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WHEN WILL AFRICA FIND A VOICE?

How many times have we said: “At last Africa has spoken out”!

At the beginning of the century – in 1906 to be precise – interest in Black art first appeared in the works of Picasso, Matisse and Braque, from 1910 in the anthology of the German ethnographic researcher, Leo Frobenius, and in 1919 in the Black anthology by the poet, Blaise Cendrars. Africanists keep in mind that there was a big auction in Paris in 1931, when for example the art collections of André Breton, Paul Éluard and others, were dispersed. In the thirties the introduction of African art and later, information about the négritude movement, consolidated all over the world. In recent decades the culture of the newly independent African states is now followed with interest on a world- wide scale.

The Hungarian avant-garde mediates the contemporary interest when the time is right. A Hungarian selection from Cendrars’ Black anthology appeared in 1924, thanks to Zsófia Dénes; In 1929 Iván Hevesy dealt with Africa in his book on art. The Colonial Exhibition in Paris was an experience of a lifetime for Miklós Radnóti, who not only wrote about “the Negro who went to the city”, but in the spring of 1944, published his translation of folk tales under the title Karunga, Lord of the Dead. These were more stylised than original texts, but they record the interest of Hungarian literature with great artistic skill, unsurpassed perhaps even today. In recent decades the attraction to Africa has grown in our literature and our art. Several ethnographic exhibitions were organized (of material at home and from abroad), Basil Davidson’s historical books were published, Endre Sík’s monograph, the Frenchman Laude’s excellent summary of the art of Black Africa, and the 1970/1 edition of the journal Helikon examined the development of African literature. Old collections appeared, (among them Frobenius’ erotic stories), our classic literature and children’s publishers, published more or less authentic folk poetry in some twenty books and there were valuable details to be found in the chapters on folk poetry, travel and political books. Separate bibliographies on African studies appeared (most recently the Ervin Szabó Library published The Literature of Black Africa in 1975); and Tibor Keszthelyi wrote a monograph on African literature from its beginnings almost up to the present. In the African parts of the anthology by Lászlo Balássy and Béla Csanád, The Vanishing Shackles, (extracts from African and Asian literature), they present poetry representing mainly principles of religion and négritude. György Belia edited an anthology of poetry entitled Africa Awakening. Sára Karig published a very good selection of works by African essayists entitled Drunk in the Bush. African works are almost constantly appearing on the pages of our literary journals. Quite a number of Hungarian poets are taking an interest in the literature of the black continent.

But has ancient African poetry spoken in this manner? For years, people in the profession have been arguing: is it impossible to get over the contradiction between writers in world languages  - English, French – who count on international public opinion, and those who use native languages and know the local traditions, not as something exotic, but as a way of life? It is almost more difficult to recognize African folk art accurately, than it is African literature. A novel is a novel in Africa too and even if it is populated with so many demons of the bush, it is still not reality but fiction, which Western readers only understand to a limited extent. The precise interpretation of traditional African art, however, is even more difficult.

Putting aside the arguments about interpretation that go on among Africanists in the profession, it is customary for public and literary consciousness to regard African art, music and traditional poetry as uniformly magical, habitual, rhythmic and permeated with some kind of elemental joie de vivre. The beat of the jumping of masked dancers will forever be mysterious to our ears; this view is general on television, in journals of world literature, in the catalogues of art exhibitions, but even in the publicity material of African folk groups. 

What would it be like if Hungarian culture was only represented on another continent by Egri Csillagok (the classic historical novel by Géza Gárdonyi) and say, the Székelyfonó (by composer Zoltán Kodály). Both are part of Hungarian culture but it’s just that one must not generalize. But we cannot stipulate this. It is the supreme right of the “receiver” to take note of what he/she wants.

Africa can have a voice in Hungary, if we communicate reliable information about it in the same way. I think that in the case of current works of literature, this is happening in a satisfying way and if one of our ethnographic museums were to show its rich African material, the objects would speak for themselves. Up to now, we have only explained and interpreted, a little imprecisely, the African forms of oral art. Up to now – since thanks to Hungarian Radio, we have witnessed an exciting innovation. For several months, the third programme broadcast Szilárd Biernaczky’s series Black African Music, thirty-five fifteen-minute shows, nearly nine hours of programme time. The series of programmes consisted of folk music with intelligent explanations, presented in roughly the same way as the radio regularly presents Hungarian folk music, more rarely Finno-Ugric folk music, or sometimes the music of neighbouring countries. However, the series on African traditional music is an innovation, not just in Hungary, but would be considered as such elsewhere too. We do not know of any similar projects. There are very good quality records, recently with accurate commentaries, (often bi-lingual) translations, from time to time with the sheet music of the musical motifs – but these are for the most part fragments. The current thirty-five programmes present up to twenty or twenty-five musical cultures, on different scales of course. There were better sources for the music of pigmies of the primeval forests and of the Yoruba and the Hungarian selection contains more examples from these. Other regions were almost completely omitted, which is also correct, since it is better to silent than to mislead: e.g. the imparting of melodies from an obscure record, at which the African listener would die laughing, as what on the European record sleeve is called a ceremonial song, is perhaps a Coca Cola advertisement.

Each of the broadcasts was on the whole structured in the same way: they started with musical motifs to create the mood, then the producer introduced the culture of the people concerned. This was followed by one or two moments of anecdotes from everyday life? accompanied by the song connected with it. The lyrics, or at least the important elements were heard in Hungarian translation. In terms of regions, most of the important centres of black African culture were included. There was also an opportunity to show the various levels of social development: from the melodies of the most primitive collectors to the court music of the kingdoms of the Congo and Sudan. Perhaps what was missing was more mention of survival. We heard about the survival of Yoruba music in America, but in Hungary too, the “Missa Luba” and the dance music of folk groups from Guinea are well liked, and even the current official or entertaining music from one of the young African states would have deserved a separate programme.

Szilárd Biernaczky can successfully combine his musical and ethnographic knowledge. He very rarely made remarks of a musical nature, but those he did were accurate. When describing certain cultures his ethnographic handbook statements came to life, which is wise, since the introducing and enlarging of details without the local work of collecting would be laughable. Perhaps in one or two places it would have been better to emphasize not only the name of the collector, whose material was being used on the programme, but also the name of the informant.

One of the biggest problems was the translation of the lyrics. In the case of musical texts, the translation of known melodies, rhythms and lyrics, caused the difficulty. Thanks to the music editor, the producers of the series certainly wanted to do this. The folk languages of the original recordings are in dialect or a local “language” not worthy of the name. Sometimes the local collectors do not understand these completely. If they provided “rough translations” and “translations of the sense” in the basic publications used, the Hungarian programme maker had a starting point, but no more. The Hungarian translations are clearly inaccurate: they used a whole series of ideas, which have different meanings in Africa. Obviously we did not understand or misunderstood the figurative connections between certain parts of the lyrics, the references to mythical or everyday life. Even if the form was accurate in Hungarian translation, we hardly discovered what would be typical in Africa. The Hungarian translation of African languages belonging to various families of languages, all sound the same, in some kind of lyrical idiom created by Sándor Weöres. Listening once or even several times, one cannot be convinced that the rhythmic translation is accurate, whether there is a difference in the original between the rhythm of the lyrics and the rhythm of the melody. If the culture and lyrics are ancient, modern Hungarian is inappropriate for an exact equivalent. How can we reproduce the mood of the lyrics of the court music of an African kingdom? I could list further questions.

I do not mention these as reproaches, but much more in order to emphasize that finally, thanks to this series, we are able to ask questions. We would definitely need this material, extensively verified, to appear in printed form somewhere. With due respect for the earlier translators, we can only say that such complex authenticity is necessary, so that Africa’s real voice can be heard in Hungarian.

(Nagyvilág (Budapest), 1979, Volume 24, No. 12, pp. 1855-1857.)
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