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imputes a certain lack of individual skill to anything literary in a
"primitive" society. Nonetheless, once a poem has been composed, or a
folktale told, in any vrepeat performance thereof by another,
embellishment and additions {(as well as omissions) can occur. Yet it
can also be argued with great justification that poetry in the form of
praising is universal in Zulu and Xhosa society, whereas in Western
society a poet 1is something of a rarity. Furthermore, Nguni praising
follows a traditicn whereas certain Western poets are constantly trying
tc break with tradition. Similarly with folktales: 1if they do not
follow tradition with its stock characteristics or "formulas", they
would not be regarded as folktales at all. In the sense then, both
folktales and izibongo are communally compcsed and commonly appreciated,

otherwise they would not be recognized.

Cne might naturally assume that with frequent, subsequent
renditions of the original poem, the less chance there is of parts of
the original version being lost or distorted. This is only true to a
degree because a frequent rendition of an abridged or even a corrupted
version can have more of a distortional effect than a less frequent yet
more accurate re-recitation. The poet as a separate, didentifiable
creator is a facet often overlooked. Concerning the court praiser, the
cream of Zulu oral bards, Cope says

Even he, however, is a specialist in collecting
and committing to memory and particularly in
reciting the praises, rather than in composing
them, and the praises he composes also follow
the established style.
(Cope, 1968, p. 24).

This idea Cope elaborated on again, writing that the imbongi
has to memorise so perfectly that on occasions
of tribal importance they pour forth in a
continuous stream or torrent ...... He commits
them to memory as he hears them, even if they

are meaningless to him.

(Cope, 1968, pp. 27-28).
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1f, then, the court praiser is a specialist in '"collecting and

committing to memory", "rather than in composing", this detracts heavily
from his genius as a creative composer. But whc then is deemed to
compose the poetry? Is it the common people assembled together ? This is
not the case because true Nguni bards can after a few minutes'
deliberaticn, recite poetry in praise of virtually any new, yet laudable
entity. Opland, in his Doctoral thesis, states that

Secondly, many a tribesman, especially in the

rural areas, has the ability to compose poetry

spontaneously, on the inspiration of the

moment.

(Opland, 1973, p.66)

Yet it must also be stated that Opland was writing about the Xhosa
whereas Cope was commenting on the Zulu, and it has now come to be
accepted that there are indeed significant differences between the two
traditions. In defence of Cope, however, it must be stated that oral
poets nonetheless have to compose in the traditional manner determined
by the community. They are mnot free to experiment so widely,
drastically and sometimes disastrously as some modern poets (black as

well as white) who write "modern poetry".

Lord, in his masterpiece, The Singer of Tales, takes an

interesting stand mid-way between original, individual creativity and
communal effort. Such a standpoint can be confusing, if not

contradictory.

In a sense each performance is "an'" original if

not "the" original ........ It follows, then,
that we cannot correctly speak of a "variant",
since there is no "original' to be varied
eesees It ceems to me highly significant that
the words "author'" and "original' have either
no meaning at all in oral tradition or a
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Ndibuzen' amathongo ndiwaxele,
Ndiphuph' ikhwababa 1ihiel' endlwini,
Ikhwabab' elimhlophe amaphiko ....

Ask of me the ancestral shades that T may tell
them,

I dreamt of a raven sitting on a hut -

A white-winged raven ....

Again, reference is made to the raven in the izibongo of Sigcawu ka

Mqikela.

Wena mngayi ka-Hoza,

Wena gula ethembisa,

Wena mahlungul' adlani kweziya ntaba?

Adl' ihashe lika Joyi lo mnta ka Manghinyana.

You, mnqayi of Hoza.

You, promising calabash.

You, crows eating what manner of thing on those
mountaing?

They are eating Joyi's horse, the child of
Manghinyana.

(It should be reiterated that the orthography in this and other examples
is that of the original text - in this instance, of Godfrey's work. T

have deliberately avoided tampering with any original text, even where

such quctations do not conform to the present day orthography).

Godfrey cites the '"raven's song" (i.e. izibongo) which he in turn

got from

Damoyi, a boy of Pirie, in 1909 ....

This "Raven-song' is a fragment

only of a Native nursery-rhyme heard

throughout Kafraria. In some of its

versions it has undergone so much corruption
that the original allusions have been lost; ...

(Godfrey, 1941, p.82, my
underlining).
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In addition to the clsn name, isibongo, there
is the isithakazelo, an address name or praise
name,

(Mzelo, 1977, p.l0).

and he continues by immediately quoting the following extract from
Bryant.
common tc every member of the clan, which was
usually the personal name of some ancient
celebrity thereof and is now applied - to any
clansman who, by being called after him, felt

participator in his glory.

(Bryant, 1965, p.15).

The passages quoted above illustrate the development of personal
and clan praises among the Zulu and show that it is almost as though by
a process of assimilation that a man can tack onto his own praises,

those of another clan member.

The clcse linguistic and cultural affinity of the Zulu and Xhosa
has already been commented on in this work. It 1is therefore not
surprising to find certain Zulu, Xhosa and Hlubi clans sharing the same

praises. For example, the Hadebe, a Zulu clan, have the izithakazelo

Bhungane ! Mthimkhulu !

which are exactly the same praises of the Xhosa clan, the Rhadebe
(articulated with a glottal fricative in the initial consonant). 1In
this connection
It is interesting to note that there are Hlubi,
Zulu and Xhosa who claim Mthimkhulu and
Bhungane as forefathers. Bhungane, the son of
Sele, a Hlubi chief, was also the father of

Mthimkhulu.

(Wainwright, 1979, p.73).
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The praises of the Xhosa have developed somewhat differently.
Personal praises, too, use the vocative case and this case is not
reserved solely for the praises of animals. However, the use of the
vocative case for animal praises is, just as for the Zulu, very frequent
with numerous examples of Xhosa cattle praises such as the following to

be encountered.

Wena zulu lakwaMboma

Eladl' umuntu lingenambane !
Wena samblela selanga
'"Mthunzi wam wokuphumla !

You sky of Mboma
That killed a person,there being no lightning!
You umbrella against the sun
My shade in which to rest !
The last ccuplet of the above poetry is very reminiscent cf the
shield and buckler imagery of the Biblical psalm. The allusive '"sky of

Mboma' imagery is difficult tc explain and is possibly a pun on the verb

-bhoma which means "to scold" (i.e. by thundering).

Mzolo writes that Zulu personal praises are in the third person, a
feature different from many Xhosa personal praises.
This reflects the fact that,
clan praises are an address to
an audience in the second person,
whereas personal praises are a reference to a

person in the third person.

(Mzoleo, 1977, p. 1l11).

Many personal praises in Xhosa are in the first person simply
because most personal praises are recited by someone in praise of
himself, (and except for professional iimbongi), are not in praise of
another as among the Zulu. Hence, lines such as the following are
extremely common.

NdinguMacham' enxanxasini
Ndiyimali kaPewula eyaliwa ngaBelungu



















They used to hide underground and only when
they felt there was meat being roasted then
they came above the ground. Their sense of
smell was highly developed.
(Mzolo, 1977, p.146).
However, their propensity for meat was common for

The Mncwango people also like meat.

(Mzolo, 1977, p.l46).

but then it can be argued that there are very few Nguni clans indeed who

do not "like meat" !
Based on an interpretation of the Ngcobo clan praises which are

V//Mashiya amahle angathi azosumayela (sic)
Amavula nkungu kuvele ilanga

Nice eyebrows as if ome is going to preach tc
people
The clearer of mist so that the sun appears

(Mzolo, 1977, p.126).

Mzolo is moved to make the following assertion

To the Ngcobo clan their facial beauty is
determined by means of eyebrows, and the beauty
of the face is such that it clears the mist and
allows the sun to shine i.e. they claim to be
the most beautiful people under the reflection
of the sun.

(Mzolo, 1977, p.126).

Based on such tenuous grounds, it would be interesting to read his
assessment of the development of the Magubane praises and the consequent
reflection on the people themselves since, according to Mzolo they had
the praises

. + + o+ Owempahla emhlophe

. + . Of the white private parts of a
woman

(Mzolo, 1977, p. 124).
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variations of tone to effect emotive experience,
without which poetry would be ineffectual.

(Vilakazi, 1945, p.43).

: Although the Nguni poets were writing in some of the Nguni
languages, Jahn mistakenly believed that expatriate poets represented
the sole body of South African poets. Commenting on what he considered
""The tragedy of Southern Bantu Literature" he opined that

Since the end of World War II the voice of South
Africa rings out only from the literature of its

emigrants, written in English.

(Jahn, 1967, p.44).

That he could not have been more wrong was born out by the
vernacular work of both Ntulis, Nyembezi, a multitude of subscribers to
the local newspapers and various other, more accomplished and widely

recognised poets.

Writing specifically about emergent modern Zulu poetry, Jahn
observed of Vilakazi that
His essay on the development of Zulu poetry is
the only significant paper on literary theory in

South Africa.

(Jahn, 1967, p.49).

Writing in 1967, Jahn was incorrect in his assumption because by
then there were already quite a few '"significant paper(s) on literary
theory in South Africa" having been preoduced by both black and, white

eritics.

A statement similar to that of Jahn was expressed by Lestrade,
albeit a few decades earlier and consequently much nearer the mark.
Considering the "European influences upon the development of Bantu

Language and Literature'" he noted that
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It is to be regretted that the natives
themselves have made relatively so few
contributions to the printed literature of their
people, which is apt to be overweighted with the
products of Furopean minds writing for the
Bantu, and to contain but relatively little
written by the Bantu for themselves.,

(Lestrade, 1934, pp. 123-124).

One can only hope and assume that with better education an
increasing number of literate blacks will compose and thereby record

their own heritage.

Various unnecessary excuses have been made about the composers of
Nguni poetry, for example

It must be remembered, the composers of izibongo

were not professional poets; in most cases they

had little to do with the art of versification.

(Vilakazi, 1945, p.32).

It can be argued, and with justification that "the composers of
izibongo'" had a great deal to do with the art of versification because
it was they who were widely acclaimed as accomplished and skilled
specialists. Whereas some, admittedly, were amateurs, there were many

who were indeed "professional poets."

Again it was assumed that

The poet in primitive society never composed
with a view to conscious communication of his
own emotions, nor had he the impulse to
communicate anything to others.

(Vilakazi, 1945, p.32).

Were this the case, why had countless iimbongi declaimed in public
and why have their declamations been received with a wide range of human

emotions ?
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domba dances and the like which were considered heathen and unchristian
and therefore were naturally opposed by certain religious orders.
Notwithstanding this, Southern Africa can be emotionally indebted to the
resclute folk who made great sacrifices to tend not only toc the
spiritual requirements cf the people, but to their physical needs as
well, thereby giving tangible proof of their well-directed concern. The
rcle of the missionaries in colonialism in South Africa is a large and
vexed subject, a detailed study of which is beyond the scope of this
thesis. Their work should not be judged on the basis of personal
experience alone - (being cognizant of this) I, as a child witnessed
nuns cf a certain religious order, riding on horseback to remote and
almost inaccessible areas to provide succour for the sick, all this with
little prospect of any material remuneration. Yet human nature being
what it is, equally gratifying was the sight of peasant folk who weeks,
even months later, would bring a clutch of eggs, a fowl or even a sheep

as recompense to these kindly folk.

For all that, our immediate concern here lies mnot in the
humanitarian work of missionaries, but din their earliest literary
endeavcurs which largely influenced the course of modern poetry. It
could, of course, be argued that without the physical wherewithal of
humanitarian aid, the literary help would have been largely irrelevant.
A poet, however talented he might be, cannot write without a pen, paper
or adequate lighting facilities at night. Sadly however, political
considerations have biased some peocple and precluded their recognition
of the undcubtedly sound work done by missionaries in the educational
and literary fields. It is safe to say that a great many modern poets
such as B.W. Vilakazi were educated and developed, or else influenced
either directly or indirectly, by missionary outposts or missionary-run

educational establishments.
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"Cultural assimilation" is another aspect that impacted on the
origin of modern vernacular poetry in Africa. Lagneau-Kesteloot saw the
influence of European culture on African writers as a danger and noted
that
France had practised tc an incomparably higher
degree, than England, cultural assimilation and

the disregard of traditional cultures.

(Lagneau-Kesteloot, 1965, p.37)

Presupposing that the above is wvalid, Nguni poets can consider
themselves lucky that they were mainly exposed tc¢ English 1literary
influence ! Yet evern here literate poets have had to avoid the danger of
looking down on their traditicnal heritage and of despising wvalid

cultural ceremonies as being mere superstition.

But with the increasing advent of literacy it is perhaps inevitable
that some, at least, believe that certain customs are ocutmoded and
therefore dispensable and that a formal education necessarily renders
one superior to one's illiterate counterparts in rural society. More
educated they indeed might be, but certainly not necessarily superior.
Another result of Western contact was that whereas the traditional
imbongi often functioned as an intercessor, spokesman and mediator for
his people by articulating their grievances; with the advent of modern
poetry and mnew horizons, their role was somewhat modified. Nonetheless,
compared to European society, even modern Nguni poets are viewed by
their people in a vein quite different from Western poets. 1In Nguni
society generally, a poet is esteemed as an articulate man of intellect
by the populace at large, whereas in Eurcpean society, the converse is
sometimes the case - the poet often being regarded as some mildly

aberrant oddity; harmless perhaps but not necessarily a community
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(in the English Romantic tradition), was attempted by poets such as
Vilakezi (1965, p.18) in his poem on the Victoria Falls, entitled

Impophoma yeVictoria. Similarly the Xhosa poets, Manyase (1960), Jolobe

(1972), and Qangule (1970), all wrote about the arum lily in poems

entitled Phakathi kweenyibiba, Inyibiba and Inyibiba respectively.

It is also hardly possible to determine a specific content for
modern Nguni poetry and even less possible to look at content as a
distinguishing feature between Xhosa and Zulu poetry. Thus modern
poetry is as diversified as being about the wind, the sun, rain, a lost
child, morality, didactism, friendship, graveyards, prominent pecple and

the questioning of traditional beliefs.

Naturally enough, much of the content of modern poetry is a
continuation of the heroic eulogistic tradition and there is much modern
poetry in commemoration of past people of note. Examples are to be

found in Sikakana's Zulu poem, UBhambatha kaMakhwatha (1972, p.79), and

Mghayi's ¥hosa  poem, Ingqungquthela Yesizwe (u John Thenge Jabavu)

(1974, p.60). 1Indeed a whole section of Mghayi's poetry was dedicated

to izibongo ezingabafi bethu (Poetry about our dead), and in this

section (1974, pp. 36 - 59), there were even poems about whites such as
Harry Taberer, James Gray, James Chalmers, Major Geddes and
Dr. W. G. Bennie., This poetry reflected the work done at the Alice
Seminary and the efforts of the first prominent white to recruit black
labour for the gold mines. Professor C.M. Doke, one of the most
thorough Bantu language philologists ever, was also eulogised (Mghayi

1974, p. 111).

To actually travel overseas was a remarkable event and this too was

reflected in a section entitled Izibongo ngabawele iilwandle (FPoetry

about those who crossed the oceans) (Mghayi, 1974, pp. 60 - 68). Thus
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































