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Studies

THE CHAMELEON 

AND THE WIFE OF THE GOD

East African Folk–Tales

(Postface to one tale collection of the serie Peoples’ Tales published by Európa Publishing House)

For the reader who has not been to East–Africa yet, it will be difficult to conceive how it is different from the rest of the continent. Even the discipline of African studies is only beginning to picture this territory. Generally the whole Eastern fringe of the continent is called by the name East–Africa, in a narrower sense, however, it only refers to the varied region to the South of the Ethiopian Highland, to the East of the Congo Basin and to the North of the Zambezi River. Even when calculating according to this narrower sense of the term, the extension of East–Africa is three and a half million square kilometers (one and a half million square miles) and the number of its inhabitants is fifty million. There are seven countries on its territory, the one with the biggest extension and population is Tanzania. It is ten times as big as Hungary, but not many more than ten million people live in it. Another country with a great extension is Kenya, to the North of Tanzania. Kenya's Western neighbour is the much smaller Uganda, to the South of which there are two mini–states: Rwanda and Burundi. Their territories and populations put together are slightly bigger than those of the Hungarian Transdanubia. Malawi, also a small country, can be found further to the South, on the Western shore of the Nyasa Lake. The North–Eastern half of Zambia and the Northern provinces of Mozambique – still a Portugese colony – can also be considered to belong to East-Africa. To the East of East–Africa the Indian Ocean washes the coast. Zanzibar, and Pemba, which is in sighting distance from it, are the most known from among the many tiny coastal islands.

The original population of East-Africa is of course Negroid: different Bantu tribes that speak languages belonging to the same language family (but are incomprehensible between groups that live in large distances from one another). Arab and Indian immigrants, and in lesser numbers Persians and Indonesians live in the coastal area, some one and a half million all together. The number of the white settlers that remained here from colonial times is less than a quarter of a million. On the North it is easy to delineate the peoples of East–Africa. The peoples speaking Hamitic–Semitic languages belong to a totally different culture. Incapsulated among the Bantus there are Pygmies and some Khoisan groups that are anthropologically related to the South-African Bushmans. (This volume contains a fairly illustrative collection of the tales of the Tingida, who belong to the latter category.)

The surface of the land is varied, in general it is a highland of 500–1500 metres (150–500 feet), there are quite a few gigantic mountains with tropical forests on the mountains and savannah with tall grasses between them, with shrubbery, marshes and thick uliginal sedge along the rivers and lakes. The coastal area is flatter, more suitable for farming, but horticulture was only introduced here by white settlers. The main occupation of the Negro population originally – and to the present day – has been primitive farming. They clear the poor quality soil with slash and burn technique and then break it with simple digging sticks and hoes. They do not know the plough. Since the soil is exhausted soon, they often switch land and, at the same time, move their huts. They can still be said to live settled in villages. Community life is intensive in their villages, several settlements belong to the territory of one tribe, and are usually under the control of the chiefof the tribe. The majority of the farming Bantus is peaceful, some groups, however, used to wage terrifying wars on their neighbours. At some parts a more developed farming technique is used: strip cultivation and irrigation canals are known – and scholars still do not know whether that is independent invetion or is taken over from other peoples. Forest farming (the traditional main crop of which is millet, some root crops, vegetables and more recently tobacco, sweet corn and bananas) is often supplemented with livestock: the meat, leather, milk, blood, literally every last bit of the cattle they breed is utilized. On the Northern frontier of East–Africa there are warlike, nomadic peoples who live exclusively on breeding cattle. They moved to the South from the territories of Sudan and Western Ethiopia in the 16th–17th centuries and acquired the cattle–herds of the neighbouring tribes in regular filibustering campaigns. The most renown nomadic conquerers are the Masai, who had been endangering the lives of the people of Kenya especially since the 18th century. The cattle-plague of the end of the last century however, impoverished them overnight. Both farming and animal breeding peoples resort to gathering and, to a smaller extent, hunting and fishing as well. Some tribes in East–Africa that lead a very primitive life, sustain themselves exclusively in those ways. The most widely known of the hunter–gatherer groups that do not produce are the above mentioned Tindiga. 

We know very little of the history of the peoples of East–Africa, and the bulk of our knowledge has been accumulated in the recent decades. Between the events of the known past usually there are huge gaps which even specialists are forced to fill using their fantasy.

As for the most distant past and even more ancient times, paleoarcheological research has been carried out in the area for half a century with sensational results.

There are important Egyptian, Greek, Roman, from later times, Ethiopian, Arab and Persian, Indian, Indonesian, moreover, Chinese historical sources which all contain something about past events in East–Africa.

Science has dealt relatively a lot with the question of to what extent the prosperity of the coast was of African or of Arab origin. Today we think that already before the intrusion of the Arabs, teeming life animated the land: the Old Kilvan ruins from the 6th–7th centuries testify this; however, later Arab–Islamic influence was also significant.

Soon after 741 Shiita Omani Arab refugees appeared on the East–African coast, who took shelter there and moved further and further to the South, getting richer and richer on the way. The strongest immigration wave of the next century consisted of Sunnis coming from the Persian Gulf, who stubbornly insisted on their religion. Gradually the whole litoral was islamicized and the political leadership of the dozens of new city–states fell into the hands of the "aristocratic" Arabs. The city–states were nominally subordinated to the South–Arabian sultanates, but the relationship was loose, in reality, the cities were autonomous. The Arabs were few in number: they were the monarchs, their inner circles and the high–ranking commercial houses. 

The middle of the 13th century brought sudden prosperity. Whole cities were built of durable stone, house of often three to four stories high. The sultan of the Kilva Island grabbed hold of the control of the Southern gold–trade, created a flourishing little state, coined his own money and accumulated a huge amount of china in his luxurious palace, the ruins of which were found only in 1950. This was also the time of the spreading of the Swahili language, a charachteristic tool of intermediate trade. Swahili is a trading language which is composed of the vocabulary of the Bantu languages, a lot of Arabic borrowing and more Arabic logic. It was created so as to facilitate relationships between the litoral and the inner territories, and it fulfills this role up to this day: it is a bridge between the different languages and dialects from the Indian Ocean to the Gulf of Guinea. It acquired special importance in the litoral, and a real "Swahili culture", blended from Negro and Arab cultures, was formed there.

The zenith of the Asian–East–African relations was reached in the 15th century. By that time Indonesia had firmly colonized Madagascar, India's ports were in Moslem hands, and the Indian Ocean was but an inland sea for the three–masted or bigger commercial ships. Traffic from farther East became lively as well. It is charachteristic of the cordial nature of these relations that the delegation from the port of Malindi presented the Chinese Emperor with a giraffe in 1414; a few years later a huge fleet arrived in the East–African port with a crew of approximately thirty thousand. The commander of the commercial fleet was Chinese Admiral Tsheng Ho. He went to East–Africa at least three times and at the end of his last journey, in 1433, he described the flourishing life of the coastal ports of present–day Somalia. The trade with China suddenly stopped in around 1450, due to internal political disputes in China. At the very end of the century Vasco da Gama's Portuguese ships appeared in East–Africa, they visited the ports and were fascinated. Then they sailed on to India, and soon the colonization of both litorals by the Portuguese began, which was a death–blow for intermediate trade.

Portuguese expeditions, devastating with fire and sword, arrived in quick succession, maurauded and burned down the prospering cities to make them acknowledge the superiority of the Portuguese crown. One of the first conquerers, Barbosa, who described the area relatively thoroughly in 1518, could still mention the Moorish (Arab)–Swahili–Negro culture, but he is at the same time the cronichler of the hunt for gold. Portuguese supremacy was maintained for almost two centuries, despite of the continnual upheavals, and only at the end of the 18th century was it possible to force the Portuguese out from the Northern part of the litoral. A new Arab rule followed with the customary autonomy, and of a little more than one and a half century. The new Arab influence deepened the earlier cultural effects and converted the litoral into a unique area, where Bantu, Arab, Persian, Indian, Indonesian, Portuguese, English and German traits prevaled in personal and fascinating simultaneity. At the end of this era, in the second half of the last century, the Sultan of Mascat, who had only nominally ruled over the middle part of the litoral, moved his seat to Zanzibar, and acquired a relatively large area for his empire. His expansion was soon brought to an end: the competing English and German "trading companies" appeared on the scene, they acquired more and more land until finally German East–Africa was established between 1884–1890, and English East–Africa between 1886–1896. The German colony (roughly the territory of Tanganyika) was grabbed in World War One by the English, who became absolute rulers in the area. Before World War II industrialization began and schools were built, then African national bourgeoisie was formed, the independence movement began, which often meant cruel, armed combats. Tanganyika and Kenya became independent as a result of this movement in 1961 (Tanganyika soon united with Zanzibar which had also liberated itself), and in the following years Burundi, Uganda, Malawi and finally Zambia became politically independent. Today's political events, the fights between parties and the participation of the region in international politics has often justified a mention of  East–Africa in the headlines, and always with news of the same charachter we are so unhappily familiar with.

However big the gaps are in our knowledge concerning the history of the litoral, we can still arrange the events we know of in some sequence. On the other hand, we have no written source for the history of inland East–Africa, and the few archeological finds are more of an enigma then solved problems for scholars. The most famous sites are the town of Engaruka (along the Kenyan–Tanzanian frontier, to the West of the Kilimanjaro Mountains) and Western–Ugandan Bigo. The former was discovered in 1935, and Leakey, the archeologist, estimated that the city built on the top of the mountain must have had a population of almost thirty–forty thousand and about six–seven thousand houses. Its founding can be dated at the 17th century. We do not know what people (maybe not Bantus) lived in it. Bigo is a similarly difficult site to interpret. It can be dated at the 13th century, there are fieldworks of bold curves resembling irregular circles here. It would seem to be an obvious explanation, that the lively litoral trade led to the establishment of the settlement, however, not a single object has been found among the ruins so far which would prove this hypothesis. So far no other ruins that could be deemed old have been thoroughly uncovered. This is one reason why we have to discern many events of the history of East–Africa from the oral tradition of stories, tales and legends of the peoples living here.

White explorers also entered the inner part of the continent rarely and only later. Livingstone and Stanley were the first to take longer journeys in the middle of the last century. They, as other explorers, however, did no more than make their way through the forests of East–Africa, they did not prepare detailed ethnographic records. We must certainly mention Earl Samuel Teleki, who went on a hunting expedition in 1887–1888. Setting out from Zanzibar, attempting to climb the Kilimanjaro and Kenya Mountains, he penetrated into the North and discovered Rudolf Lake, Stephanie Lake, and the small active volcano called Teleki after him. His travel report, which Lajos Höhnel, Teleki's companion and cartographer published under the title To the Lakes of Rudolf and Stephanie, Earl Samuel Teleki's expedition in the equatorial region of Africa (Budapest, 1892), contains valuable ethnographic data on the way of living of about thirty East–African tribes, but it includes no folkloristic texts.

The folklore of the peoples of Africa in general is only being compiled in our century. Although Professor William Bascom lists more than 250 publications in the selected bibliography of his summary (Folklore Research in Africa in: Journal of American Folklore, 1964. 13–31.), and a more complete collection of data would probably double the number of authentic collections of African folk poetry, this all does not amount to much if we consider what a huge area is to be represented. The folk poetry of East–Africa is neglected in research even compared to the general African proportions. Altough travel reports and more or less reliable accounts of adventures abound, the number of really authentic, not transcribed collections annotated with sufficient folkloristic comments is depressingly low.  In this volume in Hungarian we attempted to publish only authentic material, for this reason we checked twice the sources of the texts for translation.

The oldest records of the folk poetry of East–Africa are to be found in the litoral Swahili literature written in Arabic calligraphy (but in Swahili language). At present we can only track down the past of this literature until the end of the 18th century, but it must certainly be much older and we do not give up the hope that some day we will be able to find out more about the beginnings of Swahili literature as well. The court poets and proffessional artists of the small Sultanates must have borrowed a lot from the local folklore – however, we cannot tell more about this tradition until blind chance reveals some of these works for us.

Whites passing through usually did not publish texts of African folklore. The first to collect works of folk poetry were missionaries, who maitained longer relationship with the Negroes they lived among, and later, in our century, members of scientific expeditions. In the present volume we publish one sixth of the tales and local legends contained in one of the earliest significant collections, Macdonald's Yao monography. Tales number 5. and 51. of the volume were also recorded by a last century missionary. In our century the most extensive missionary's collection is Doke's volume on Lamba folklore. The book contains 159 tales (and, apart from this, about one and a half thousand other folkloric works), our selection includes one fifth of these. Special emphasis should be given to the role of Professor Ludwig Kohl–Larsen in the history of collecting East–African folk poetry. The objective of his research was searching for African paleoanthropic finds [he related the story of his excavations in his book: Auf den Spuren des Vormenschen (Stuttgart, 1943)], but the Tindiga, leading an archaic life, soon called his attention and he described their customs [this is the topic of his book called Wildbeuter in Ostafrika. Die Tindiga, ein Jäger– und Sammlerfolk (Berlin, 1958)], and he soon began the description of the folklore of the Issansu and Iraku tribes living in the area. He recorded more than a hundred stories of the three tribes living on a territory of the extension of a county, and he published more than 200 tales in German translation in six volumes and several scientific essays. His collection is also interesting because it makes it possible for us to study the differences of the folklores of peoples living next to each other, and also how ethnicity or way of life bring about these differences. An interesting book of Kohl–Larsen's [Kleiner grosser schwartzer Mann. Lebenserinnerungen eines Buschnegers (Eisenach–Kassel, 1956)] was already published in Hungarian in 1964 with the title: Szimbót hallgatom. Egy isszanszu–néger önvallomása /Listening to Simbo. The confessions of an Issansu Negro/. The more than 20 stories this volume contains from his collection will hopefully give an impression of the richness of the original.

Unfortunately, we must confess, we could not use the authentic collections of East–African folk poetry published in recent years, since the sources were not available. In spite of this, the present volume marks a progress compared to the previous Hungarian editions. Earlier we could read some East–African tales in Miklós Radnóti's suberb Karunga. (However, as it is well–known, Radnóti's volume does not include the original of each text.) There are 10 other tales in the anthology of African tales called A csillagok szíve /The heart of the stars/ which derive from the territory of East–Africa in the narrower sense of the term. We do not have to stress how insufficient all this is compared to the rich folk poetry of East–Africa.

This volume attempted to introduce the variety of the East–African lore of tales. The majority of the tales is taken over from the above mentioned collections and  illustrates the lore of tales of the individual peoples from several points of view. Differences in genre are reflected in the order of the tales: the similar ones are arranged next to each other. We are familiar with variations of most of the tales in other peoples' tradition as well, nevertheless we did not list them, mainly because so far there is no comprehensive index of African tales, and comparative African tale research is only beginning to concentrate on this issue. In the cases where we were in a position to refer to international parallels – also on the basis of our sources – we did so in the notes to the given tales. The selected tales can be considered authentic, translation changed their original form only to the least possible extent. In the case of the versed fragments we followed the translations we used as our sources, and we only had the opportunity to consult the original Bantu text in the case of Lamba tales. The authenticity of the translation is further solidified by the fact that Rózsa Ignácz acquired plentiful of experience in the field, which helped much in reproducing the original atmosphere of the stories. We had to confront two main problems. We had to avoid using foreign (African) concepts, at the same time we could not give a Hungarian equivalent in each case, since we were trying to make known African folk poetry, not Hungarian tales. We could have brooded a lot especially on the denomination of magical experiences. Generally we chose to use the Hungarian translation for charachters known not only in Hungarian fables (giant, dwarf, witch), but we did not use the exclusively Hungarian denominations ('táltos', 'lidérc'). We tried to give the simplest possible form of African names and words, and, if possible, approximate the phonetic form of the African original and not of the intermediary languages (English, German, French), despite the fact that it was not an easy task, because, for example, no Hungarian cluster of letters is equivalent to the Tindiga clicks. In some cases (mostly in the case of names of tribes) we had to apply a different practice and stick to the way of writing of our sources or, in other cases, to the prevalent Hungarian practice, as a result of which the reader of our volume may at certain points come across inconsistencies. (István Fodor's essay: Az afrikai nyelvek osztályozásának problémái /The problem of the Classification of African Languages/; Nyelvtudományi Közlemények, 1965. 41–141. deals thoroughly with this issue and with the difficulties of transcribing African languages into Hungarian in general.)

Also the source of the illustrations in the volume and on the cover is East–African: they are from Karl Weule's book called Negerleben in Ostafrika (Leipzig, 1908). Weude went on a longer ethnographic research expedition in South–Tanganyika – at that time a German possession – in 1906. He asked his Negro companions and the natives he got to know on his way for drawings. He publishes in his volume the drawing of some ten local "artists". The most beautilul of them are the works of Mweba–Askari from the Matambwe tribe, those of Salim Matola, a Yao youth, and Pesa, an Unyamwesi carrier. Their styles and artistic methods can be experienced in the illustrations of our volume, as well. We can also proudly appeal to the fact that these drawings were originally made on paper, they were intended as illustrations. As if the artists of half a century ago had thought of us, too. The tales of twelve East–African trobes are told in this book. (The geographical distribution of these tribes is shown on the map at the end of the volume.)

The Lamba tribe lives on the borderland of Zambia and Congo (or more exactly, Katanga). They belong to the middle group of the Bantu speaking tribes, their way of life is the purest forest farming. The tales in our volume (numbers: 6, 9, 23, 28, 29, 32, 34, 36, 40, 45, 46, 47, 5ö, 52, 57, 58, 62.) were collected in the second decade of this century, but their publisher, Doke, did not specify who, in what village told them to him. The Lambas themselves divide their stories into two big groups: they call exclusively prosaic tales ichishimikishio (6, 9, 23, 28, 29, 36, 40, 45, 47, 57, 58, 60), and there are four known names for tales with verse insertion or choric tales: ulushimi (32, 34, 52), akashimi (46), ichishimi and akalabi (we have no examples of these in this volume). We do not know for certain on what basis the Lamba distinguish these subcategories, but it has been observed that the choric tales are usually performed by girls or women, and the singing formulas are sometimes attributed magic power. The stories of the experiences of everyday life are clearly distinguished from fables. The former genre has no denomination in their language.

The Yao (or Wayao) tribe lives on the territory of present–day Malawi, to the South from the Nyasa Lake, along the banks of the Shire river. The name of the tribe probably comes from the word 'yao' meaning 'theirs'. In the 80's of the last century Macdonald collected some 100 tales from them, and he also observed that these tales are very similar to those of the Zulu, who live further to the South and are already representatives of the South–African folklore–area. From among the tales incuded in this volume(2, 4, 10, 11, 15, 16, 19, 25, 27, 43, 59) the local legends are of special interest, since these (in spite of the fact that they were written down by a Christian missionary) tell rather a lot about the Yao's original vision of the world. Macdonald gives a detailed account of the life of the Yao and their neighbours in his work we have referred to above.

This volume contains one single tale (53) from the folklore of the other Bantu tribe from the Nyasa area, the Chinyanja. This was also written down and published by an English missionary at the beginning of the century in his collection of folk poetry of surprising diversity (Rattray, C.S.: Chinyanja Folk Lore Stories and Songs, Oxford, 1907).

The Gogo (Wagogo) Negroes live somewhere in the middle of Tanzania. Their dwelling place is the margin of the Bantu language, their near–by Northern neighbours are the Masai, who we have mentioned several times. The historic tradition of the Gogo is especially rich: they know a lot of stories about their late chiefs and the history of the tribe. The sources (The systematizing descriptions of Cole and Schaegelen) of the narratives of this tribe (5, 8) report the interesting way of life of this tribe in general.

The mountains in exactly the middle of Kenya are the traditional dwelling place of the Gikuyu (or Kikuyu, Kuyu) tribe, who also speak a Bantu language. The source of our two tales (18, 21) is the passionate book of the politician, Jomo Kenyatta. Kenyatta is not only a proud member of his tribe, but he is an excellent, well–educated ethnographer, whose tutor in London was the illustrious Bronislaw Malinowski, the most significant representative of English ethnology in our century.

The Kamba  tribe, who are also Bantus, live in the immediate vicinity of the Gikuyu. Our one and only Kamba tale is taken from the collection of the most significant researcher of the Kamba, the Swedish Gerhard Lindblom (Kamba Tales of Supernatural Beings, Stockholm, 1935). He published pieces of the Kamba folk poetry in other works of his by the hundred, and his books are the most faithful and thorough guides in this area of study (although at the moment of the selection of this volume they were inaccessible for us).

The Jagga (Chagga, Chaga) Bantus live on the Southern slopes of the Kilimanjaro. First German, then English scholars collected folk poetry among them (tales number 51 and 49). The travel report of Samuel Teleki also describes their life in a  suggestive way.

One of the earliest publication of scholarly charachter on folk poetry in Swahili (Lademann, Gerhard–Kausch, Ludwig–Reuss, Alfred: Tierfabeln und andere Erzählungen in Suaheli, Berlin, 1910) is the source of our Swahili tale (61), geographically it is from the coast, near Zanzibar. With this single example we could only give a taste of the richness of Swahili tradition, which would be worth featuring in a separate volume of translations.

The book of Reverend John Roscoe (The Baganda, Their Customs and Beliefs, London, 1911) is considered to be an ethnographical monography of classical value. The Hungarian volume contains the the tranlation of one of the most beautiful of its 14 tales (44). The Baganda (Ganda) tribe lives in Uganda, and it did not only give its name to the country, but is the leading force in it even today. The geographical position explains why Baganda folklore is a transition in many respects towards Congolese and also Sudanese folk poetry.

We took over 10 Tindiga tales from Kohl–Larsen's collection (1, 12, 13, 14, 17, 20, 37, 39, 41, 55). Thirty years ago there were only 450 Tindiga (Kindiga, Hatsa, Hadsapi or Hadsabe) and they probably are not more of them today. We know very little about the history of this small people belonging to the Khoisan (Koisan, Koi) language family, we are not able to give a detailed explanation of why this small tribe lives two thousand kilometres (twelve hundred miles) to the Northeast from its closest linguistic and anthropological relatives. The most probable explanation is that the Tindiga are the remnants of a continuous Khoisan population that the Bantus moving towards the southwest fragmented. The Tindiga are unsettled hunters, but this activity had become practicaly impossible by the middle of this century because the game decreased in number and always new peoples appeared on the territory. In this respect it was really the last moment (between 1934 and 1936, and then between 1937 and 1939) to record the remains of the poetry of one of the most interesting poeples of Africa. Kohl–Larsen's infformant was Sungwicha, the chief of a Tindiga group (horde) of sixty, who was very shy at the beginning of the fieldwork, but soon got accustommed to folkloristics, although he never wasted much time on the useless narration of tales and often interrupted the stories with his comments, the relation of his personal experiences. It is a pity that we found no trace of these fragments in the published text, so we could not translate them.

Seven stories (3, 7, 24, 26, 31, 42, 48) represent the southwestern neighbours of the Tindiga, the Issansu tribe. Kohl–Larsen collected these between 1934 and 1936, with the help of an interpreter, mostly from a man called Hassani, who was then thirty–five. He was Kohl–Larsen's assistant and also participated in the excavations. Not only have the Issansu lived next to the Tindiga for centuries, but they also descend from a common ancestor with them – at least according to the Tindiga local legends. Scientific studies do not exclude this latter possibility, but probably what we can see is a similarity due to the durable vicinity. Today the Issansu are primitive farmers. Their folklore is charachterized by the representation of everyday life, at the same time they favour tales of magic and magic narrations in general.


The members of the Iraku (in their own language Irokk; someteimes called Mbulu or Mburu after the territory they inhabit) tribe are the Eastern neighbours of the Tindiga, to the East of the Nyasa Lake and to the West of the Manyara Lake. The Iraku are Hamite nomads, who had receded to this Southern region already before the Masai appeared. The young Akanaey, Kohl–Larsen's Iraku informant between 1937 and 1939, was a very good narrator with special skill in relating animal tales, terrifying tales of magic and tales about ogres. Also the form of the tales he recited (22, 33, 35, 38, 54, 56, 60) is skillfull. He narrated the stories in an isolated tent, and – especially when it was tales about ogres – was anxious to ensure that the others did not find out about what was going on, and was probably a little worried about the creatures he envoked, as well. The Iraku lore of tales has a very interesting composition. The animal tales and the pieces of the trickster–cycle very similar to the European 'trufa'–s or jokes (Kohl–Larsen published these in his book called Schwarzer Eulenspiegel. Schwänke der Iraku, Kassel, 1963.) exhibit a lot of similarity to the Swahili tales of the coast, and less to the Arabic stories. At the same time the tales about ogres have a charachteristic Bantu form and not only the motifs of the stories, but sometimes the names of the magical experiences prove this, as well. For example the name Ama–Irmi, which is mentioned in two stories (22, 23) – and is used as a common noun meaning 'monster' –, is probably identical with the Jagga and Gikuyu name, irimu, moreover, also with the South–African Zulu name, izimu, and all these forms probably derive from the Bantu word mzimu for 'ghost', since in Bantu the verb lima for 'die out', 'extinguish' is a good etymon for the word.

The notes give some information on the individual tales and story–tellers, although very briefly. The order of the tales follows the sequence of the genres of the South–African folklore. We have to expand on this a little.


In general, the genres of the folklore of the primitive peoples do not coincide with the system of genres of the folk poetry of European peasantry. The genres are different and their boundaries are more blurred than in Europe, as well. In some cases, the ethnographer or the reader, who was educated in European folklore must have misunderstood the real function of the African pieces of folk poetry. Nor are the folklores of the different peoples in our volume identical, although they can be considered broadly similar. The most archaic one is Tindiga folklore, and we can consider the Swahili poetry to be the most developed one, which goes without saying in the light of our historical knowledge.


One of the most important genres is the local legend (1, 3, 5, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 15, 16, 17, 18) which, the same as its alpha, the myth of cosmogony (2, 4), is trying to elucidate the origin of some object or phenomenon. It is an archaic genre, especially when intermingled with other myths and rituals.

The narratives that substitute for history (19, 20), the narration of the events of everyday life (28, 41), the stories about the ancestors (26) all have a special role, they are the collective memory of an oral culture.

The genre of the tales about ogres (22, 29, 33, 38) is a separate group, which is not very different from that of Heroic myths (31), heroic tales (35), mythical tales (51), and etiological stories (14). We are meandering around the fountainhead of heroic epic when we read these.

These stories we listed above can hardly be called tales. When compared to them, many stories seem to be much more like tales (21, 25, 27, 36, 40, 42, 45, 46, 47, 48, 49, 52, 57, 61, 62) which on their turn could be divided into several groups. We obviously have to treat animal tales separately (6, 53, 54, 55, 56, 58, 59, 60), and we could continue the classification within this group, as well. The jests (23, 24) or the formula tales (62) of which we could have included many more in this volume can only loosely be related to the corresponding European genres of tales.

The delineated groups will of course intertwine with each other, and the coexistence of some stories is illustrated by several examples in this volume, as well: often a tale is apparently continued in the next. As the Bantu proverb goes: ulwendo uluweme Iwa babili (you need a companion for a good journey), one reinforces the other.

Vilmos Voigt

NOTES

Abbriviations in the notes to the stories:
– AaTh (followed by numbers) = types of tales on the basis of Aarne, Antti–Thompson, Stith: The types of the folktale. Helsinki, 1961.

– Arnott = African Myths and Legends, retold by Kathleen Arnott. London, 1962. (Reprinted 1965.)

– Cole, Henry: Notes on the Wagogo. In: Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute XXXII (1902) 305–338.

– Doke, Clement M.: Lamba Folk–Lore. New York, 1927. (Memoir of the American Folk–Lore Society. Vol. XX.)

– Kenyatta, Jomo: Facing Mt. Kenya. The tribal Life of the Gikuyu. London, 1965. (3rd impression)

– K–L E = Kohl–Larsen, Ludwig: Das Elefantenspiel. Mythen, Riesen– und Stammesagen. Volkserzählungen der Tindiga. Eisenach–Kassel, 1956.

– K–L H = Kohl–Larsen, Ludwig: Der Hase mit den Shuhen. Tiergeschichten der Iraku. Eisenach–Kassel, 1958.
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– Meinhof, Carl: Afrikanische Märchen. Jena, 1921.

– MI (followed by letters and numbers) = motifs on the basis of Thompson, Stith: Motif–Index of Folk–Literature. I–VI. Copenhagen–Bloomington, 1955–1958.
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The titles of the tales are in brackets in the notes if the original source had no title and the translator gave the Hungarian title.

1. Kwaduda and Mulilwa (K–L E 25–33)

Tindiga local legend from Tanganyika. A story relating the creation of the world and the preliminaries (!) with a peculiar logic. (MI A 600)

2. The Sun (Macdonald I. No. 2. 280)

Nyasan Bantu, Yao myth of cosmogony. From the seventies of the last century. (MI A 710)

3. (The Sunlight) (K–L I No. 25, 29–31)

Issansu local legend from Tanganyika. Related by Hassani, an Issansu man of about thirty–five from the Dindima region, Kohl–Larsen's main informant, on 14th February 1935. (MI A 721. l.)

4. The Moon (Macdonald I. No. 3. 280–281)

Nyasan Bantu, Yao myth of cosmogony. Rewritten text. The motif of taking off the cover of a pot out of disobedience is known worldwide (Pandora's box). (MI A 740)

5. The frogs and the Rain (Cole 330–331)

Tanganyikan Bantu, Wagogo local legend. (MI A 1131)

6. The story of God and Mr Chameleon his Favourite (Doke No. CXVIII. 208–211)

Zambian Bantu, Lamba animal tale ("ichishimikishio" according to the original definition of genre). The core of the story: helping the poor person – God or God's messenger tests the rewarded person (MI K 1811) (MI Q 1. 1): related about human beings in European tales.

calico: cheap cotton imported from the whites in Africa.

7. (The Feast of the Hen that Brews Beer) (K–L I No. 12.13–14)

Issansu local legend from Tanganyika. Related by Hassani on 19th March 1935. The motif of birds brewing beer can be found in European tales, as well. (AaTh 234 A*)

swali = small antelope.

8. (Life in the Golden Age) (Schlaegelen No. 3. I–IV. 564–565)

Four Tanganyikan Bantu, Wagogo local legends.


1. Man to earn bread by the sweat of his brow (MI A 1346)


2. The origin of labour is voracity (MI A 1331)


3. The origin of dry season (MI A 1150)


4. Death and the hyena (MI A 1834.3)

9. The Story of the Chief and his People – The Coming of Death into the World (Doke No. CXXI. 216–217)

Zambian Bantu, Lamba local legend ("ichshimikishio"). The most widespread explanation for the origin of death (the motif of "undoing a bundle out of curiosity": MI A 1335).

10. Death (Macdonald I. No. 14. 287–288)

Nyasan Bantu, Yao local legend. Rewritten text.

11. Mortality, The Chameleon (Nalwii) and the Salamander (Mlalu) (Macdonald I. No. 15. 288)

Nyasan Bantu, Yao local legend. A "two messengers" type of stories explaining the origin of death. (MI A 1335.1)

12. Ishoko gives fire–drill to the Hadsapi and teaches them how to sit (K–L E 42–45)

Tindiga local legend from Tanganyika. The most popular of the local legends are the ones about the origin of fire (MI A 1414). Here that story is linked with the stories narrating the origin of sitting. The enumeration "my mothers, my grand–mothers, my sisiters, my fathers, my grandfathers, my brothers" at the end of the story refers to classificatory kinship categories: in this system, for example, the mothers of all the cousins are called "mother".

Hadsapi = this is how the Tindiga refer to themselves.

Ishoko = god (mostly male), from the word isho for "sun".

Haine = Ishoko's spouse, in some tales male, more frequently female.

13. The Elephant–game (K–L E 61–64)

Tindiga local legend from Tanganyika. A story relating the origin of elephants and of the customs and rituals of elephant–hunting. (MI B 801)

14. Indaya Teaches Hadsapi Girls Make Clay–dolls (K–L ? ??–??)

Tindiga etiological narration from Tanganyika.

The original meaning of the name Indaya is: "a dead person departed to the land of the neighbouring tribe, the Issansu", but in Tindiga myths this is the name of the first and most powerful chief, who taught his people the rules and customs of social life. The role of the girls in the tribe's life is preparing themselves for taking care of their future children. The story is a ritual explanation of this. The motif of dolls made of clay refers at the same time to man made from clay (MI A 1241), and the cave, to the motif known worldwide (ocurring in Plato, as well) of mankind emerging from caves (MI A 1232.3). Cult of the ancestors, fertility magic and very simple pedagogy interweave in the story.

15. The Girl of Clay (Macdonald II. No. 49. 359–360)

Nyasan Bantu, Yao local legend. This is a very popular tale among the Bantu,  almost all tribes know it. The motif of people made from clay (and therefore broken or melted in water) is known worldwide. (MI A 1226 ~ A 1241)

16. People (Macdonald I. No. 1. 279–280)

Nyasan Bantu, Yao local legend.

17. The Tindiga (K–L E 34–35)

Tindiga local legend from Tanganyika. A lot of African tales and legends deal with the similarity of men and monkeys. (MI A 1224.5.1.)

Pori = wilderness, uncultivated land, mostly shrubbery or forest.

18. The Gikuyu (Kenyatta 3–5)

Kenyan Bantu, Gikuyu local legend. The leader of the war of independence of the people of Kenya, later the president of the independent state, Jomo Kenyatta, relates the origin of his own tribe, somewhat modifying, up–to–dating the story he heard in his childhood. According to the legend, the Gikuyu descend from a single man, and the structure of society: the smallest unit of kinship, the "nuclear family", and the "extended family", the community of affine nuclear families,  was formed by divine afflatus and help, while their ancestor was still living.

19. On our Home (A Yao's History of his Tribe) (Macdonald II. No. 37. 334–336)

Nyasan Bantu, Yao historic narrative. Much of the related story is historically verifyible events.

20. A Story about the Warfare between the Masai and the Hadsapi (K–L E 151–154)

Tindiga historic narration from Tanganyika. A summary of the history of the Tindiga at the request of the ethnographer, in a more or less authentic way.

Mangati, or Tatoga = a Hamite tribe of the Nile that migrated near the Tindiga in the recent past.

Epembe–ceremony or Epembe–dance = a festival of singing and dancing performed in feather–ornaments. This is the biggest ceremony of the Tindiga, various legends relating its origin are known. In general the common feature of these is that God gave this dance to the Tindiga so that they can slay more game.

kongoni = a type of antelope.

Sikwatsu = the name of the narrator.

luchipi = a type of influenza probably spread by the whites and very dangerous to the Negroes.

21. The friendship of Man and the Elephant (Kenyatta 47–54)

Kenyan Bantu, Gikuyu tale. Local variety of the tale known worldwide about the ungrateful animal (AaTh 155), which the publisher converted with slight modifications into a satire against the colonizers.

22. Rain–making Ceremony (K–L K 40–43)

Iraku tale about ogres. It is a very popular story, known in several varieties among the Iraku.

Ama–irmi = wicked demon (cf. tale No. 33.).

Kario = women's name ocurring in several tales.

Tatu–Netlang = literally the formula "Netlang's grandfather" used for beginning oaths. You use it when you are going to exaggerate. The name Netlang also means god.

23. The Story of the Honey and his Mother–in–law (Doke No. XXDII. 42–45)

Zambian Bantu jest ("ichishimikishio").

kamba–honey = honey collected from the kamba–flower by wild bees.
tondo–tree = the kamba–flower is the flower of this tree.

24. (Who is the most beautiful?) (K–L E No. 1. 1–2)

Issansu tale, Tanganyika. Relared by Hassani on 18th March 1935. Apart from the very end, it is a proper jest in the European sense.

25. Taming Monkeys and Buck (Macdonald II. No. 332–333)

Nyasan Bantu,Yao tale. The procedure related at the end of the tale is carried through in the same way in reality, in the case of smoothing smaller disputes.

26. (The Girl from the Sky Teasing the Lion) (K–L I No. 7. 8.)

Issansu story about the ancestors, Tanganyika. Related by Nwaro, the sister–in–law of Hassani, on 6th March 1935.

27. The Lad that fed in Air (Macdonald II. No. 48. 358–359)

Nyasan Bantu, Yao tale. Similar European types of tales are: AaTh 1526 A*, 1562 C*, 1568*** and similar motifs are: MI W 111. 2. 6., K 177.

28. The story of a Man Who Went to Marry (Doke No. XXI. 40–43)

Zambian Bantu, Lamba prose story ("ichishimikishikio"). The episode of catching birds is based on a real practice. The motif of unfulfillable wishes: MI H 1010.

29. The Story of Shichnongomunuma and Chilubwelubwe (Doke No. LVIII. 126–131)

Zambian Bantu, Lamba tale about ogres ("ichishimikishio"). The most general numbers of the European monster–killing type of tales are: AaTh 300 and AaTh 327 G (One young man defeats the monster).

Shichnongomunuma = "The–Ogre–with–the–big–Pot–at–the–Back"
Chilubwelubwe = "The–one Hopelessly–lost".

30. The Children dwelling in the Trees (Arnott 140–149)

Tanganyikan Bantu, Kamba story about witches. In spite of its archaic nature this story about the anthropophagous witch or ghost is similar in its structure to the didactic European stories for children, maybe thanks to the publisher. The type of the story is: AaTh 333, its main motifs are: MI G 30, G 346, the witch with the voice changed: F556.2, K 1832, victims rescued from the swallower's belly: F 913.

baobab = a tree with a very high and strong stem and edible fruit.

31. (A Story about the Ogre Msisirimbugwe) (K–L I No. 32. 40–42)

Issansu heroic myth from Tanganyika. Related by Hassani on 30th January, 1935. This story is maybe the most ancient representative of  the form of heroic epic – maybe in many respects still crude – with stereotypical (we might say versed) details at the turning points.

32. The Choric Story of the Lion (Doke No. LVII: 106–111)

Zambian Bantu, Lamba choric story (according to the original definition of genre, an "ulushimi"). The tale consists of two parts: the ogre (this time a lion) comes to live in the house as son–in–law – the others are rescued from it. The tales of the type AaTh 315 are based on the same pattern. The gnome grateful for help is a particularly fairy–tale–like element (MI F 451.5.1, N 825.2). Lions transforming into men and ogres in general are well–known magical charachters in the whole African lore of narratives. This tale is related to the type AaTh 312 A, known world–wide.

zareba = hastily mounted foliage–hut.

The Lamba never wear the skins of elephants, rhinoceros and hippopotamus, this is why the story–teller says that the lion put these on.

33. Ama–irmi in the Sweet Corn Field (K–L K 105–106)

Iraku tale about ogres, from Tanganyika.

Hodi! = a Swahili word meaning: "Open the door!"

34. The Choric Story of the Ogre (Doke No. XXX. 64–74)

Zambian Bantu, Lamba choric story ("ulushimi"). The magic tale of dancing someone to life. (MI D 1425)

35. The Ox (K–L K 11–15)

Iraku heroic tale – local legend – from Tanganyika. The most popular East–African heroic story, every tribe knows a variety. Its type is : AaTh 1130, its main motive is: MI G 351, F 913.

co–wife = an element referring to polygyny.

mangati = cf. tale No. 20.; umbugwe land = a territory to the East of the Iraku's dwelling place.

36. The Story of the Great–Water–Snake and the People (Doke No. CXVI. 246–249)

Zambian Banru, Lamba prosaic story ("ichishimikishio"). The snake–groom is a motif known worldwide (MI D 191, D 621), but European tales hold the opposite view: the bridegroom is a snake at daytime and a man at night, he does not want to kill his wife but save her.

37. Ch`ik`che, the Ogre (K–L E 91–96)

Tindiga tale of magic from Tanganyika. The ogre is destroyed by the rabbit, the hero of animal tales, this is the reason for the fable–like insertion in the story.

38. In Gilomot's house (K–L K)

Iraku tale about ogres from Tanganyika. The European counterpart of the tale is the well–known story of Hansel and Gretel (AaTh 327A). This form (the ogre is frightened by the children's laugh) can be found in the tales of the neighbouring Masai, as well. (MI A 401, K 1710)

pombe = beer brewed from millet, sometimes from sweet–corn.

39. Wagambo, the magician (K–L Z 24–35)

Tindiga tale about magicians from Tanganyika. The four–time exact repetition of events and the following different ending should be noted. In a European tale the story would be over after the third repetition. (AaTh 312 A)

40. The Story of the Trickster (Doke No. CVXIX. 256–259)

Zambian Bantu, Lamba prosaic story ("ichishimikishio"). Only the youngest of the three boys has luck with the ogre – this motif is known in European tales, as well (MI L 13). The "trickster", pika in the original, is an international charachter, who is usually the inventor of human artifacts, or teaches people how to use these, however, at the same time, makes a lot of tricks, as well. This is why the smallest boy scares the gnome off by drilling fire: this also expresses the essence of the story, the juxtaposition of man and wild nature. (MI J 1110)

41. The Death of a Seer (K–L E 162–168)

Tindiga story about everyday life, from Tanganyika. About the warfare with the Masai cf. story No. 20.

42. (Masarakulangwa, the Skillful Boy) (K–L–I No. 36. 48–51)

Issansu tale from Tanganyika. Related by Hassani on 22nd February, 1935. The main motifs of the tale are: the child promised to the ogre (MI S 211) – the skillful boy (MI K 1611) – passing judgement over the parent. The European relatives of the type of this tale are registered under AaTh 327. The whole story is a variation of tale No. 43. The story–teller could not exactly tell what the name of the "beastly animal" at the beginning of the tale was, however, having finished the tale he added that it gives a sound like: "kukurukukuru", which is most probably the onomatopoeia for the lion's angry grumbling.

43. Kalikalanje (Macdonald II. No. 38. 336–337)

Nyasan Bantu, Yao tale. The Zulus also know the story. The name of the hero comes from the word kalanga for 'roast', since the boy was born during the roasting of castor–oil beans. The equivalent European tale is: AaTh 327.

44. The Blacksmith in Trouble (Arnott 119–123)

Ugandan Bantu, Baganda mixture of myth and jest. Blacksmiths are looked upon as men of supernatural knowledge everywhere in Africa. The myth of man made from metal is also known in almost the whole world (MI A 1247), as is the motif of the fool solving the unresolvable task (MI N 820, I 156). The explications at the end of the story are probably of the publisher.

45. The Story of Mr. Wisdom–I–have–it and Mr. Wisdom–is–being–told (Doke No. IX. 9–13)

Zambian Bantu, Lamba prosaic story ("ichishimikishio").

46. The Choric story of Lunda and Nkonde (Doke No. CLVI. 273–275)

Zambian Bantu, Lamba Choric story ("akashimi"). An allegorization of the magical hunting with ethical morals. The contest of the two singers to see which one can influence the fairy–birds is: MI B 102.1. It is conspicuous that both of them sing the same song.

47. The Story of Going through a Hole in a Tree with a Ball (Doke No. XXIII. 44–51)

Zambian Bantu, Lamba prosaic story ("ichishimikishio"). This type of tale (AaTh 554) is known worldwide, and the last two tests also literally coincide with those in the international variations.

48. (The Musical Instrument) (K–L I No. 33. 42–44)

Issansu tale from Tanganyika. Related by Hassani on 29th January, 1935. The beginning of the story (the instrument made of a corpse) is known worldwide (AaTh 780), the contest of the lion–calling song and the lightening–calling song is reminiscent of the heroic epical relation of the contest of singers with magical talent.
49. The children of Pumpkin (Arnott 112–118)

Tanganyikan Bantu, Jagga tale. The motif of the child born on the request of the childless old woman is known in the European lore of tales, as well, but here it is only the beginning of a complex tale. (AaTh 700)

the Big–Mountain = Kilimanjaro.

poi = porridge.

Kipsigis land = the territory of the nomadic Kipsigis tribe.

50. The Story of the Goblin and the Human Being (Doke No. XXXIV. 74–77)

Zambian Bantu, Lamba mixture of tale of magic and jest. The motif of the objects dropped off a tree is known in European tales, as well (AaTh1653, MI K 335.1.1), and maybe the goblin dancing under the tree is also relative of the fairies dancing under the tree in European tales (MI F 261).

51. Mrile's Tale (Meinhof No. 9. 71–78)

Tanganyikan Bantu, Jagga tale of myth. The magic formula recited at the beginning of the tale has no meaning. The order of the relatives pleading Mrile, who is about to leave, to stay is also not a coincidence: after her mother and siblings comes her father, who is of greater authority, then come those belonging to his age group (the people belonging to the community, which is most important for Mrile), and finally, her uncle pleads her to stay. (It is still widespread in Africa that adolescents are brought up by the uncle.) The order of people is of exceeding authority in the tribe. Smearing the returning Mrile with fat refers to dancing ceremonies, it is then, that people smear themselves with fat.The middle of this story of many episodes resembles the contents of the Cantata Profana, and its end is similar to the epic tradition related to the story of Noah.

52. The Choric Story of the Breaker of the River–Grass (Doke No. XXIV. 50–57)

Zambian Bantu, Lamba choric tale ("ulushimi"). One of the most beautiful pieces of the lore of tales of the world (AaTh 425), several varieties have been recorded in Africa, as well.

initiation ceremony = initiation of boys.

53. The Tortoise and the Baboon (Arnott 22–24)

Nyasan Bantu, Chinyandja tale about animals. The Aesopian tale known with the title "The feast of the Crane and the Fox" (AaTh 60, Wienert ET 123) is related about different animals in Africa.

54. The Rabbit as Eye–Witness (K–L H 96–103)

Iraku tale about animals from Tanganyika. The tricky animal in African tales is the rabbit, which is surprising for Europeans. (This is the reason for the rabbit being the trickster in American Negro tales, as well.) The first part of this story (the motif of sound instead of that of smell – MI J 1172.2) is also well known from European jests. The second part is a peculiar parallel of that of the previous tale. There the shrewdness of the rabbit helps truth, here it helps lies. The moral of "it's clever people who get along" is explicitly stated at the end of the tale.

55. The Tricky Rabbit (K–L Z 58–61)

Tindiga tale about animals, from Tanganyika.

56. The Rabbit Outwits the Well–Guards (K–L H 44–49)

Iraku tale about animals, from Tanganyika. The story was clearly made by melting different elements.

57.The Heart of the Monkey (Doke No. CLVII. 274–277)

Zambian Bantu, Lamba prosaic tale ("ichishimikishio"). The tale ocurring in roughly the same form all around the world (AaTh 91) is also known in African Arab, Zanzibar Swahili and African Indian settlers' varieties.

58. Mr. Cock, Mr. Wild–Cat and the Thingmummies (Doke No. LXVI. 122–125)

Zambian Bantu, Lamba tale about animals ("ichishimikishio"). The parallel European tale about animals is: AaTh 103 (MI K 2324).

59. The Sea–Eagle and the Mngomba (Macdonald II. No. 47. 354–358)

Nyasan Bantu, Yao tale about animals.

mngomba = eagle–like bird.

60. Uwungelema (Doke No. XXVIII. 60–63)

Zambian Bantu, Lamba tale about animals ("ichishimikishio"). This tale is very popular among the Eastern Bantu tribes.

61. The Clever Cock of Sultan Seliman (Meinhof No. 3. 51–54)

Swahili tale from Eastern Tanganyika, it was recorded in the beginning of this century. The hero of the tale is King David's (Daud's) son, Solomon (Seliman), the kind and witty trickster of the whole Near–Eastern lore of tales. He orders the animals to work by his supernatural skills. The other parts of the story, the story of the man, who speaks the language of the animals and his curious wife (AaTh 670), is known worldwide, also in the Arabic and African tradition of tales. The source of our tale was probably an Arabic tale.

62. The Night of the Wart–Hog Family ("ichishimikishio"). 

Similar European tales (for example AaTh2250, 2300) are usually related at the end of a story–telling sequence, as a final story. This is how the story–tellers says goodbye to the listeners. (MI Z 17).
Note
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