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REVIEWS

A SE L E C T IO N  O F A F R IC A N  P R O SE . 1. T rad itio n a l O ral Texts, compiled by W . II. W H IT E L E Y . 
'The O xford  L ib ra ry  o f  A frican  L itera tu re . O xfo rd  U n ivers ity  P ress, pp. 200. 1964. 21/-.

M em bers o f  the A frican  M usic  S o c ie ty  w ill u n d o u b ted ly  w elco m e the ap p earan ce o f  th is  scries o f 
books on A frican  lite ra tu re , h av in g  co n cen trated  for so  lo n g  on the o ra l trad itio n s  w h ich  arc revea led  
in the ir ly r ic s  and  the m usic  w h ich  accom p an ies them . T h is  is  a ll to  the go o d , and  it  is in te re st in g  to 
learn from  the p u b lish e r ’s in tro d u c tio n  th at “ the task  o f reco rd in g  o ra l co m p o sitio n s befo re th ey  are 
lost to m em o ry , and  o f  p ro v id in g  a basis fo r fu tu re  lite ra ry  s tud ies o f  A frica , is  a sp ec ia lly  u rg en t one 
for scho lars o f  the presen t gen e ra tio n , fo r A frican  lite ra tu re  w h ich  has app eared  in  p rin t is o n ly  a tin y  
fragm ent o f  the w h o le .”

T h e w h o le  o b jec tiv e  o f  o u r S o c ie ty  has been to w ard s  th is end  and w e a rc , a fter six teen  years o f  
ex istence, in  a p o sitio n  to  ap p rec ia te  both  the u rg en cy  o f  the s ituatio n  and the p itfa lls  w h ich  accom p any 
the w o rk  o f co llec tio n  and  tran s la tio n  o f  o ra l texts.

In the first p lace the m a jo r ity  o f  tran scrip tio n s  o f  A frican  o ra l tex ts a rc  abstracts  o f  the o r ig in a l 
and by the tim e th ey  h ave been co m m itted  to  p ap er a re  a lre ad y  d is to rted . C o ld  p rin t can o n ly  su gg es t 
the w o rds and p hrases and does n o t c o n v e y  the an im atio n  and em o tion  beh ind  the text except by 
in gen io us m an ip u la tio n . T h is  ap p lies  p r im a r ily  to the v e rn acu la r tex t, and  in s till la rg e r  d eg ree  to  the 
subsequen t tran s la tio n  in to  E n g lish  o r o th er w o rld  lan gu ag e . A lth o ugh  the p ub lishers use the w o rd  
“ reco rd in g” in  its  n on -m ech an ica l sense , it  is p rec ise ly  here that the best gu aran tee  o f  au th en tic ity  can 
be m ade, b y the sound  reco rd in g  tech n iques w h ich  sho u ld  in ev ery  case be m ade i f  the o ra l tex t is to 
carry  its due w e igh t and  the e lem en t o f o ra to ry  g iv en  its tru e  p ersp ectiv e . T h is  docs n o t m ean that 
every  te lle r  o f  ta les sho u ld  be reco rded  b ut that a n um ber o f  the ack n o w led ged  au th o rs  and  exp erts 
w ith  a k n o w n  ge n iu s  for s to ry  te llin g  sh o u ld  be so u gh t o u t and p laced  befo re a m icrop ho ne . T h e 
in adequac ies o f  the tran scrip tio n  co u ld  then be la rg e ly  overcom e as sev era l person s w o u ld  be ab le  to 
jud ge for th em se lves, d ire c t ly  from  the sound  reco rd in g , and esp ec ia lly  the next and sub sequen t gen e ra 
tions o f A frican  w rite rs  for w h om  the w h o le  exerc ise  is  p rim ar ily  un d ertaken .

It is  in  th is  d irec tio n  that an yo n e w ith  ex ten s ive  first-hand k n o w led ge  and  exp erien ce o f  A frican  
oral lite ra tu re  w ill app rec ia te  the p red icam ent o f  the co m p iler o f th is p resen t vo lum e . H e has been 
forced to  re ly  upon in terp re ta tio n s  w h ich  revea l c ith e r  in ad eq uate  k n o w led ge  o f  the vern acu la rs  or 
eq u a lly  in ad eq uate  co m m an d  o f  lan gu ag e  to  co n v ey  the essen tia l, a r t is try  o f  the o r ig in a l m atter. F a ilu re  
in e ith e r d ep artm en t do es less than  ju stice  to the A frican  s to ry  te lle r  o r  raco n teu r. So m uch is ad m itted , 
and in  p u b lish in g  th is  first w o rk  on  o ra l texts o n e  becom es m ore keen ly  aw are  o f  the p itfa lls  w h ich  
m ust be avo id ed  in  fu tu re .

L ittle  a ttem pt at ed it in g  the vario u s  co n trib u tio n s to th is  co llec tio n  app ears to  have been m ade, 
and the q u a lity  o f  the stories varies from  b r illian t to  co m m onp lace.

In ad d itio n  the v e ry  w o rd  “ A fric a” , un qu a lified , has lo n g  sin ce becom e an in cu b u s and  w ill need 
m ore carefu l d ifferen tiation  if the p ub lica tio n  o f  o ra l tex ts is no t to  becom e am orp ho us. T h e q u a lify  o f 
the tran sla to rs and  th e ir  ab ility  to  co n vey  an  artistic rep resen tatio n  o f  the o r ig in a l w il l h ave to be borne 
in m ind  if  the dep redation s o f the “ T h o u , O  C h ie f” and s im ila r  schoo ls o f  w r ite rs  are not to destro y  
the w h o le  ch arm  and  s ty le  o f  the o r ig in a l c rea to rs  o f  the o ra l a rt. T h e use o f  E n g lish  s lan g  term s is a lw ays  
dan gero us in  w o rk s  o f  th is k ind  and on p age  67 w e a re  p resen ted  w ith  “ beaten  u p ” and  “ d ress in g  d o w n ” 
in co n secu tive  lines.

Such  exp ress io ns as “ b lew  . . . th e following a ir ”  (p . 23) and  “ to s in g  the follonin" v e rses” (p. 180), 
w o u ld  n ever be uttered  by the tru ly  illite ra te . T h ey  a re  w r ite rs ’ c liches.

T h e  p rin te rs  a lso  h ave  an o b liga tio n  to  th e  w rite r  o r te lle r  to  space th e ir  p arag rap h s and lines in  
such  a w ay  as to  su gg es t the te llin g  o f  a ta le . T h is  fau lt is p ar ticu la r ly  n o ticeab le  in  sev era l o f  the exam ples 
g iv en  w h ich  do  no t su g g es t to the eye  an o ra l o r ig in .

A n o th er trap  fo r the un w ary  is the com m on fau lt o f  u s in g  a rch a ic  E n g lish  to  su g g es t p rim itiven ess 
on  the p art o f  the A frican  s to ry  te lle r , and  an e q u a lly  fam ilia r  b lem ish  is the em p lo ym en t o f  sup erla tives  
and un n ecessary  ad jec tiv es  w h ich  do  not o ccu r in  the o r ig in a l vernacu lar.

F in a lly , fo r th is  series to  be u sefu l to  sch o lars  (as the p ub lishers c la im ), it sh o u ld  su re ly  have had 
an in d ex  o f  th e  sub ject m atter. A lso , it  is c lea r that the p ub lish ers m ay kn o w  the co m p iler , w h o  he is , 
and  w h at h is qu a lifica tio n s  fo r the w o rk . T h e gen e ra l p ub lic  and the n ew  studen ts w h o  w ill w an t to 
co n su lt th is series a re  le ft e n tire ly  in  the d ark .

T h ese perh aps a re  techn ica l m atters w h ich  w ill be iro n ed  o u t as the scries p roceeds. H o w eve r, the 
n ecessity  fo r m echan ica l sound  reco rd in g s  from  w h ich  to tran scrib e o ra l texts rem ains fundam en tal to 
the success o f  the w h o le  schem e and  is  even  m ore u rgen t than th e ir  p ub lica tion  w h ich  can then be 
tack led  as and w hen  the o p p o rtu n ity  and  the lite ra ry  ab ility  o f  th e co lab orato rs p resen t them se lves.

11. T .* * * * *

“ SIN C E  SIN G IN G  IS SO  G O O D  A T H IN G ” . H andbook for M usic  T each ers and  C h o ir M asters. 
by G R A H A M  H Y SL O P . O xford  U n ivers ity  P ress, N a iro b i, 1964. pp. 127.

T h is  han db oo k is th e w o rk  o f  a d ed icated  m an. It is , in  b rief , a r e w r it in g  o f  ev ery  schoo l tex tbo ok  
on the sub jec t, b u t g iv e n  a N a iro b i se tt in g , w h ere the p resence o f  A frican  p up ils  and  teachers dem ands
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o ccasio n a l as id es in  o rd er  to  exp la in  a fo re ign  p h rase  o r to  g iv e  cred it  to  the s im p ler and  p o ss ib ly  m ore 
“ accep tab le” A frican  m elo d ies . T h is  is  do n e w ith  a c lea r  sense o f  th e s ta tu s o f  A frican  m usica l id io m  
w h ich  the au th o r co n sid ers m ay h ave a ce rta in  p r im a l m erit but can o n ly  be treated  as a s tep p in g  stone 
to  h ig h e r  th in gs .

T h e ten o r o f  the b oo k  can be ap p rec ia ted  in  the w r ite r ’s o w n  w o rd s w h ere  he d iscusses M usic  
F e stiv a ls  (p . 25):

“ M uch  can  be do ne th ro u gh  the w ise  ch o ice  o f  E u rop ean  m usic  to  be su n g  a t fe s tiv a ls  to establish 
good taste. T h is  does n o t m ean  th a t the m usic  has to  be d ifficu lt. T h ere  is  a g re a t dea l o f  v e ry  go o d  m usic  
w h ich  is  quite easy to  s in g .”

E asy  E u rop ean  m usic , in  go o d  taste , an d  a lw ay s  w ith  one end  in  v iew , th at the r iv e r  d iv id in g  
b lack  fro m  w h ite  m ust be cro ssed , so o n er o r la ter —  b y them .

T h is  is  a p ity  as there  is  m uch  go o d  m ate ria l in  th e  b oo k  w h ich  w o u ld  be n ecessary  in s tru c tio n  in  
an y  m usica l m an u al. A s it  is  there  is  a co n stan t fe e lin g  in  ev e ry  ch ap te r , in  sp ite  o f  sev era l ex ce llen t 
ad m o n itio n s  to  im p ro v e  th e p erfo rm ance an d  q u a lity  o f  the in d ig en o u s  id io m , th at the o n ly  stan d ard  o f  
m usica l m erit m ust be E u rop ean  in  its  o r ien ta tio n , th at th e d ev e lo p m en t o f  A frican  m usic  m ust u l t i
m ate ly  in c lu d e  W estern  h arm o n ies , and  that A frican  m o d a lity  w il l  som e d ay  g iv e  p lace to  th e m ore 
“ c iv il is e d ” tem p ered  sca le . T h is  h yb r id  d es t in y  m ay be on  its  w a y  fo r som e o f  A fr ic a ’s m usic . W ho  can  
say  h o w  m uch  w ill be affected b y E ast o r  W e s t?

T h ere  a re  som e s tran ge  lacun ae  in  the w o rk . N o  m ention  is  m ade o f  A frican  crossed  rh yth m s w h ich  
are  b asic  to  m ost A frican  co m p o sid o n s o f  m erit and  to m uch  A frican  en sem b le p la y in g ; and  o n ly  s lig h t 
re ference is  g iv en  to  the p o ss ib ility  o f  there  b e in g  co m p lex  fo rm s o f A frican  co un terp o in t and  p o lyp h o n y ; 
and  the few  exam p les o f  in d ig e n o u s  m usica l in stru m en ts  he g iv e s  a re  o f  the s im p lest, an d  ig n o re  the 
w id e  ran ge  o f  x y lo p h o n es, m b iras, tun ed  d rum s and  horn  bands, exam p les o f  a ll o f  w h ich  can  be heard  
w ith in  a  sh o rt d is tan ce  fro m , i f  n o t w ith in , th e b o rd ers o f  K en ya itse lf .

T h e au th o r d o es, in  fac t, ad vo ca te  research  in to  th e co m p lex itie s  o f  th e  w h o le  ran g e  o f  A frican  
m usics:

“ T h ere  can  be few  m ore u rg en t needs in  th e  m usica l w o rld  in  A frica  to d ay , than  fo r as m any 
m usic ians as p ossib le  to  g iv e  th e ir  m in ds to  d isc o v e r in g  a ll th ey  can  ab o u t th e  trad it io n a l m usic  o f 
the co u n try , its  so n gs , m usica l in stru m en ts , system s o f  to n a lity , rh y th m ic  p attern s and  its  fo rm .” 

H e co n c lu d es that:
“ som e o f  th is  m usic  is  l ik e ly  to  d isap p ear w ith o u t trace  in  a gen era tio n  o r tw o , o r becom e so  in flu 
en ced  b y  m usic  from  o th er  p arts  o f  the w o rld , th at it  w il l be d ifficu lt to  re -d isco v er th e  o r ig in a l 
id io m  in  a ll its  s tre n g th ” .

A p art from  th e fact th at m ost E u ro p ean  m usic  a lso  d isap p ears w ith o u t trace in  a g en e ra tio n  o r tw o , 
th is  sm a ll boo k  w ill u n d o u b te d ly  fill a g ap  in  the sh e lves  o f  u se fu l h an d b o o ks and , w e  h op e, w il l  be the 
fo re ru n n er o f  sev era l m ore .

H . T .* * * * *

“ A F R IC A N  S C U L P T U R E ” , by W illiam  F a g g  and  M arg a re t P lass. 160 p p ., fu lly  il lu s tra te d  w ith  pho to 
grap h s . S tu d io  V is ta . L o n do n . 18/-.

H ere is a m odest lit t le  v o lu m e , o n ly  5" b y 7 wh i c h  te lls  m ore ab o u t A frican  scu lp tu re  in  a com 
p reh en siv e  and  un d erstan d ab le  w a y  than  an y  p rev io u s a rt  w o rk  on  the sub jec t w h ich  has com e our 
w ay .

T h e scrip t is  co n tin u o u s and  th e exam p les o f  c a rv in g  o r b ronzes a re  illu s tra ted  on  th e  sam e page 
as the d esc r ip tiv e  tex t in  ev e ry  case. T h ro u g h o u t th e  w h o le  an th o lo g y  the jo in t au th o rs  g iv e  one com 
p le te  co nfidence in  th e  in te g r ity  o f th e ir  ju d gem en t, th e ir  w id e  exp erien ce  and  th e ir  ex ten s iv e  b ack
g ro u n d  kn o w led g e  o f  both  the B ritish  M useum  an d  th e  U n iv e rs ity  M useum , P h ilad e lp h ia .

It is  a g re a t r e lie f  to  find th at a ll the exam p les p resen ted  a re  featu red  fo r the first t im e and  th at the 
au th o rs  h ave  avo id ed  w h at th e y  ca ll th e  u su a l “ c an n ib a liz in g ” o f  e a r lie r  illu s tra ted  w o rk s  on  th e  subject.

T h e ir  in tro d u ctio n  is  a  sm a ll m asterp iece o f  co m m o n  sen se in  a  fie ld  w h ich  has lo n g  been  m uddied  
b y th e ro m an tic ism  o f  fa lse im ag in a tio n  and  th e  cu r io  trad e . O ne w o u ld  lik e  to  q u o te  w h o le  p aragraph s 
as th e  w o rk  has so la rg e  a b ea r in g  up o n  its  s is te r s tu d y , th at o f  in d ig en o u s  m usic . I f  o n ly  m usic  co u ld  be 
illu s tra ted  b y p h o to grap h s it  w o u ld  be g ran d ; as it is , m usic ian s w il l  e n v y  the ease w ith  w h ich  the jo int 
au th o rs m ake th e ir  p o in ts  and  d em o n stra te  th e ir  co n c lu sio n s. T h ere  a re  n a tu ra lly  a  few  d irec tio n s  in 
w h ich  th is  b oo k  m ig h t h ave  been im p ro ved  b u t o n ly  few . T h e m ain  d ifficu lty  I th in k , is  in  o b ta in in g  
p h o to grap h s o f  su ffic ien tly  h igh  q u a lity  to  b r in g  o u t the fu ll g e n iu s  o f  th e scu lp to rs  and  carvers .

In  m ost cases I find th at p h o to grap h s taken  o n  the spo t a re  b etter an d  m ore re v ea lin g  than  those 
taken  in  an  a lien  lan d  o r a p h o to g rap h e r ’s s tu d io  w h ere  the lig h t in g  has in d ica ted  the taste  o f  a technician  
ra th e r than  th e  h o m ely  lig h t  u n d er  w h ich  th e w o rk s  w ere  created . In th is  the au th o rs  suffer the same 
lim ita tio n s  as th e m usic  research  w o rk e r  w ith  an  in ad eq uate  re co rd in g  app ara tu s  o r the a fter effects of 
p o o r acco u stic  rep ro d uc tio n  b y th e m o n o -au ra l d ev ic e  o f  g ram o p h o n e o r rad io . In each  case the object 
o f  s tu d y  can no t be fu lly  ap p rec ia ted  in  th e ro un d . T h is  h o w ever does n o t detrac t fro m  th e  com prehen
s iveness o f  th e b o o k  w h ich  is  w e ll d em o n stra ted  in  th e final p arag rap h  o f  th e ir  in tro d u ctio n  w h ich  reads: 

“ R a re ly  in  h um an  h is to ry  can  a p eo p le  h ave  been co n fro n ted  w ith  an  o v e r t an d  conscious 
ch o ice b etw een  h av in g  an  a r t  o f  th e ir  o w n  —  th e ir  g re a te s t co n tr ib u tio n  to  the richn ess o f  human 
cu ltu re— an d  ad o p tin g  one fro m  ab ro ad , fro m  a su p p o sed ly  ‘h ig h e r ’ c iv ilisa t io n . Y e t th is choice


