Zululand, fighting In

Basutoland, a stream of bleod across the world, It

will seale and drown many people In Inzwinyani." p

138.
Theso words are Inevitably solourcd by thelr assoclation with the more
melodramatic, oven oxotie, featuros of remance fictlon., As a rosult the
rejoindor ts rendered amblguous = an ambiguity porsonified by the 'silent'

oral storytellor,

Another similority which Mhud! shares with Nada the Lily concorns
narratlve structura = cach narrativo Is framed within anether narrative,
As we have alreacdy seen, Mopo's story is made more plausible by belng
sltuated within thoe framo stery of the 'White Man' who seoks refuge In
the old man's hut, and whe later publishos his story. The narrative framo
in Mhudi ts much loss oxplicit and was, [n faet, oxcluded from tho first
odition published by Lovodale In 1930. Tho comp o vorsion has enly

recently boon restored and was publishad by Helnemann in 1977,

The Lovodalo odition contalns only u single narrativo volge, tho volce (on
porspactive) of the emniscient narrator who Is Imparsonal, dotached from
the story it is telling, and who usoes tho "third porson'. Tha omniscionce
of tho narrative volce is aestablished through its ability to havo aceess

to the eharacters' ifhner consciousness, Thls is moest oxplicit In this

=y
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episode In which Mhudi, who has ventured out alone in search of her
husband, is preparing to cde-camp for the night:

She 1. . lled at the stars and at their humbers; she
dit  -oem to have notie..” ‘het there were so many
bafore. While she admied *he greater and lesser
iliaicy of each plarzt, s%~ was baffled to find that
what looked like «. aat space betwixt the
constellations proved, on closer scrutiny, to be no
spaces at all but further clusters of numerous smaller
stars,,. Can it be that the stars also engage In
fighting sometimes, and if so, did they kill one
another's wives and children?
pp 75-76.

In the original version there is another voice distinct from the narrative
voice, one that belongs to a narrative persona called Half-a-Crown. The
narratlve volee introduces us to this 'hoaty octogenarian' who is actually
relating the story:

"Half-a-Crown may be permitted to digress and
describe the beauty and virtues of one of King
Mzilikatze's wives - the lily of his harem, by name
Umnandi, the sweet one," p 91,

Half-a~Crown Is identified later on in the narrative as the son of Mhudl
and Ra-Thaga. Thus the narrative of Mhud! is contained within a wider
narrative frame which is only hinted at - the story of an oral storyteller
who recounts the life history of his parents during the days of the
mfecane, Occasionally this storyteller speaks directly to the reader and
there ts a shift from the 'third' to the 'first person' perspective:

"You know, Half-a-Crown," Ra-Thaga used to say,
"the "'vers can do many things in this world but
singing is not one of them. On that day, however,
my father says the Boers sang as they never did
before or since, He has been to Grahamstown and
heard English congregations sing with a huge plpe
organ that shook the building with its sound, like
the pipes and brass horns of English soldiers on the
march; he has been to Morija and heard Pastor
Mabille, the best singer that ever held a church
service, and the Basuto congregations render their
be?gglful hymns inh answer to the signal he gave...."
p .

e e e o e e e At e e S .
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Few passages are couched in the first person, however, For the most
part, the oral narrator is 'silent' - his words are refracted through the
narrative voice and the voices of the characters. This leads to a further
sense of double-voicedness: there are moments when it Is not clear whose

perspective we are boing offered, which voice is speaking.*”?

Nevertheless, the presence of an oral storyteller has symbolic Import -
for it Is in African oral tradition that Plaatje finds a rejoinder to European
stereotypes, Scholars such as Brian Willan and Tim Couzens have outlined
in great detail Plaatje's interest In language and the oral traditlons of
his poople.?”™ While he was in London he published a collection of
Setswana proverbs and collaborated with the lingulist Danlel Jones on a
book dsaling with Setswana phonetics, one which incorporated traditional
oral narratives. In his introduction to the collection of proverbs, Plaatje
axplains the apparent anomaly of proverb with contradictory sentimants:

The whole truth about a fact cannot always be

summed up in onae pithy saying. It may have several

different aspects, which taken separately, seem to

be contradictory and have to be considered |In

connexion with their surrounding circumstances,’®
These Insights Inform the novel: proverbs and other oral forms are

Incorporated Into the narrative as a means of exploring the "saveral

cifferent aspects" of pre-colonlal Barolong society. Moreover, they serve

173 For the publishing history of Mhud/, | am indebted to Stephen Gray,
Southern African Literature: An Introduction (Cape Town: David
Philip, 1979).

7% Tim Couzens, intreduction, Mhudi, and Willan, Chapter 14,
278 8ol Plaatje, Sechuana Proverbs (London: Kegan Paul, 1916). p 13,
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to counter a "pithy" and stereotypical portralt, founded on Intermingled

assumptions about oral culture and inferior mentality.

Victorian ethnologists, from the early stages of their discipline, began
to draw parallels between language and race, In 1860 Diffenbach, an
athhologist, wrote:
Language distinguishes man from the inferior
anlimals.,, From his language we can perceive the
structure and disposition of his mind, his prevailing
patterns and tendencies,..'?®
lLanguages, like races, wore classified according to hierarchies with the
Latin, considered to be 'linguistically perfect’, cecupying the highest
position, African languages, whose grammars were imperfectly understood
« due to ignorance of their tonal properties - were usually placed near
the bottom, depending on the language and the individual theorist. As
the African races ocecupied an analogous position on the hierarchy of races
it Is not surprising that langauge bocame to be regarded as an indlee of

the mental or logical davelopment of a race,

This Is reflectad in Victorian popular fiction where the speach of the
‘'savage' Is often correlated with theories of black mentality. In Haggard's
romances a contrast s drawn betweon Allan Quatermain, who Is plain
speaking, and his black countorparts, whe speak in long-winded or
obscure sentences. And when Panda, in Child of Storm, demands to bo
told the truth = he turns to Quartermain to find It:

"How am | to know the truth?" exclaimed Panda at

last, "Macumazahn, you wara thero; stop forward and
tell 1t to mo,"00

Y70 Cited in Phillp Curtln, The Image of Africa (Loncon:
1965), p 271,

1T Haggard, Chlld, p 113,

Macmlllan,

“®
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Implicit in his words, and indeed throughout the novel, is the suggestion
that black people are, whether consciously or not, natural-born
equlvocators or even liars. And these traits are encouraged by thelr oral
culture:

"t am glad to see that you are no boaster, Saduke,"

sald Panda, "Would that more of the Zulus were like

you in that matter, for then | must not listen to so

many loud songs about little things."?7®
This dismissal of the tradition of praise poetry is an explicit example of
cultural chauvinism, and shows how orality formed part of the
fconography of the 'savage'. in these hovels, the inferiority of the
‘savage' is linked to the oral nature of his culture av« fastitutions which
angenders and perpetuates feeble-mindedr 2ior Allan Quatermain
has taken part in a cattle-raid, he turns .. - his share of the spoils,
because (as he confides to the rcader) he fears they will bring him bad
luck., A different reason is given to the other raiders, a rather
subservient group of Zulu warriors:

"Now, listen, ! will not take those cattle because |
do not think as you Kafirs tnink,"t7??

The warriors are unable to comprehend the act; they respond with
child-like adoration. An oid man seizes Quartermaln's hand and begins
to Kkiss It

"Your heart is bhig," he eried; "you drop fatnessl!

Although you are so small, the spirit of a king lives

in you, and the wisdom of the heavens,"??
This spontancous and unquestioning acdoration, we are told, is passod

down in oral tradition:

to this day my name is a power among them and thelir
descendants, Also It has grown Into somathing of a

178 Haggard, Child, p 117,
Y79 Haggard, Chlld, p 100,
180 Haggard, Chlld, p 100.
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provorb amonyg all those Kafirs who know the story,
Thoy talk of a great act of liberality in an idiom as
'a gift of Macumazana', and In the same way of one
who makes any remarkable renunciation, as 'a wearer
of Macumazana's blanket', or as 'ho who has stolon
Macumazana's shadaw',

Thus did | earn a great roputation vory
cheaply,,,. 20!

The specch of the black characters is often sub-=proverbial or aphoristie,
supporting notlons that blaclk mentality Is difforent to that of Europeans:
it Is lacking In logle: childlike or ovon mystical. More ofter than not,
tho aphorisms which flavour the black charactor's speoch belong to an
entirely difforont context, aollowing Haggard te Indulge In axetic
metaphors and to suggost that the chiaractors' rosponses are partly
formulale = that they aro unable to think around rccolved wlsdom.
Suporstition', a much-usod word In colenlal fietion, oncapsulates this
view of 'savage' wentallty,*®? Allan Quatermain exprosses a common
assumption whoh he assoerts:

| already know, that enly weak-hsadoed, suporstitious

Idiots would put tho slightest faith In the drivelling

nonsense of dogolving or sclf-doceiving  Kafir

medicino=mon, 2?
As It transpires, his words are contradicted by tho plot of Chlld of
Storm. Nonetheloss, this deos not, In the context of the novel, contradict
his assortion that block poople are weak-hecaded. Haggard is simply
playing off ono storeotype with anothor, Instead wo are to aceopt that,
bolng untaught, black pooplo retain certain mystical abilitlos. Orality Is

R ="

101 Haggard, Child, p 101,

182 Bplan  Stroet dovotes a chupter to a discusslon about the kinds of
projudices which wero ombodiod by tho word 'superstiton' in Savage
in Literature, pp 154184,

113 Haggard, Child, p 49,
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( : &x also  often portrayed by Rider Haggard In  quasi-mystical terms,
!{ inextricably linked to sercory and magle:
! ! But now tho doubts did como. Might she not bo
&l mistaken after all? She knew tho marvellous pawers
,{ y of tho natives in the matter of the transmission of
i nows, powors so strange that many, oven among
. whito people, attributod them to witcheraft, ot
i
i Thus, altheugh net always stated explicitly, many of tho miseonceptions
and distortions portaining to black culture and society centre around
' thoir oral naturoe. Mercover, this Is usually coupled with the assumption
e that oral institutions give rise to an 'oral' or nen-rational mentality = an
3
. ldoa which porsists today, albelt in a more sophisticated form, In the
€ 3 ." .
e phenomenologleal theories of scholars like Walter Ong. According to Ong,
moclos of thought and cxpression evolve as a socloty undergoes changes,
" brought about by tho transformation of the word through writing. A
i
© socioty without writing is charasterised by a high oceurcenco of formulale
( oxpressions « and a certaln way of thinking:
o
‘ averyone in an oral culture oxprosses himself in
formulas; and furthor still, not enly deos everyeno
. talk In formulas, everyone in an oral culture also
‘ thinks In formulas, Theso oral thought patterns
. change only with the intreduction of now seript
technologios, writlng, printing, or clostronic
~‘ modia, 1°°
Y 18 Haggard, The Ghest Kings (Lendon: Cassell and Ce., 1909), p 49,
' 188 gummarisad in Joff Opland, Xhosa Oral Peoerty (Johannesburyg:
“ Ravan, 1983), pl183. Also sea Waltor Ong, /nterfaces of the werd:
\ Studles In the evelution of consclausness and culture (1thaca: Cornell
A, o - U Press, 1977).
The work of oral thoorists such as Ong and Geody has boon critictsad
e for lacking cross-cultural applicability and for resurrecting a 'great
. divide theory'. Brian Streot writos, "Writors cencerned to ostablish
; i a 'great divide' botweon tho thinking procosses of differont senlal
. groups have classleally deserlbed  them in sugh  torms as
- ‘ logleal/pro-logical, primitive/medern, and concrete/sciontific. | would

arguo that tho Introduction of literato/pro=literate as tho crlteria far
making such a divisien has glvon the tradition a now leaso of lifo just
as It was wilting under the powerful challenge of rocent work In soclal
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'‘Oral thought', according to Ong, restricts the doevelopment of cognitive
precossos, which remain context bound. An inabllity te distanee ancself
feom an utterance and a form of passlvity are hallmarks of this way of
thinking. The oral storytellor in Nada the Lily is unablo to distance
himself frem tho talo he Is tolling:

in truth, he actod rathor than told his story. Was

tho death of a warrier in question, he stabboed with

his stick, showing how the blow foll and where; did

tho story grow serrewful, ho greaned, or oven

wopt, 10
And othar novels by Haggard abound with aphorisms voleod by black
charactors, which oxpross rosigned passivity In the faeo of 'tho
Inovitable'. For oxamplo in Chlld of Storm:

Porhaps the spirlts plant a tres for themselves, and
to do ge cut down many othor trces,

When two young bulls quarrel thoy must fight It out.

He who walks into o storm must put up with the
hallstonng, 107

The dapletion of erality in Rider Haggord's Zulu remances, thorefero,
forma an Important poart of tho distertod representation of black raeacs.
Oral  tradition s scon o5 magical, mystical, inflated, leading to
long=windedness and solf-docolving vainglory on the one hand, and an
Inabllity te think logisally on tho ether. (n addtion, Haggard oftrn
ineorporatos Indlgonous eral narrativos in a way that porpotuates tho

‘mystical' nature of savege life, furnishing the romance with tho required

unﬂ;;o"p‘c;lt)é;/, lingulstics and phllesephy." Llteracy In theery and
practlce (Cambridge: Cambridge U Pross, 1984), p 24,
198 pHaggord, Nada, p 4.

107 Haggard, Ghlld, pp 24, 176, 172,
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cloments of meledrama and oxotleism, *®® in his proface to Nada the
Lily, Haggard assures his readers that the Zulu lore assimilated In the
novel has not boon exaggorated:

Porhaps it may be allowablo te add o few werds about
the Zulu mystielsm, magle and superstition, to which
there {s somo alluslen in this remance. It has beon
littlo If at all oxaggorated, °?

Nonotholoss, oven If tha weritor Is faithful in his ropreduetion of eral
tradition of other cultures, distortion may ofton arise eut of a distertod
contoxt (and romonco fletion ean only be a distortod centext)., Brlan
Streot dofinos this contoxt as "the mass of ordorly life" :

such doseriptions lock tho sonse of preportion that
can only bo achloved by putting thom in their full
context alongsido tho mass of ordorly lifo and
alengside the many other; loss oxotle eor dramatle,
apects of the religious, pelitieal and ceenemie lifo of
ove 'primitive’ poeples.... Neodless to say, most
popular reporting and novols deallng in such matters
fall to do this, and tholr prosontation s
corrospendingly distertod,*??

Ploatje attompts to counter this distortlen by providing a gentoxi nelthor
molodramatic nor mystleal = his nevel omphasises the human side of
Tswona oral culturo. His portrayal of tho eral noture of pre-colonial
Barolong and Nelebole sceloty 1s ofton very humourous., Almest ali of the

characters are dopieted as storytellers in their ewn right; rarely Is a

188 Haggara was particularly fond of the myth of Nomkubulwana = a
whito- rebed woman who according to Zulu logond appoared In times
of calomity, This myth provides tho gist for many plets and allows
the author to Indulgo in fantaslos of white supremasy. Fer oxamplo,
In The Ghost Kings the English hereine is bolloved by the crodulous
Zulus to bo tho whito goddess of legend. Rachel takes advantago of
thelr gullibility until rescued by thoe hero.

138 Haggard, proface, Nada, pp xl=u'l,

190 gipoot, Savage, p 1.
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point made or an opinion oxpressod, without a narrative bsing recoutited

to underscora the point:

“Tsotsanyana is right," sald Matsitselolo, with a
socurity she was vory far from foeling, "Kong=goano
s as white=livered as that man who comos flylng so
swiftly from the invisible bogy. | think | netice semo
similarity betwean that runner and a man that
accompanied my fathor to last wintor's chase. He
reusod tho camp ono night (so the men related on
thelr return) with a plausible stery about a fllon
proparing to spring on my father's party in their
sloep =« and what do you think it was that ho misteok
foréga rearing lien? A bush, a stationary little bush."
p 89,

Moreover, talos in tho Barelong community becemn quickly and widely

transmitted, not becauso of magle, but because of human nature. Storles

of aroat deeds and courage, or infomous acts of cowardice, spread like

wildfire = accounts of Mhudi's first mooting with a llen are oven said to

have beon recounted (n the snomy camp.

har husband Ra=Thaga, he commonts:

Hoewavor an orol medium of transmission dees have its disadvantages:

"So thon," sald Ra-Thaga, now lost In  admiration,
"vou wore the horeine of Motlhekaditse, whoso
bravory wag the pride of tho countryside! Why, tho
thrilling talk of your adventure will live as leng as
there broathes a mombeor of our tribe." p 69.

Thua Mhudi alse bocame tho talk of the pooplo and
many were the vyarns spun concerning the two
supernatural  Bldis, as the Qoronnas eall  the
Bechuana. Ancedotos in tho history of tho twe
strangers wero related and oxoggorated with oacgh
repotition..,. p 73,

When Mhudi tells the tale to

Tho eoxaggorated 'yaens' of the Qerannas ferm a parody ot the romanco

gonre:

Ancthor story was te the offect that Ra-Thaga aleno
had vanquished the armies of Mzilikozi after all tho
Barolong were slain, and roscued his boautiful wifo,
who was a eaptive ameng tho Matabelo. Again, that
she horself slow two Matabela soldiers who wore
attempting to follew her and thus inspired the
romaindor with fear, p 73,

o
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Bocauso oral accounts are prone to bo oxaggerated by performers who
porforim for offoct rather than accuraecy, nows which has travolled far
cannot be relied on, This Is In dircet contradistinetion to the myth of
tho 'marvellous powors of the native in tho matter of the transmission of
news' vorpotuated by Haggord.!?! While de Villiers and Ra-Thaga are
Y away en a spying oxpedition, the community at Thaba Nehu hear that thoy
havae been arrostod and massaered. The nows proves to bo a distorted
vargion of anotlier incident: the avrest of a white youth and the massacro
of the witchdoctors. Wheu the men, meurned for doad, turn out to be
very much alivo, tho incident g distillod In a commonplaco:

¢ ‘ "How agrocably unroliable was nows frem a far
y country," was the commont of mon. p 134,

The many lien oncounters, derived from Tswana hunting tales, also sorve
an tmpoertant thematle function in tho nevol; thoy reveal the eourage of
the charactors. In the previous chapter montion was made of Z.D.
Mangonala's Sogotho collestion of animal encounter sterios.®? Variants
of all the lien and tiger episodes in Mhud! appour in this celloetion: thoro
. are toles of tall=pulling and aceounts of eowardly hunters who abandon
their frionds to the morey of wild animals, (Tho friend manages to
over=powor the boast and the coward, whe has announced the death of
his friond, Is revealed for what ha is.) Equally slgnificantly, these tales
underline tho genyruity of gontext. Tho backgreund information which

Mangeaola provides, suggoests that Plaatje has proserved the centext in

e

. 181 This 'myth' also crops up in uthor eelenial novels. Soo far instance
Edg&n“o\h@l{%ace, Sanders of the River (London: Warde Lucke, 1911),
H | (2] ¢] =43

| 132 7.D. Mangoaola, Har'g Libatana (Morija: Morija Preas, 1911).
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which theso stories were told, Thoy wore recounted to oxtol the brave
deods of hunters and travellers in encounters with wild beasts. This is
confitmed by Motsamai, anothor collector of Sosotho talos, who adds:

Evon If those storles are all true, and fearseme, yot
to-day they do net affright us as much, for thoro
are many such in the world, S8till, we do fool
goose-floshy whon we toll the story of another man,
for wo fool as though wo aroe actually seoing him with
our own oyos eontering into danger, and agaln
oscaping thorofrom, 93

Perhaps most conspleuous of all = and an impertant part of tho counter
to storcotypes of ethor racos arnd cultures = are the provorblal sayings
whieh poppor tho charaecters' speoeh In Mhudl %% Like tho aphorisms
voiced by black charactors In Haggard's fiction, many of the proverbs
refor to tho natural world, roflesting the main eceupations of the Tswana
poople prier to the arrvival of the whitos. As Plaatjo writos in the
introduction to Scehuanuy Provorbs, "mest of the proverbs originated on
the pastures or the huntingefiold, and tho wealth of the Sechuana

vocabulary lles in the same diroetion,"'?®

e

18 Quoted by G. Franz, "The Literature of Lescthe," Bantu Studles 4.2
(1930): p 72.

104 Many of the proverbs cited by characters are to be found in Plaatjo's

Sechuana Proverbs, For instance, proverb numhor 124, "The wise
dam sucks its young whilo standing up, the foolish ono sucks hors
lylng down (not se roady to dart off when hunters appear)” forms
the nucleus of Moroka's spoesh to the Barelong people = the speoch
in whieh he attempts to ollclt support for the Boors:
"Men of the Barelong," he said aloud, "liston! Old people say that
'the fenlish dam suckles her young while lying dewn; but the wise
dam sucklos hors stonding up and leaking out for approeaching
hunters'. This day has brought with it the most appalling nows sinco
wo pltehed our abode en the banks of tho Sopane River." p 112,

18 plaatjo, Seehuana Proverbs, p 8.

',;f




E 4
e

]

. y
\

i
.
N 5
¥ \z‘
i

i

o

1

[T “x\(?
&

W, )

N

Provarbs play a plvotal role in the political and social llves of the

Barolong and tho Matabole, countering popular fictlon's portrayal of

African political Institutiens as undoveloped and based on the whims of

a dospol of the likes of Chaka or Dingaan. In Mhudi power is shown to

bo diffused through tho uppor cchelons of black seeiecty. This is

exomplified by the assombly of tho chlofs at the khotla In order to decide

whether or not to support tho Boers, and is undoersecored by tho warrior

Gubuza's intervention aftor the defeated warriors have boen

to coath by Mzilikazi:

New, Gubuza was the genoral whe commanded all tho
armios of Mzilikazi. Ho was as popular among the
nation as his prowess was rehewned amoeng their
enemics, so that oven tho king could net ignoro his
word. Mzilikaz! therofore premptly eountormanded tho
sentonco of death upon thoe defeated warriors, p 103,

sehtencod

Tho novels also shows that powor s mediatod through publie dobata, and

that proverbs are tho bricks and mortar of groat oratory,

saylngs,

can be »

And proverblal

wthor than epitomising mindloss rollance en reecived widom,

croative thought:

Ci 1ika was not as great an orator as most of
th s but ho execelled in philesophy. In
tha . nls witty oxprossiens and dry humour
wel Jal to these of Moshueshue, the Basute king.

Ho sasoke In o stoecato voice, with short sontonces
and & stop aftor cach, as though composing the noxt
sontenco., His spoeches abounded In allegorles and
proverblal sayings, some traditional and others
spontaneous, His own maxims had about thom tho
splea of originality which always provided his
auditors with mugh food for thought., p 111.

Moreover, since a single provert» may oxpross only o partial truth, tho

whele truth requires a numboer of difforont, ofton contradistory, proverbs

to oxpross Its comploxity., The oceurrence of contradictory provorbs

allews for conflicting views to bo volcod = facllitates dialogue. This (s

lustrated by the dobate in the Matabele camp over tho expediency of

Langa's massacre of the Barelong at Kunana. The sontiments of tho

&
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majority of the warriors are articulated by Dambuza when he states, "I
would rather be a Bushman and eat scorpions than that Matabele could
be hunted and killed as freely as rock-rabbits," p 55. This commonplace
Is disputed by Gubuza whose argument Is condensed in the proverb:
"Wiseacres of different nationalities are agreed that cheap successes are
always followed by grievous aflermaths.” p 54, These 'unpat.iotic'
sentiments arouse the ire of the crowd, but Gubuza's right to speak Is
sanctioned by Mzilikazi in a speech which embodies the underlying moral
and polemical thrust of Mhud/:

"l every grade of llife there are always two sides

to svery matter. There are riches and poverty;

beauty and ugliness; health and slckness; wisdom

and folly; right and wrong; day and night; summer

and winter; fire and water. One carnot exist without
the other." p 58,

All the characters in the novel show themselves to be perfectly capable
of rational thought; nor are they trappod in the darkness of received
tradition, When Chief Moroka presides over the case of Mrs Poe, he
departs from the precedent set by King Chosa of the Bangwaketse who
punished the adulterars., Instoad he acknowledges that times have
changed, demonstrating a greater flexibilty than the Boers with their
written law. And one of the lossons which Ra-Thaga loarns during his
stay with the Qorannas is tha folly of blind adherence to formulaic
expressions. When Mhudi (who Is a highly proceptive judge of character)
warns him against golng with the headman, Ton-Qon, her husband
disobeys, citing the proverb: "Never be led by a female lest thou fall
over a precipice.” p 73, Ra-Thaga learns his losson, and the novel ends
with the here vowing to haeed only one voice - the sober judgement of
teudin
"Never again. replied Ra-Thaga, raising his voice

above the creak-crack, creak-crack »f the old
waggon wheels. "l have had my revenge and ought
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to be satlsfied; from henceforth, | shall have no ears
far the call of war or the chase; my ears shall beo
open to one call only - the call of your voice," p 189,

93

Perhaps more than anything else, it is Plaatje's characterisation of Mhudi

which forms the most powerful rejoinder to the "human absence" In

imparial fictlon. Brian Willan culogises her in his blography of Plaatje!

She is the central, life-glving figure of the book, a
woman of great beauty, courage, wisdom and
determination, Her qualities stand in sharp contrast
to the far woaker and less Yormed character of her
husband, Ra-Thaga. Often Plaatje sets her qualities
in a humourous way against tho stereotype of
submissivo female behaviour..., !*¢

Although the idoalised woman Is a common stock figure In Haggard's

fiction and possesses many of the tralts which Willan lists (such stock

figures Include Nadu, Mameema, She etec.) ~ the difference between them

and Mhudi Is simply that they are not really African, The beautiful black

women in these romancos nolther look nor act like Afrlcan woman « they

aroe accldonts of history as this description of Mameena seems to Imply:

She was a little above the medium height, not more,
with a figure, so far as | am a judge of such matters,
was absolutely perfect = that of a Greek statue
indoed... Her features showed no trace of the nagro
type; on tho contrary they weore singularly well cut,
the nose belng straight and fine and the pouting
mouth that just showed the ivory teeth....??”

Mhudi by contrast Is deeply rooted in tho African soil,%?

Y e GRS e TS e

190 willan, p 358,

197 Haggard, Chlld, p 59,

198 |n Vietorian times the view was held that black women might be

considered comely or shapely =~ but noever boautiful.
Haggard's novols, beautiful heroine's like Mameena do not
negrold foalures, Such projudices might well have been derlved from
tho "Song of Solomon". The King Jamas Verslon contains the famous
line: "I am black hut comoly" (my emphasis). Bryant's Olden Tlmes
In Zululand and Natal, for instance, contains a photograph of a Zulu
woman, bearing the inscription "Nlger sum, sed formosa", Bryant,

in

have
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Plaatje's novel, then, is an Important repository of different Tswaha oral
traditions: legends, folltales, proverbs etc, And yat thero ls a notlceable

excoption, pertalning to an important realm of pre-colonial Tswana

culture, No allusion Is made to the religious bellefs and rituals of the

Barolong - myth forms no part of the repository. In one episode the

hercine doos, Indeed, addross the "the Maker of the Universa", but her
Invocation Is along Christian linos. Like Mofole, Plaatje was an active

Christlan; no doubt his religious convictions shaped his portrayal of

pre-colonfal customs and beliefs. Mhueli's contemplation of the stars Is
ontirely reminiscent of Fokisl's meditation on avll In Moet! oa Bochabela,
And as wo noted In the previous chapter, those and similar questions
are asked by the more intelligent 'savages' In popular Vietorlan remances.

For Instance, Mopo in Nada the Llly, aofter ro-onacting Dingaan's

treachery, Is moved fo ask:

"Say, my fathor, why doos tho Unkulukulu who slts
in tho Heavens above allow such things to bo done
on the carth boneath?"199

Mhudl Is plagued by simllar fundamental questions as sho gazes at the

stars during the night spont alone in the forest. And like Mopo, the God

R 4T R R A TR

Qlden "I’Imes‘ In Zululand and Notal (London. Longmans, Green and
Co., 1929), p L,

According to a Biblical commonzary, a preciso rendering of the
Hobrow would bo:r "black am | and beautiful", However due to tho
melanophobla of teanslators, "“tho adversive relation betwoen the
blacknoss and the beauty woas omphasised". Marvin M. Pope, Song
of Songs: A New Translatlon with Introduction and Commentary (Now
York: Doubleday and Ceo., 1977), p 307.

fronically these are the very lines citad by Half«a-Crown wlien
doscriblng the hoautiful Umnandi:

"Such was the description of hor glven to Half-a=Crown, tha hoary
ostogenarian, that it reminded him of a romarkable passags In tho
Song of Songs, namely:

| am black but comoely, O ye daughters of Jorusalem (otc.)." p 91.

199 Haggard, Nada, p 204,
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which she addresses belongs to a nee-Chrelstian cunceptlon of a Supreme
Baing (as the Biblical dictlon suggosts):?°?

This immoense doma, so lofty and yot so brilllant,
suggoested the power of lts Maker, who apparently
also made the trees and birds, and beasts and mon
= yes brutal monl

Whare {s tha God, this spirit, that made all these
things? Deos He not strell around semotimes and
oxamine His handiworl, and even me? | wondar how
leng it took Him to mako this immense univorse? s
He satisfled with It all and with me? Surely Ho cannot
be ploased with the Motabele or with Ten=Qon; and
if they too are the creatures of the God of Lifo, what
did He make such poopla for?" p 78,

According to the black theologist and philesophor, Gabwial Sotiloane, the
Tswana concept of Mod/ime would be more adequately represonted by the
pronoun 'It':
Birth and doath, success and failure, health and
sleknass, Justice and Injustice, order and disorder,
rolatlens betweon men and women ... =« all aro
subsumed under an Intense communtly of which

MODIMO is the source and 'badime' at once ITS
moediators and T8 intogr., mombors, 203

The exclusion of Tswana mythology is compounded by Mhudi's bohaviour
aftor she roalizes that by morvelling at the stors she has broken a
traditional injunction. Mhudl's response is more consistont with the
foar=riddon, suporstitious 'savagos' of King Selomon’s Mines, than with
tho couragoous, level=headed horoino who has survived three eneounters
with lions:

Thon hor native superstitions got tho bottor of hor,
"It 13 sald that we should naver attempt to count the

300 Tha novel racords the presence of misslen.rios, but there Is ne
pvldnnco that Mhudi has been converted. Hor succumbing tlo
suparstition’ suggost that perhaps sho has not,

201 Gabrlel Sotlloane, The Image of God Among the Sotho=Tswana
{Rottordam: A.A. Balkema, 1976), p 224,




‘\ 1
o’ {
) .y '
s
i

v @

] o
4@ «
\ |
N

Al 4l e e

96

stars, ave | not perhaps been trying to count

them?" Her flesh began to creep. "If so, what could

happen to me? Had someone heen trying to count the

stars and so brought about the fate of Kunana?" p
Moreo' se "native superstitions" is used without a trace of
irony SEETHTS “nat the integrity of traditional Tswana belief is hot
intena .w of the rejoinder to colonlal fiction., Especlally as

her "native superstitions” are presented out of context. The "taboo"
concerning the stars is described by Junod in Life of a South Afrlcan
Tribe:

It is taboo to try to count the stars, If any one
attempts to do so people will say to him! "Keop qulet
or yorr will wet the hut during the night!" Counting
stars represents the torments of the soull If a child
has been deprived of food as a punishment for an
offence, his parents will tell him, when he goss to
sleep: "Go and count the stars," viz., "you will feel
hungry and not be able to sieep; you will he as
unhappy as If you had to count the stars,"*%%

Tha herolne's reaction to the monkey's chatier, the following morning,
perpetuates this pattern:

Again her native superstitious boliefs overcame hor

as sho rocalled the traditional follk-tales, according

to which monkoy‘s wara among the "things that should

nover bo seon'. She thourht of her own Ilitle

choquered life and remombor: 1 that, throughout that

podrlod of hor ocarly wanderings she bhad nover seen

any monlieys, henco her censistont satety, p 70
‘The monkoys' presence aceontuates Mhudi's (and wur) sense of forebeding
= after all. suspense is a fundamental ingredient in tho romance neval,
Nonotholoss, as s ofton tho case In Haggard's fiction, this offect is
achloved at tho oxponse of a natien's traditions and eustoms. In this
instaneo a folktale (usually told to ehildron) beecemes trans.ormed inte

"natlve supe: .titlous boliafs" and s ombund with roligious connetations

282 Honrl A, Junoed, Life of a South Afrlean Tribe, wvol, 2 (London:
Macmillan and Co., 1927), p 308,
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= while actual Tswana beliafs, such ag those pertaining to the ancostoral
spirlts (badime), aro novor montionod,2°?

To eonclude, tho synthosis of eral and weitten traditions In Mhud/ is a
complax one that nceds to bo toased out within tho context of tho popular
fiction of Plaatjo's time. Thoe auther draws en oral tradition in eorder to
countor many of tho storcotypes sencerning blask people < literally, to
forge a voiee for himself within o Burepean llitorary tradition, But boecauso
tha novel it dirocted at a whito audionce the rasult Is an unocasy
combination of stylisatlen (o make +the ontorprise accossible and

aceoptabl:) and poredy; assimilatien and rojoinder.  Nenotholoss, Mhud!

L . . N

y is a piencering novel, ono whieh makos oxplicit the process of strugglo
‘ undarlying the development of the black English noval in Seuthern Africa
~ = and a brave ottempt at fillng the human abgence n the landscapo of

golonial fietion,

203 This folktalo, teld in many parts of the country, concorns a clan ef
people wha are sald to have boan very lazy. lnstead of sulllvating
their ewn fields they would re'y an ethor slans for foed, Eventually,
howover, those folk were punished fer theoir indoloence whon thoir
hoos, which thoy used only to lean against, turned into toils, and
shaggy hair grew all over their bodies. Benediet Vilikazt furnishoes
this tale with a moral and a contoxt:

"To pravant childron from being lazy, thoy are told the story »f the
Thusi elon who were changoed into baboons. Even te=day, childron
who ore still teld Ngunt toles aveid the sight of babeens.”

Bonodiet Vilikazi, "The @ral and Written Litorature in Nguni,” diss.,
U of tho Witwaterarand, 1945, p 241,

%



¥t

P - S

W,

98

Chaptaor Five.

Convorgonce and Juxtaposition in A€, Jordan's Wrath of the

Ancostors.

A.C. Jordan's Wrath of the Ancestors has an oral storytoller wheso
mythieal talos and prophogies all come true.®®" Tho eracular ability of
old Ngxaboano imbues the plot with an amblguous sonse of inovitability =
one which allows for tho convorgence of two contrasting levels of
interprotatien: the mythieal, and tho soeial. The pattern ef cenfluonee
in Wrath of the Anceostors is therefore an Intrieate ene; Jordan was the
first blaek South African novelist welting in English to attempt to capture
the complexity of tho socioty of his timo. In this, and in his Incorporation
of Indigoenous oral narrative, he clearly anticipated tho dovelopmonts in

the novel during the fif{les and sixtics in other parts of Africa.

At the goelal 1 vel, tho novel oxplorss othnic eonflictk in  the
Mpondemisaland of the thirtles. [In  this  Transkeian torritery
halfea=eontury of colonial demination had rosulted in a schism between

the traditional Mpondemise and these who had ceme to adopt Christian

RO ALG. Jordan, Wrath of the Ancesters (Lovedale: Lovedalo Pross,
1080}, All page rofercncos refor to this edition.

U,
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ways and bollofs. 2% This schism Is roflected In the plot, giving rise to
tho tragle avents that befall Zwelinzims and Thembeka, By focusing on
the fated couple Jordon both oxploros and mitigates personal agency,

providing us with a social framo for Individual actlons,

At anothor lovel, Wrath of the Ancestors 1s a stery which uphoelds the
worldview of tho traditional Mpondomise, the sgo-called 'Red’ peoplo.
Throughout tho narrative the old man's presenco peints to the oxistenco
of the ancestral aplrite and a werld bayend tho paramotors of the natural
world, but sharing its space. As the narrative tepers to a close, this
‘other' world dramatically assorts Hsolf by calling Thembeka to hor death

(thus fulfilling the old man's prophocy).

To dato, Wrath of the Ancesters has boen sorieusly neglegted by literary
schelars, This Is partly due to the anamaleus pesition 1t escupies in South
Afrlean literary histery = the novel belongs, not te ene, but to twe

differont literary traditions. It was oviginally writton and published in

208 At tho time when the novol was weitten, this schism ombraced the
enflre Xhosa=speaking population of Transkei and Giskel, and was
already goneratlons old, A piennoring onthrepological study by Philip
Mayer (carriod eut In the 50's) deseribog the differonces botwoeen tho
iwo rural eulturos: "The people knewn as  ebantu ababomvu, 'Red
poople’, or loss politely as emaegaba, ‘smoared ones' (from the
smoaring of their clothos and bedies with red oechre), are the
traditionalist Xhesa, the congservatives whe still stand by the
indigonous way of life, ineluding the pagan Xhasa veligien. 'Red’
Xhesa aro net just o fow pilsturesquo survivals: on the eantrary, thoy
are a flourishing haif f the Xhosa people taeday, and are particularly
strong In tho arens noarest to Last London, The antithotical type,
abanty basesikelwend, 'Sehool peoeple’, are producta of the mission
and tho scheal, holding up Christianity, literasy, and othor Westorn
ways ag ldaals. 'Sehool’ puople = it must bo addad - are net juat town
peoplo or people under town influonce... The primary divisien into
Red and Scheel lies within the countryside Itself, whoro two folk
gultures ... are earried on simultaneously.” Townsmen er Trihosmon
{Copo Tawn: Oxford U Press, 1961}, p 4.

A
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Xhosa In 1940 as Inggqumbe Yeminyanya and was a huge succoss among
Xhosa readoers, 2% Daniel Kuneno, a formar studont of Jordan's, deseribes
tho forvid rosponso the work ovoked among students, and hew cven
illitorate men reeruited scheol boys to read 1t to them, "and would net
lot thom be until thoy had read the last word."2®” Kuneno's aceount is
an intercsting oxample ef a situatien where a writton text enters Inte oral
trodition, This Is reminiscont of the reeseption that Ngugl wa Thlong'e's
novels have enjoyed, more recently, ameng the Kenyan peasantry. indood
the Xhesa noveol could profitably bo analysed in terms of Ngugl's quest

for "African" forins, using indigenous languages.®®?

A docade or go after its first publication, Ingqumbo Yeminyana was

translated by tho author himself.2° Through a literal translation of many

108 A6, Jordan, [nggumbo Yeminyonya (Lovedale: Levedale Press,
1040)c

297 paniel Kuneno quoted in Albert Gorard, For  Afeican Lltoraturcs
(Barkoloy: U of Galifornia Press. 1971), pp &3 87,

208 Although the Xhosa nevel has been the subject of @ numbor of
dissartations, thus far no study has placed it within a wider African
eontoxt. Sce, for example, S.Z. Qangule, "A Study of Gonflict and
Theme in A.€. Jordan's Nevel Ingqumno Yominyanya," diss., U of
South Afriea, 1974,

Naugi eitos the novel ag an oxample of the oxisting Afrvicon literary
traditlen In Decolonistny the Mind (Londun: Hoinemonn, 1081),
Ironizally, though, he la reliant on Gorard’s aceeunt, net being able
to read Xhooa = this would secm to be a serious counter against thege
ndvecating the use of natienal languages.

209 The English editien was published by Levedalo Press in 1980, thirty
yoears after Jordan partnd company with Lovedale begause it would
not code him the rights to publish his novel slsowhere. See Jeffroy
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Xhosa exprossiens, Jordan forged a now and distinetive idiom, Examples
; abound in tho character's dislogues.®t? For ingtaneo many of Ngxabane's
z spoochos aro filled with metaphors and idiematie oxprossiens transplanted
o
i from the Xhosat
How can timoes have changed when we still feast and
live? | swear by tho Mpondomiso that, as leng as |
have broath, as long as tho lightning blrds of your
wives have not killed me, se leng will | teach you
the customs you don't know. p 141,
Morcover, unusual gsyntax and ideophones reinforee our sense of a
( difforent language eemmunity:
' Awul" he eried. "Te live leng 1s to see things! Hore
i a disgrace. Wo sont eut grey=headed mon *o find
A a woman flt to bo the bride of our Chiof. And what
W happens? These groy=hoads return with their heads
s turned by o girl's boeauty! p 149,
Quito unliza tho "padded ECnglisl" of Mhudi, this styloe ef writlng
- anticipatas the syneretle style of Things Fall Apart published eight yooes
‘3
; ‘ Peimd; "Lovedalo Press: Literature for the Bantu Rovisited," English
e Afrfca 7.1 (10680): p 4.

In translating the nevel, Jordan seems to have mado important
ehangos to the plet. For instanse, in the eriginal, Thembeka aned
Zwelinzima force certaln reforms on the Mpondomise: tho former
prohibits tha cutting of youny habies’ fingers whilo tho lattor places
a ban on all witehdoctors, In Wrath of the Ancestors, howover, tho
gouple are dopleted as being mere idealistic, loss imperious. This is
because thoir reign proves to be toe shert for reforms to be carried
‘ut(

210 Although many Xhesa idiematic exprossions were direstly translied,
styllistically the English varslen lo completaly difforont. 1n Inggqumbo
Yeminyanya an intensely repotitious style suggosts a closer kinghip
with oral tradition. This la how $.Z Qangule translates Thembeka's
rasponse to the nows of Mphuthunl's arvival:
;’}vanukg wanovala, wanomizanga, kwaylnqaba ulkuya apho ablzolwa
hona,
"she bocame ofraid, she become hesitant, she found it difficult to
o go to where sho was being called." (literal translation) p 19,
L1 SlZl Qdﬂg“lﬁ, p 177|
‘ The Enghsh version is more presaie in its deseription of Thombela's
fear: "she had misgivinga, ond she hung baek, finding it extremely
difficult to go where she woas wanted.” p 22,

o, ©
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later, !n fact thero are many formal and thomatic similaritios between the

English novel and Achebe's novels of the past, ospeclally Arrow of God.

in Arrew of Ged the sotling is tho 'pre-colonial' village of Umuare, Here
traditional ways of interacting, and ries of worship are being practised
in the face of the gradual encroashiment of tha British administration and
the missienary offert. Tho Inovitable conflict whieh arisos eut of the
forelgn presenco Is oxplored through tho eharaster of Ezoulu, CGhiof
Priost of ono of tha village doities. Ezoulu wishos to keop abroast with
changing timos and so ducides to send eno of his sons to the missienary
selical, At schoel the boy learns to repudiate the customs of his village,
When he tries te suffocato o sacred python, the repereussions spark off
a chain of ovonts which form the novel's plot. The narrative ends with
the doath of Ezoulu's oldest son and tho decline in Ulu's powor, with

many of the villageras turning te the Ghristian God, 3}

A similor Ineidont, in whieh o sasred snake is violated, forms the nuclous
of the plot of Wrath of the Ancesters. A young, misslon-oducatod
Mpondemlse prince returns to the Transkei after sponding his ehildhooed
In o Clakelan village. Ho hag "progressive” ideaa whieh elash with the
tradition=bound outlook of tho censorvative faetions in the land, And se
when he marrios the Mfengu woman ef his heart, geing against custom
and the wishes of his late father, tensions between the twe communities
are oxoacorbatod. These are further compounded by tho actions of
Themboka his wifoe who, having grown up in a "Seheol” envirenment, has

little understanding of, and sympathy for, Mpondemese tradition. Whon

311 Ghinua Acheboe, Arrow of God (Londen: Helnemann, F064).

it
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the nkwakhwa, the sacred snake of thoe House of Majola, eolls Hself beside
her child, sho roacts hysterically < her killing of the snake loads to opon
confrontation.®'* Whereas Arrew of God cnds with the God of the
missionarios conselidating His pewer, the foreos of tradition triumph in
Jordan's novel. Thomboka, deoply affested by the censoquonces of her
deed, drowns hoer child and heersolf In tho Bedlana River. Net leng

thereaftor, Zwelinzima slips Into the water te join thom,

Beth writors draw on oral tradition to ereato an authentic picture of
traditionol Afriean eommunitios in tho carly part of this contury.
Hewovor, whoreas Achebo is writing in a post-coeloninl ora with the
axplieit intentlon of countering colonial depictions of lgbo histery
(typified by Joyse Gary's Mister Johnson),?}? Jordan's intontions are loss
pointed, more dotoched, ®}* Tho detachment of the narrative veice rominds
one of another Nigorlan writar, Weole Soyinka, although Jerdan's s a
difforont kind of dutachment, leas obseure. No sides are taken = thore

o a stery to bo teld and this is corried out tersely and dispassienatoly.

312 The Zulu=Englieh distionary states that the nkwalkhwa belongs to the
gonus, Pseudaspls cana G.M. Doko and 8.W. Vilakazi, Zwlu=-English
Dietlonary (Jobhannesburg; Wits U Pregs, 1048). Accarding to V. F.LL.
FltrBimong, this gpecies of snake, known ag the Gommen Mole Snake,
& won poiconous. 4 Fleld Guldo to the Snakos of Southern Africa
{iomdee Gorling, 1970).  Qangule, on the other hand, states that
fouy afiwakhwa  belongs to the polsonaus hrown cobira family,

13 Jayce Gary, Mister Johnsen (London: Michael Joseph, 1030).

a6 Achebo has comparod his first novel with the roturn of the prodigal:

'‘Altheugh 1 did not oot about it conselously in that selomn way, |

now Lnow that firet book, Things Fall Apart, was an act of atenement

with my past, the ritual return and hemage of a prodigal gon,"

%:gt!?i‘q)uu A&}l{\)ﬁb(\, Morning Yet cn Greatlon Day (Londen: Hoinemann,
8, p 10,

o
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‘(f,:' But like Soyinka, Jordan draws on the oral traditions of his people, using

techniques of juxtaposition and convergence to explore the social and
mythical dimensions of his society. And as in Soyinka, the individual l

( - forms the focus of the novel.

The most explicit kinds of juxtaposition lie at the level of description.

Ty

Contrasting detlails, mentioned in passing, assume greater significance .
| as the story unfolds. The first example occurs in the the opening '
. g paragraphs which describe the arrival o ten horsemen at a homestead:
C These men looked like village travellers. They were

. all in riding- breeches, but it was obvious that two

R or three of them wore trousers only on very special
b ow occasinns such as this one. p 3.

In contrast to the men, uncomfortable in trousers, is the young companion

of a minor Chief:

I

b The other was a mere youth of about twenty, whose
Ff : dress and bearing indicated that he was a college
: student. He wore a hat with the Lovedale college
badge, p 4.

The meeting at Mzamo's homestead expands on the contrast and introduces

major themes. A traditional beer-drinking ceremony forms the focus of

.. ‘ conversation about the changing proclivities of the youth, and the
. deceitful ways of teachers:

"Come and have a drink, then Mashiya!" N
= 7 "No, thank you, father, | don't drink."
! "What! Are you a schoolmaster, then?"
"What do you mean, 'schoolmaster', Thole lenkunzi?
exclaimed Maghubela. "Is it not these very teachers
who tell us where beer is to be found these days?"
. o "No, Nozulu,” replied Mzamo. "What | mean is that
5, | teachers drink on the sly."
: "Nonsensel Not these of the days of gaslights.
. | Teachers drink with us nowadays."
S “Then why not let Dumakude's child drink? Come,
. have a drink, my boy. This stuff doesn't tell tales.
° And all of us here are your fathers,"
' . At this point Dabula intervened,
‘ ~ "No, Dlamini," he said, "This child doesn't drink,
. o and | don't want him to. He has so far escaped the
' habit, The youth of these days can't take their
‘ liquor." pp 5-6.
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This cohversation anticipates Zwelinzima's youthfulness and the important
part played by teachers in the plot. Linked to this, at the thematic level,
is the novel's exploration of the ambivalent nature of Western education
within the context of a rural society like Mpondomiseland. This
ambivalence is voiced by a progressive headman, who tells the missionary,
Father Williams:

We praised you and your people too soon for the light

you brought, Mfundis!, not realizing that through

your religion and your education, our children are

learning to lose respect for the customs and

traditions of their fathers. Now we have discovered
that we are no longer being taught to be men. p 231,

Within the wider plot the ceremony itself forms the basis of juxtaposition
with less ceremonial interactions. Despite the light-heartedness of the
conversation, formal courtesies are nevertheless strictly observed - the
beer [s passed around according to age and the host fulfills his customary
role. When his wife brings a /ala of beer, he apologises for being forced
to serve "“the very dregs of his beer" at the "house of his dog". The
slaughter of a sheep for supper calls for similar hyperbole:

"I am afraid vou will go hungry here, for we can

only give you the little we have, and no more - the

hard mielie~grains which we ourselves were going to

have as our poor evening meal, Here, then are the

grains, and he pointed to the sheep." p 11.
The ritual nature of Mpondomise interactions can be compared with the
Igbo ceremonies describe. in Arrow of God (and both writers explore
these to similar effect) - although Igbo formalities consist of actions
rather than words:

Ezeulu presented a lump of chalk to his visitors and

each of them drew hils personal embiem of upright

and horizontal lines on tha floor, Some painted their

big toe and others marked their face. Then he

brought them three Kkolanuts in a wooden bowl., A
short formal argument began and ended. Ezeulu took

O
AR
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one kolanut, Ezekwesili took the second and Onenyi
Nnanyelugo took the third.,..?!®

And in both novels, traditional interactions are juxtaposed with the

different customs among the "Whites",

In the informal atmosphere of Fort Hare University little attention is paid
to age difference. When Zwelinzima arrives as a 'fresher' the warden of
Beda Hall personally shows him around and invites him to lunch. The
Bishop, modelled on the real Warden of Beda Hall, is the epitome of
informality in the novel, and the ambience of the meal contrasts sharply
with the earlier meal at Mzamo's homestead:

On entering the dining-room he was relieved to find
that he was not the only Black who had been invited.
There were two students from Johanhesburg, also
shy "freshers" like him. For the rest, there were
two White women who had a motherly kindness about
them, They conversed with him so simply and
unaffectedly that he soon found himself very much
at ease and wondered why he had felt so awkward
in the first instance, The Bishop, too, in spite of
his grave countenance, proved to be an excellent
conversationalist. He told many amusing stories and,
by the time they retired, the students *felt quite at
home, 2¢

The Bishop also characterises the "White" way of communicating in the
novel - direct, to the point and with cnly lip service pald to formalities,
This Is emphasised when he visits Zwelinzima's step~father to urge him
to honour Zanemvula's wish and not make Zwelinzima his heir.  This

"White" way is caricatured by the narrative voice:

218 Achebe, pp 257-258,

216 Z,K. Matthews describes Bishop Smythe, the Warden of Beda Hall in
his autobliography:
"By instinct he was free and fair and open, and he established
relationships and a mode of life that have become known as the Beda
Hall Tradition. He believed, for one thing, in self-discipline rather
than Imposed order." Freedom For My People (Cape Town: David
Philip, 1979), p 76.
'I;his description, significantly, encapsulates one of the novel's major
themes,
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It must be rememberad that when White people

enquire after your health, they never walt for a

reply. By the time you have finished clearing your

throat, preparing to give a full account of drought

and taxes, epidemics of whooping cough and other

such calamities, you will find that the White person

is already discussing something quite different. p

42l
The contrast between the episodes at Fort Mare and those In traditional
settings foreshacdow the tenslons which arise when the Chief and his wife
transplant a Beda Hall mode of life into a tradition-bound environment.
For, in the view of the Red blanket people, even minor breaches of
custom such as informality in dress and bearing will have grave
consequences. Thus Ngxabane blamos the non-appearance of the 'animal’
on Thembeka's behaviour and dress in public!

How could Majola reveal himself to a woman who does

not even think it improper to appear naked in his

presence. p 170,
The meeting at Mzamo's homestead, then, sets up a pattern of contrasts
that are repeoated throughout the narrative. These contrasts, along with
Ngxabane's stories, foreshadow events and provide alternating social and

mythicai backdrops to the tragedy.

To return to the opening section and the storyteller. In many ways,
Ngxabane ls the complete antithesis of the Bishop. Clad in a bright red
blanket, he is the most conservative figure in the novel (unlike
Jongilanga, he never modifies his views). In contrast to Dingindawo, his
belief in tradition is a reflection of integrity, and his prophetic tales
serve as our point of entry into the mythical world of the balief system

of the Red blanket Mpondomise,

Moreover, the responses which his tales evoke foraground the historical

tensions and serious epistomological differences that exist between the

v w
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i ] Red and School communities, The interchange between the old man and ”,
the host concerning Mpondomise burial customs is a revealing example:
2 ' "You Mpondomise people really have strange ways. :
( How did you come by this custom of burying your :
Kings in river-pools?” ;
: "Ahal exclaimed Maghubela, rising to his feet.
. J "Come, Ngxabane, do tell us. Is it true that Majola
! was buried in that pool?” The old man was shocked v
} at these remarks. “
] "What Is this, Dlangamandla?" he said to Dabula. .
"You don't say that you're travelling with mere e
{ bables! Do you mean to tell me, young man, that you | o
o didn"t know that the royal prince sleeps there? If
: you ever dared enter that pool you would never come v ‘
o out again." p 8. ' .
o * Mzamo, who s of Mfengu descent, contradicts Ngxabane's dramatic
o o axhortion, His irreverent rejoinder is couched in ethnic terms:
/2 "That's what everybody used to say when we first
‘ came to settle here. But we tough boys from the
Th.uke:'la (my emphasis) used to go in there and
“ﬁ j swim." p 9,
. el These words are vigorously denled by the old man., According to the
traditional outlook, the natural and supernatural worlds coincide while
» \i the natural and social orders are linked. Symbols of this convergence
derive, In the novel, from the natural world and include the earth, the 1
. i
! pool and certain species of snake. When sacred custom is violated, the r
v !
—z . ancestral spirits will withdraw their favours until their anger has been ;
. propitiatad with an offering.?*” Therefore Mzamo would not have been i
N
able to swim in the pool without being punished. Ngxabanhe blames the i
; ' British conquest of the Mpondomise on the erosion of tradition due to
i

i 217 Monica Hunter, 1n a classic study of the Mpondo, describes how
f offarings are made at sacred pools. |f the pool heaves, the spirits
have accepted the offering; if, however, a snake . =ears, floating
i upside down, it is a sign that the spirits are angry. They will not
;] accept the offering. Reaction to Conquest (Cape Town: David Philip,
RN 1975), pp 256-7, W.D., Hammond-Tooke explores some of these

C symbols in "The Symbolic Structure of Cape Nguni Cosmology,"
g Religlon and Soclal Change In Southern Africa, ed. Michael Whisson
J and Martin West (Cape Town: David Philip, 1975).
1
|
I
!
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forelgn influences. Kings are no longer buried In water - and the
consequence Is White domination:

"Where, where iIs our kingdom now?" he cried. "No
sooner have we buried a king than his body is dug
up again and desecrated by sorcerors, How then can
the land be saved from the White people if the bodies
of our Kings are carved up and distributed among
sorcerors?" p 9,

The mythical tale of the nkwakhwa brings the storytolling to a close, and
evokes a similar reaction:

Ngxabane told them that the nkwakhwa Is the spirit
of the House of Majola. He expiainaed that just as the
wives of this housa reverence the Thina River and
never lift up thelr skirts when crossing it, a sign
of respect for the ancestors of their husbands who
sleep there, so do they also reverence the
nkwalchwa, Neither man nor woman may kill it, for
it ts through 1t that the spirits of tha ancestors
confer blessings upon them. When a wife of the House
of Majola conceives, the snake reveals itself to her,
and in that way it is understood that the child she
\{Véil bear is acceptable to the ancestoral spirits, p

Some of the men ridicule the myth, Very significantly, their rosponse
prompts Maghubela to recall an incldant involving the snake:

Maghubela went on to relate that there was onte o

quarrel among them whan they wore schoolboys at

St, Cuthberts because, while thoy were bathing In

the river one Saturday, a nkwakhwa appeared, and

he and other Fingo boys promptly killad it. This

caused a split, the Mpondomisa and the Fingo factions

untl the teachors intervened. p 10.
Thus from the beginning a further pattern is established: the snake myth
is assoclated with othnic conflict, and with bloodshed. When the pattern
repeats Itself through Thembeka's actions, the terrible consaquaences that
ensue are made more plausible. And we are reminded of the horoine's
Fingo origins., This pattern also embues tho plot with a sense of
inavitability - the characters are confronted with soclal forcas that

pre~date their llves. And vyet this does not completely undermine the

s
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cholcas which indlvidual characters make, nor does it rob them of a tragic
status,
As in the novels of Wole Soyinka, Jordan explores the consequences of
a moment in history for, and from the point of view of, the individual,
Ngugl's criticism might well have been directed at Wrath of the
Ancestors:

Soyinka's good man is the uncorrupted indlvidual:

his  lberal humanism leads hirm to admire an

individual's lone act of courage, and thus often he

ignores the croative struggle of the masses,?!®
Cortaln episodes In the novel are based on actual historical events which
have bean transmuted by the plet, For Inslance the boycott of schools
by the Rod people in response to the killing of the snake is loosely
mirrored on tho pig«killing movemeant of the 1920's. This was a ‘millenial
movement' centering around the Garveylto preachings of Wellington
Butolozi which attracted a huge Red following In the Transkel. Butelezi,
a bogus doctor, proclaimed that the Americans were coming In acroplanes
to liborate Africa, provided his followers killed all their pigs and painted
thelr housos black, Whon the missionaries and teachors spoke out against
the movament, many followers took thelr childron out of the schools, and
faction flghting onsued.®?? In the novel, however, tho factlon fighting
is procipitated by an indlvidual's act; tho wider political connotations are
Jordan is more expllcitly

never alluded to, And towards the ond,

1% Quoted in James Booth, Writers and Polities In Nigerla (London:
Hodder and Stoughton, 1981), p 118,

210 pollowary of Butelezi were called the amaFelandawonyes - the name
which Zwellnzima's supporters adopt when they are plotting his
return,  For a nco-Marxist porspective of political struggales In the
Transkei during this poriod see William Belnart and Colin Bundy,
ﬁﬂg’%@n Struggies Im Rural South Africa (Johannesburg: Ravan,
1987).

we®
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concerned with Thembeka's state of mind than to explore political

struggies,???

We € ‘st meet Zwelinzima and Thembeka during their student days. The
episodes at Lovedale college and Fort Hare University offer us an insight
into the characters of the young prince and his future beride in an
informal setting. Major is popular among his fellow students, and is
clearly marked as a leader, Thembeka, for her part, emerges as a person
of integrity, possessing a strong will and a flery temper. In conlrast to
the Bhaca princess (that missing signifier of submissive womanhood), she
rejects a customary pre-arranged marriage. And she Is undaunted when
Mthunzini, her hapless suitor, enlists the misslonary's help, ih her
meeting with Father Willlams, she displays a ferthrightness very different
from all the other female characters in the novel:

First, she listened patiently untll he finished
speaking, and than she thanked him for being so
interested In the welfare of thoso who were as
chlldron to him and for his untiring offorts in
advising them. As the old man was beginning to
smile, thinking he had been succesful, Thembeka
turned the tables on him. Without any hesitation she
rejected tho offer out of hand. She made it clear that
sho had absolutely no love for this man, It was true
she could not name any fault In him, but the fact
remainod that she found it Impossible to marry him.
She was so omphatic In her rofusal that the
misslonary turned red with embarassment, p 60,22?!

320 We must not forgoet tha constraints placed on the would-bo writer by
the vernacular printing housos, It is unlikely that a novel axploring
political struggles would have found a publishar,

221 g Thombeka the first 'fominist' herolne to appear In o black novel?
Her madness and suicide cortainly lend themselves to a fominist
interpretation, As Tony Tanner writes about Charlotte Bronte's novel
Villette: "the upsurge of all Kinds of personal 'disorder' (whethop
rage, hystoria, sickness, montal derangement, or desperate emotion)
inte the bad or Inauthentic ordoer of society depicted In the book,
are attributablo to her sense of this whole problem of boing a woman




]
Ay
l
1
vt
3]
P
Y
( )
#
]
1
: .
L]
L
A

112

When  Thembeka becomes Nobantu, Mother of the People, this
forthrightness finds expression In an assortment of social causes and
activities - all of which mirror her progressive outlook. She organises
the womeh, founds Child Welfare and Homa Improvement societies, and
becomes a Patron of tho Wayfarers, a girl's socloty, Just as her husband
uses the Bhunga sessions to condemn traditional divining practices, she,
too, uses her social Involvements as a platform for her views. For
Instance, sho spoalts out against the custom of scarifying young children,
Unlike her husband, however, she never learns to tempar her outspokon
dismissal of tradition until i Is too late. Furthermore, hor lack of
sympathy for tho customs of tho traditional Mpondomise is compounded

by a lack of sensitivity and her quick tampar,

When Dingindawo slyly suggoests, in front of Ngxabane, that her child
'undergo custom' (a ouphemism for scavificatlon), she flles Into a rage,
threatoning to sue anyonc who touches her child, And there Is also her
treatment of Nozihlwele, When the latter tries to rolate the legend of the
snake, as It pertains to young brides in the House of Majola, Thembeka
treats her account as If it wero a joke - she does not pay the slightest
heed to the young Red woman's words. These eoplsodes tempor our
sympathy for the heroine when she commits the grave act of actually
killing the nkwakhwa - tho 'animal' which ascording to tradition she is
expected to venecrate. Although one can ompathise with her shock at
discovering a snake colled besida her child, the fit of pique in which she
kills the reptile Is harder to condonae:
She picked it up by the tail, carried it to an ant-~hill

some distance from the house and left [t thera,
Meantime, she went on muttering angrily to herself,

in a male-defined context.” Tony Tanner, Introductlion, Villette, by
Charlotte Bronte (Harmondwarth: Penguin, 1979), pp 45-46,
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"Tyhul Our children are in danger of being bitten
to death by snalies, and all these people can do is
shout, "Majola, Majola" all the time! p 184,

Iramediately after the catastrophe Ngxabane makes it clear that culpabllity
doos hot lia with Themboeka alone. Her act is the expected outcome of the
flagrant disregard for custom that has characterised Zwelinzlma's reign;
thus the Mpondomise must share the burden of gullt, "We ... stood by
and looked on at our own destruction." p 189, From the beginning the
old man has been opposed to the king's cholce of Thembeka as a wife,
Ho argues that a wife, not a bracelet, Is required and predicts that the
Mpondomise will live to regret making Thembela their queon:

it is no mare whim on the part of people of royal

birth to inter-marry. This practice dates back to

the beginning of tima. A royal house has certaln

practlcos and customs that must be jealously

guarded, That Is why It Is necossary for a chief to

marry a woman who Is accustomoed to these customs

and practieos and knows thoir meaning... This girl,

whoso beauty has turncd your hoads, will embarass

you all here when she fails to give respect where it

Is due and violates avery one of the sacrod customs

of the House of Majola. pp 149-50,
irenically, although tho old man's prodiction comes true, it is not due
to his porceptiveness. Thombeka, with her strong will  and
forthrightnoss, is no "bracelet". And yet, onco again, he Inadvertontly
raminds us of the soclal dimensions of what amounts to an impulsive,
Irrational act, Soclal dimensious echood by the porspicacious Kallpha on
tho ove of his daughtoer's wedding:

Ha was not without misglvings at this honour, i »,

having long since coasad to attach any importance

to tribal custom, he was vory deubtful If Themboka
would make a success of hor royal marriage. p 1583,

A losson which Thembeka does not learn Is the one delivered to her
husband by the Thombu Chief - a character who ropresents the

reconciliation of oxtromes. When asked why, as a progressively-mindaed

Y
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porson, he opposed the extermination of goats (used in divining o

practices), his response isi

"Jola allow me to ask you a quostion. Do you realize f
that it was the Thembu Chief whe made that speech
in the Bhunga?"

"Yos, | realize that," replied Zwelinzima, amazed at
tha question,

"Excellent! said the Thoembu. "Now, Jolinkomo, if -
you want to knew whethor or not the Chief of the C
Thombu bellaves all this nensonse, as you call It, :
the answer s "Yes". But if you want to know T
whothor 1, as myself, believe it or not, then tho .
an?%ar is cortainly "No". Do you understand mo?"
P !

Thembeka doas not learn to soparate her private being from Nobantu,
hor public persona: to act according to her principles and baeliefs in |
private but to assume a differant relo In public. Soclal rensons ensure
that, for the most part, sho s oblivieus to tho offonce which her
baehaviour Is causing. We are told that sho Is unaware, for instance, that
the drop In attondance at woman's mootings Is due to hor way of dressing
and hor trips to Umtata, Thoese seclal forces are personified by
Ding'ndawo whoss malevolence compounds the conspiracy of ovents. As

a source of divislon he is the human countorpart to tho nkwakhwa -

Mthunzini rofers to him in his lotter "tho snake of snakes", Dinglndawo .
oxploits Thembeka's woaknessos, encuurages Zwelinzima to make the ?
wrong dacislons and allows his nephew to alienate the Red peoplo without
fntorvening. Eventually, through his skillful manipulative powers, he
succoads in doepriving his nephow of a power base, forcing him to take
anothor wife = a compramise of prinsiple which dostroys Zwelinzima and
Thembeka's marrlage. Towards the ond, howaevor, ovents assume thelrm
own momentum, and mythlcal, natural and social forees converge to
offoctuatoe tho herelne's final gosture, Binglndawoe, too, beecomaos o vietim
when his son Vukuza drowns while trylng to rescue the young mothor

and her child.
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The convergence of levels of meaning in tha novel is paralleled by the

confluence of different kinds of narrative. Wrath of the Ancestors s,
N i all at once: a realistic portrayal of social confliet; a tale of power and
.«(' tragle decline; a detective story complete with purloined letters; a

mythical tale of prophecy and retribution inspired by the legends of

o s

-

s Mpondomise kings ~ and a falry tale. Themboka's physical and mental

g

""" ' N degoneration after she kills the snake, and the conspiracy of events on

: S the fateful cday of her suicide, embue the narrative with an aura of

unreality, It Is + if we have entered the world of the fairy tale or the

f L ntsoml (a fabulous tale in Xhosa oral tradition). This Is reinforced by

the prevalence of a similar motif in many //ntsoml = the familiar motif of

a hereine who breaks a traditional injunction, challonges a serpont or

! ‘ wator monster, and is punished for her actlons,??2

s Qne such varlant is translatod and ro<told by Jordan himsolf in Tales from
e " Southern Africa,*®? Entitlod the "Maldens of Bhakhuba", it tells of a
‘ princoss called Nomtha-we-Langa (Mother of the Sunbeam) who s
7 ‘ g undergoing Initlatlon Into puborty. One day she violates Xhosa custom
y ’ ; by leaving her place of soclusion to join the young maidons of Bhakhuba,
1 i on thelr way to bathe in o pool. Tha princaess, fearing discevory,
convincos thoe girls to go to a mere secluded pool called Lulange - a

.- , , : forblddon posl, sald to bo vory doep.,

' ‘ 222 Many varlants appear in Harold Schoub's collaction of Xhosa folk
tales, The Xhesa Ntsomi (London: Oxford U Press, 1971).

- . 223 A,C, Jordan, Tales from Southern Africa (Berkelay: U of Callfornia
iy i Pross, 973).
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The girls swim in the pool without mishap. But when it is time to go home,
they discover a slimy monster stretched out on top of their clothing. Each
girl, in turn, approaches the monster, begs for her clothing, and is
handed the garments. But when it comes to the princess's turn, she
arrogantly refuses to beg:

"What! Beg for my clothes from this ugly monster?

How dare he lay his loathsome belly on the clothes

of the maidens of Bhakhuba?"22"
instead of begging, she screws up her face and sings in an ugly, defiant
voice "Nyi-nyi-nyi". The monster responds by biting her on the thigh -
and the princess is transformed:

there lay the princess in a heaped-up position, alive

and conscious, but her face and whole body as ugly

and loathsome as that of the monster. 228
Thus Thembeka's decline 'reads' like an ntsomi, a huge irony in the light
of her statement at the beginning of the novel. When Mphuthumi is
relating the story told by Ngxabane about the true origins of Zwelinzima,

she dismissively asks:

"When are these fantastic Nonggqawuse tales ever to
end in this Africa of ours?" p 18,22¢

224 "The Maidens of Bhakhuba" in Tales from Southern Africa, p 64.
22% Tales from Southern Africa, p 65. The princess is too ashamed to
return home and is taken to live in a secluded hut in a faraway land.
Eventually she is rescued by a prince.

228 Her words recall one of the earliest pieces of prose written by a
Xhosa- the account of Nongqawuse by William Ggqoba, the
poet-historian who is described in the Introduction. Gqoba's
first-hand account of the cattle-killing incident, (translated by A.C
Jordan), ends with this postscript:

"Such then was the Nongqawuse catastrophe., The people died of
hunger and disease in large numbers. Thus it was that whenever
thereafter a person said an unbelievable thing, those who heard him,
sald: 'You are telling a Nonggawuse tale'."

A.C. Jordan, Towards An African Literature (Berkeley! U of
California Press, 1973), p 75.
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i,.,l The convergence of events on her last day might be interpreted as
furnishing an answer to her question, The fact that it is a wedding day '
is highly significant. A symbol of fertile union and new beginning is
‘ Lt
[ o juxtaposed with the barren, divided state of her marriage, and the
o spiritual death within. Moreover, it is a wedding of the Geaga clan which
o ,
. ; also venerates a snake. This snake, the mythical nknyamba, or ;
5 light-bearing water snake, always attends the ceremony: Lt
A when a young man of this clan marries, there must )
. needs be a thunderstorm, because the 'animal' of the
. ‘ house must come and see the bride, At least this is _
S the legend, and this they believe in Mpondomiseland. ’
- » ) : p 263,
" o
",, Not only Is this believed, but, more significantly, in the world of the
- ”‘v H
/ novel such prophecies do come true.
N K Sure enough, as the sun began to slope towards the
9 hills, the clouds gathered quickly and in a very
T short time the sky was enveloped by an enormous
L blanket of clouds. Blinding flashes of lightning split
v “ the sky, thunder roared, and a fierce rain lashed
the earth.
S p 263,
. The final episode of Thembeka's life draws together all the symbols of
{
- | Ngxabane's stories: the snake, the sacred poo! and the buried king -
v
" images which recur in the plot and which link the different levels and
R o world-views, The ever-recurrent image of water -~ a shaping metaphor '«
R which joins different leve.s of plot - reminds one of Soyinka's novel The
‘ Interpreters, For instance, the convergence of the metaphors of water
' and snhake that heralds Thembeka's death Is reminiscent of the
N [
' e 'martyrdom’ of the equally idealistic Sekoni. Water is also a shaping
. metaphor in this densely-structured novel. Moureovetr, water is an element ;
. in Sekoni's drenm to furnish Nigeria with electricity, and it is water that '
\: * kills him:
The rains of May become in June slit arteries of the
. t sacrificial bull, a million bleeding punctures of the }
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sky=-bull hidden in convulsive cloud humps, black,
overfed for this one event, nourished on horizen tops
of endless choice grazing, distant beyond giraffe
reach. Some competition there is below, as bridges
yield right of way to lorries packed to ‘the
running-board, and the wet tar spins mirages of
unspeed-limits to heroic cars... The Dome cracked
above Sekoni's short-sighted head one messy night.
Too late he saw the insanity of a lorry parked right
in his path, a swerve turned into a skid and cruel
arabesque of tyres,??7

Thembeka's death Is also precipitated by a storm, The 'snake-storm'
raging outside her hut makes her greatly agitated:

Meanwhile Thembeka was fidgeting and fretting like

a mother animal calling for its young. As soon as the

storm was over, she burst out of the house and ran

to the Royal Place. There she found the children

dabbling in the pools outside, and there was her

Zululiyazongoma In the midst of them! p 263.
With everyone at the Royal Place away at the wedding, the demented
woman is afforded a head-start, And in the aftermath of the storm, the
river is In full flood; the would-be rescuers can only watch helplessly
as the mother and her chils! (along with Vukuza who jumps in to save
them) are swept away to be drowned. For Ngxabane these events are
wholly explicable: the ancestors have called her to return the child, He
predicts that the body will never be recovered:

"You search in vain. The child has gone back to the

ancient custom of the Mpondomise, whereby our

chiefs were buried In water. He was a Chief by

birth, and through him our ancestors are reminding

us of the customs we have rejected and violated." p

264,
Once again his prophecy proves true and, at the mythical level, the plot
completes a full circle, We have come back to where we started at the
story-telling session at Mzamo's homestead, with the apparent triumph

of the forcaes of tradition and conservatism,

227 Wole Soyinka The Interpreters (New VYe:lk: Africana Publishing
Corporation, 1965), p 155,
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But there Is still a final juxtaposition and convergence. Unlike Achebe,
Soyinka's weritings have always been characterised by a refusal to idealise
the traditional past (although he draws extensively on Yoruba mythology
in both creative and theoretical works). In his play The Llon and the
Jewel, for Instance, the triumph of the wily old Chief is undermined by
the irony of his instrument: a new, but useless stamp wvending
machine.?2? In his novel, The Interpreters, Soyinka's Impartial approach
to the old and new Is expressed by the cynic, Egbo:

"l have, | sometimes suspect, straihsd objectivity to

its negative limits. What choice, | ask myself, is

there between the ugly mudskippers on this creek

and the raucous toads of our sewage-ridden ports?

What diffzsrence?’2?®
Similarly, the triumph of tradition is undermined in Wrath of the
Ancestors by the events which form the Postscript. Nomvuyo and
Mphuthumi, the progressive-minded friends of the late couple, give birth
‘o a son. His birth Is In contrast to the House of Majola which has been
left without an helr, Moreover, and significantly, his name (formed out
of the linglustic unlon of the names Zwelinzima and Thembeka) means
"Land of Hope". The child will preserve the memory of the departed
couple; more importantly, he wlll perpetuate their way of life. The

progressive credo of the final epitaph rings with the promise of a

triumphant future:

228 Wole Sayinka, The Llon and the Jewel, (Cambridge: Cambridge U
Press, 1976).

22% gsoyinka, p 14. A similar point Is made by James Booth: "Does the
play then offer a celebration of the victory of healthy traditional
values over slick modernity? If it does, it is an oddly wry one."
Writers and Politics in Nigerie, p 115,
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Stand firm and confident on your feet, young boyl

There are glorious fields for you to conquerl

277.230

230 |t s perhaps ironlcal that the epitaph is couched in militant diction
- the language of the now-absent Ngxabane,

p
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Conclusion,

Since 1976 South Africa has witnessed a tesurgence of political activity
which has Intensified in the last four years., Research for .his dissertation
was carrled out agalnst the hackdrop of an unprecedented crisis
sltuation, one which has led to much debate about the role of the
university In a changing South Africa. The essence of the debate was
sumned up by Dr, Beyers Naude in his 1987 Senate Speclal Lecture:

A process of ceep fundamental social change is taking

place in South Africa today which, In challenging and

questioning many of the traditional concepts also

includes the questioning of academlc education, its

goals and objectives and of tha need for a totally

now approach,??!?
One of the questions posed by a racent Perception of Wits survey was
relevant and

Ndebele,

"Mow can university courses be made more accessible,
useful?"232 Addressing the issue of relevancy, Njabulo S,
during the same lecture series, accused the liberal universities of serving
the Interests of an English cultural nationalism that is assentially

derivative

231 Beyers Naude, "Education for Liberation," The Unlversity and Its
Communltles, Senate Special Lectures 1987 (Johannesburg: U of the
Witwatersrand, 1987), p 4.

232 parception of Wits, The Role of the University in a Changing Soclety
(Johannesburg: U of the Witwatersrand, 1986).
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constantly conjuring before itself tho image of the
metropolitan centre, and moasuring itself, somewhat
slavishly, against that image.???

Nevertheless, the past decade has witnessed some attempts on the part
of liberal universities at reeriontation. Steve Kroemberg argues that the
recognition of African Literature as a discipline was a part of this
process:

The establishment of the African Literature

Dopartment at Wits In 1983 roflected on the one hand

the growing recognition of the discipline and on the

other hand the (tentative) recoynition by Wits

University that It would have to start rooting itself

in the African continont,23*
Thus far African Literature enjoys the status of an independent discipline
only at Wits University.?®" At othor English universities African litorary
works are offered as courses ancillary to the study of English literature
- and thls has at times only been achieved aftor a protracted intornal
struggle,*?% This stato of affairs begs comparison with the situation In
Nigeria after independence, doscriboed in the preface. And It is possible

that similar Leavis-type tradition-building will take place here, too.

Recently scholars such as Joremy Cronin of the Philosophy Departmant
at the Unlversity of Cape Town have begun stvassing tho portinence of

T T T R S T SR

233 Njabulu S. Ndebole, "The University: Redefining Commitments,”
Senate Special Lectures 1987, p 27,

234 gtava Krombarg, "A review of the African Literature Division at the

Unlversity of the Witwatersrand," Hons, diss., U of the
Witwatersrand, 1987, p 6O,

3% Kromberyg, p 60,

238 g0 Michael Chapman, "Literary Studies in South Africa: Contexts
of Value and Bolief," English Academy Review 3 (1985): p 149,

LN

i



123

the oral tradition to the study of black pte ry (although his arguments
can be generalised to include the black novel). 'n "ldeology and Literary
Studies in South Africa” Cronin asserts that South African literary
studies since the seventies have been dominated by ideological antimonles,
form wvs content, the particular versus the individual, and the public
versus the private,2?” According to Cronin there have been two camps
of critics, both of whom have perpotuated these antimonies. The
formalists have tended to dismiss black poetry as lacking form, while tho
followers of tho "historical/political” school have neglected a close reading
of this literature, or placed too great an emphasis on the formal influences
of a Buropean literary tradition. Both camps have overlooked the fact that
a great deal of black poetry is orientated towards "immediate
communication":

The new black poetry is drawing, for Its forms, on

a wido varlety of traditional and contemporary oral

traditions. ... To ignore these formal Influences is

particularly unhelpful when considering tho poetic

gonre where form is closely related to content.???
For Cronin the study of the formal influences of oral tradition offers an
approach to reconciling these -antimonies:

Thaera is, then, In our opinion both the need and the

possibility of carrying through, within the discipline

of litarary studies, a close reading of the new black

poatry. It is a reading that will have to concern itself

not just with the socio-pelitical significance of this

poetry, but also with the FORMAL moans deployed
in realizing this significance.?®®

837 Jaremy Cronin, "ldeology and Literary Studies In South Africa,"
papor prosentad at the 1985 A U.E.T.S.A. conferance,

238 Cronin, p 12,

239 Cronin, pp 12-13,
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studies in universities In South Africa « particularly at undergraduate
level whare even today a "Practical Criticism" form of close-reading is
often perpetuated « it is likely that Cronin's argument will bo heeded.
There is a danger, howover, that the oral tradition will be appropriated
in an uncritical way by scholars and teachers more at homo in English
.‘ literature. Scholars and teachers who might, for instance, inadvertontly
resurrect colonial stareotypes by generalising about orality. Furthermore

suck an approach, as oxemplificd by the work of Fritch! (sce Chapter

One], could re-empower a narrow formalism which by universalising oral

tradition would ignore African literature's crucial soclal<histerical and

cultural context,?24? j

It Is with this possible future scenarie in mind that this study has been
rarried out. In the flrst part of this dissertation, then, | have attompted
S to show the complexity of the continuum of oral and written tradition,

o while in the body | have explored this continuum in textual studies of
early novels - two of which have beon almost entirely neglected by
. / litarary scholarship. Although tho focus has overwhelmingly beon on the
interaction between orality and literacy, this iInteraction would be
meaningless without the widor soclal contoxt of the missionary invelvement

in early black writing,

' 240 Qver the years the study of oral tradition has come to assume a
. central placa in the syllabi of the Divislon of African Literature. For
P ~ comments and critlcisms portaining to the Division's approach to oral
c literature see Stave Krombaorg's dissortation. More recontly Stan
Friollch's "Winged Words/Caged Texts: Oral Tradition and Teaching
Afrlcan Literature," papor presonted at the 1988 Natal U Conforence
on Orality, provides a detailed outline of the courses currently
, offerad at undergraduate and honours level,

i s g

e era

(.. Given the formalist bont that has dominated the history of English literary o
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Christianity, in both education and weriting, played an intrinsic role.
The missionaries provided tho "models", ran the priiting presses and
gncouraged creative writing all with a spirit of proscriptive 'open
mindedness' so characteristic of Christlan liberalism.?*! And it is this
background that loosoly unites the novels studied. All three novels share
a continuity with the storles and poems printed in nineteenth century
missionary newspapers, Moreover, In attempting to find a voice for
themselves within a litorary tradition that had rendered them volceless =
and within the more concrote constraints of the politics of publishing -
all three writers turned to the oral traditions of their communities. Their
writings, however, to a greater or lessor degree, formed part of a
dialogue with this Christlan 'moralizing project'. As a result many of the
early narratives aro suffused with a sense of unhocase:

Whether In Indigenous languages or in English, their

literature had o largely pastoral setting; the action

was concernod with historical events, It was in cffect

a dialogue of twe solves, the dramatisation of a dual

personality = the traditional and the Christian.?4?
By the time Jordan's novel was weritton it was possible for distanciation,
and the "diulogue of two sclves" had become less double-voiced, But by

then the sense of uncase pervading early black literature had shifted "to

a new dot on the previeusly empty horizon" - tho town.?"?

S R S TR L e 3

241 Sap R.K.W. Shepherd, Bantu Literature and Life (Lovedalo:
Lovedale Press, 1958),

242 Eg'kin Mphahlelo, "Landmarks of literary history in South Africa."
The Volce of the Black Writer In Africa Senate Special Lectures,
(Johanneosburg: U of Witwatersrand, 1980), p 5.

242 Tim Couzons, "Widening tHorizons of African Literature, 1870-1900,"
Literature and Society In South Africa, p 71,
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