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FROM AFRICAN FOLKLORE TO AFRICAN 

LITERATURE

“I am your slave, you own me,

but my heart is not yours.”

(Congolese proverb)

Herodotos and of course, the empires that had got a foothold on the edge of North Africa, (Egypt, Rome, Carthage, the Arabs), already had some notion of black peoples and black culture and in this context of black folklore too, but actual knowledge of it only originated in the European middle ages. Those using the new trade routes and taking part in the conquests from the very end of the 18th century however, brought back only African wood and ivory carvings and gold and were less curious about the interesting customs. A few words on this appear in the book (Descriptio Africae), by Leo Africanus, written before 1526, on the pages of Relatione del realme di Congo, completed in 1591, in Theatrum Instumentorum (1619) by Michael Praetorius, or certain books by the Jesuit, Athanasius Kircher, interested in all things exotic, even more so among the documents in the collection of rare objects he founded: (Museo Kircheriano). Beyond these fleeting observations, European intellectual curiosity only rarely turned towards Africa. Montaigne, Montesquieu and Voltaire – sometimes - touch on some phenomena of African cultures, in an essentially wider framework of the notion proclaiming a certain unity of all mankind. The first significant work which is Africa centred, is Charles de Brosses’ book (Du culte des dieux fétiches, ou parallèle de l’ancienne réligion de l’Egypte avec la religion actuelle de Nigritie, 1758), in which he introduces and analyses the concept of “fetishism” still known today.
A strange paradox: as the number of expeditions sent to Africa, the scientific standard of research, the number and quality of collected ethnographic data grow, so the wider interest in the African arts decreases proportionally. As is well-known, (apart from a few almost solitary precedents), it is only from the turn of the century that the culture peculiar to Africa again inspires the white man’s thinking, within this, mainly local African visual arts and later music of African (to be more precise Afro-American) origin. Baudelaire made his famous enthusiastic statement (“La sculpture est un art des Caraibes.” “Sculpture is a Caribbean art”) in 1846, but it still took another fifty years for Matisse, Braque, Picasso and others – among them Apollinaire – to discover black art in the first decade of the 20th century, which since then however, almost without a break, has been much quoted by those who represent European art and in the last two decades, among a wider circle as well. In effect, the fact that the history of African folklore has become better known, fits into this process, to some extent in a different way however, so much so that it might not hurt to consider separately the most important stages of this path.

There was no real collection of African folklore before the last century. But since the middle of the 19th century, missionaries, colonial officials, travellers and all kinds of parties interested, published such works. The majority of these were based on material which had been considerably adapted but was still original, and some can be seen as honestly painstaking. However, independently of the degree of their value and authenticity, they are ineffectual works; at best Africanistics took a note of them, but the wider public did not acknowledge their existence and Africa’s own intellectual life has not been renewed as a result of contact with them. 

It is no accident that starting with the first decade of the century, the picture changes. In the first series of folklore publications (1), still scholastic, but now aimed at a wider public, the first undertaking appears which virtually achieves world success. The books of Leo Frobenius, (dozens of folklore collections and an African reference book called “cultural morphology”) (2), not without self-advertising and generalising to the point of superficiality, they nevertheless elaborated a huge amount of material and influenced the intellectual life of the whole of Europe. It is interesting that it is precisely black culture that Frobenius values less: he puts the Hamites, indeed even the Ethiopians ahead, to the detriment of black people. His work in fact made no impression in Africa.

Written expressly for the European avant-garde, Blaise Cendrars’ volume: under the title Anthologie nègre (originally in 1919), was read in practically every sinlge country in Europe between the wars and also translated (3) – from the folkloristic viewpoint however, this collection cannot be called original or authentic.Later, after the second world war, in the spirit of négritude, his literary anthology (4) Senghor sees the light of day; even later some newer folklore collections (publications that can be so named) (5) appear, whose objectives are completely different: here some parts of African folklore are not enumerated for the European, but represent characteristic black culture for itself. In fact, this is when the process, which swept through Europe a hundred or a hundred and fifty years ago, really starts in Africa: folklore is collected, processed and classified as the depository of its own culture and its own tradition. 

However, before we draw up the balance sheet of the most recent African folklorism, it would be right to refer, at least briefly, to what the folkloristic heritage of traditional Africanistics was and what we know today of the art of the African peoples, thanks to the interest of science up to the present.

It is precisely as the result of the latest scientific interest shown, that we will have before long, some kind of picture of the peoples of Africa and their linguistic and cultural divisions. (6) We also have an overview of the tribal religions (7) of Africa, indeed we may be acquainted with the transformation of some of these which have been well observed recently. We have only poor classification at our disposal as regards African music. (8) 

Although we have not a single summary of African visual arts as a whole, we are still able to quote some methodically better works or works richer in their subject, altogether a considerable number of studies (9). However, there is not a single summary of African folklore in the strict sense, or that is mainly on folk poetry. (10) Bascom’s annotated bibliography only notes the most important publications (11) and does not give a comprehensive picture. African folklore has no index according to type or motif either, (the attempts up to now have been small-scale and outdated or have been in preparation for decades). (12) This is precisely why no one can form an opinion on African folklore as a whole (13); all our knowledge refers only to details, which some opportune new scientific finding can easily amend or even change to mean the opposite. 

But we can still extract a few regions from the research on African folklore, in which very appreciable results can already be perceived. 

We must mention first the investigations in the course of which the researchers, (first Europeans, more recently ever more African experts), have examined the folklore of one or two individual peoples, tribes or smaller units, within the framework of the whole intellectual culture, indeed the whole of social life, thus providing data of immeasurable value to the study of the mutual influences of folklore and society. Fortunately, such monographs and studies are numerous and it would require a book-sized bibliography to view them.

I would still like to mention by name at least, the American, M. J. Herskovits, the Englishmen, M Fortes, E. E. Evans-Pritchard, D. Forde, G. Lienhard, S. F. Nadel and M. Gluckman, the Frenchmen M. Griaule and G. Dieterlen. (14) Both English and French universities have trained native ethnographers, who frequently not only furthered scientific aims with their descriptions of their own people or tribe, but through their work, took part in the social and political struggles of their communities. (15) 

The research into the “oral tradition” has become a separate set of problems in recent decades. Perhaps it would not be without interest to note that Emil Torday first observed the fact that illiterate African peoples record their history and specialised learned men with historical knowledge, quote from memory complete lists of kings and their deeds. There are many examples of this, especially in the Bantu folklore region and the Sudan. However, this realisation only became general, on the scale of folklore theory so to speak, when in 1961, the Walloon historian, Jan Vansina dedicated a separate book to this problem. (16) Since then this question has given rise to a great deal of literature, indeed now not only in Africa, but all over the world, the justification for the “oral tradition” is recognized, indeed precisely the fact that in today’s vast tumult of communication, the meaning of the spoken word has grown after all. (17) 

In fact the third and perhaps most important discovery of African folkloristics can hardly be separated from this: the discovery of professional singers and in general of African epic poetry. 

As it turned out later, the world had already known about the Western Sudanese and Guinean professional singers for a long time (in 1352 Ibn Battuta mentions them under the name of “dsula”, the Portuguese conquerors also quickly reported on their existence, indeed according to the most credible theory, their name on today’s European common usage, griot, in fact came from the Portuguese word criado, “slave or inferior”. Nevertheless, it is only in very recent decades that wider public opinion has turned its attention to their activities. In 1960 D. T. Niane published the epic poem of the Mandingo people, the Sundjata, (18) which is based on a real historical event. It tells the story of the foundation of the Mali state in the middle of the 13th century, performing the victory of the leader Sundjata, from the Keita tribe, over the wicked magician king Sumaoro of the Soso tribe. Naturally not only the Mandingo people, but virtually every Western Sudanese and Guinean people has singers of epic poetry and the appropriate epic songs. This discovery is all the more important for the international folklorist, since it provides an excellent parallel typology for the otherwise very complicated questions of the development of epics. For the African peoples concerned, the existence of the griot epic is much more valuable even than this: they are justified in seeing in them their past memories and a monument to the history of their whole people, which has now been refined as art. 

Following from all of this, there still remains the question, however, of what a nascent African literature uses from its own folkloric antecedents. It is difficult to answer this question briefly, since in each case, according to region, people and period, the nature, strength and balance of the relationships between folklore and professional literature differ. Nevertheless, perhaps we can attempt to draw some lessons from the facts already mentioned or which are available (taking into account the fact that any conclusions concerning a fast changing Africa, may generally quickly become outdated). 

In general we can say, that among the peoples of East Africa, the direct elevation of folklore into literature has happened more rarely, almost sporadically. There are altogether much fewer collections of folklore, which can be called authentic; especially lacking is the powerful help of the African visual arts to attract attention and the established literature is also further removed from actual local traditions.

In the region of South Africa, starting with the end of the last century, we know of more wide-ranging folklore publications, which can be named authentic. By way of paradox, these are used in literature. The two best-known examples of this are the work of the Sotho, Azariele M. Sekese and of S.T. Plaatje, who lived in South Africa.  In 1907, Sekese published an extensive monograph on customs about his people entitled Mekhoa le maele a BaSotho, in which he mentions several thousand proverbs and pithy sayings; he uses these later one by one in his short stories written at the end of the twenties. The course taken by Plaatje is almost exactly the same. His novel published in 1930 (Mhudi, an epic of South African native life a hundred years ago) relies heavily on the volume of 700 proverbs he published earlier: Bechuana Proverbs with Literal Translations and their European Equivalents (London, 1916), which can not only hold its own as a scientific work, but is one of the important milestones of research into African proverbs.

Among the peoples of Western and Central Africa with a French culture, the use of folklore takes place in the framework of négritude. This means at the same time that  folklore appears in a colourful, attractive, sometimes thrilling guise, but without it being possible to call it “authentic” in every case. (19) The change also comes from the fact that the language of local literature here is French and not one of the local languages – in the course of transferring it into a language from another world, the original folkloric flavour inevitably gets lost.

The original folklore of the people of the Sudan and Guinea, who have lived with English culture, comes across more positively and directly, especially in the work of Nigerian writers. Just a few examples can make it very clear how alive the connection between the collecting of folklore and its use in literature is, especially recently.

S. A. Babalola, the Yoruba poet, lecturer at the University of Ibadan and translator of Shakespeare, dealt with Yoruba hunting songs and analysed them painstakingly (The Content and the Form of Yoruba Ijala, Oxford, 1966), and has also used these motifs in his work. He has also published several other authentic folklore collections.

Lecturer at the University of Accra, J. H. Kwabena Nketia (whose “family” in the wider sense is one of the points of crystallization of the griot tradition), published a collection of folk poetry, plays in the Tvi language, short stories and poems, with a close connection between the two activities. 

Besides his literary activities, the Nigerian novelist and storyteller, O. Nzekwu, specifically dealt with the description of the manifestations of folklore, particularly with customs and feast days. His articles and essays on these subjects appeared in Nigeria Magazine between 1962 and 1966. 

Even more typically, an almost textbook example of the concept of Nigerian folklore literature, is the work of the dramatist, J. P. Clark. He first wrote a folk drama in three acts, Ozidi, and only later started publishing the original folklore data collected for the drama.

It would be too early to draw final conclusions from all this. But we can establish that when the literature of the peoples of Africa is studied, this is generally not only an opportunity to observe the process of the emergence of literature, but we can also watch meanwhile, in what way and to what extent folklore plays a part in everything.

We can not close even such a short review without referring to the facts concerning Hungarian folklorism dealing with Africa. (20) Although the history of Hungarian Africanistics and exoticism has yet to be written, and it is clear that in a detailed survey many new smaller facts would come up, the main lines however, can perhaps already be seen. Artistic Africanism only turns up in the Hungarian avant-garde, theoretically in the works of Iván Hevesy, practically (after Cendrars) in Lajos Kassák. Moreover, it was Cendrars’ collection that inspired Miklos Radnóti, whose volume of poetry (Song of the black man who went to the city) and volume of translations (Karunga, Lord of the dead), both show traces of this. The influence of African ethnographic research (in particular Frobenius) can be caught in the essays of Lászlo Németh, in the two works by Iván Fónagy, and among the folklorists, in the approach of Gyula Ortutay. Besides these, few African works appeared before the end of the second world war (and even among these one was apocryphal! – (21)). Fortunately, this situation has fundamentally changed. The anthologies dedicated to the literature of Africa also refer to the folklore of Africa, albeit through the mirror of nègritude. The new edition of Radnóti’s translations of stories in 1957, the translation of Kohl-Larsen’s valuable black autobiography, (22) a larger (and popularising) selection of stories, three Black African books of stories, one Moroccan and one from Madagascar, all had direct folkloristic objectives and were all more or less authentic material. In fact all this means that the time is ripe in Hungary too, for the publication of an anthology of African folk poetry. Traces of the endeavours of the beginner in African literature are to be found in our recent, indeed our most recent, literature. In conclusion, we can state that today in Hungary too, the folklore of Africa has got into the life-blood of literary life. (23)
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