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INTRODUZIONE

Questo volume é stato raccolto per esprimere un sentito tributo alla carriera
per molti versi pioneristica di Elena Bertoncini Zabkova, studiosa di lingua e
letteratura swahili, critica, traduttrice e infaticabile docente in Italia e in di-
verse universita europee. Purtroppo, poco prima della pubblicazione, Elena é
venuta a mancare; dedichiamo quindi i nostri lavori alla sua memoria.

Questa raccolta non poteva che nascere presso I’Universita degli Studi di
Napoli “L’Orientale” dove, dopo una prima esperienza di docenza presso la
Charles University di Praga, ha fondato I’insegnamento di Lingua e Lettera-
tura Swahili nel 1968, insegnando fino al 2009. Durante gli anni di insegna-
mento ha generosamente preparato a fine didattico ottimi materiali per gli stu-
denti italiani, tuttora in uso, relativi alla lingua, ai dialetti e alla letteratura
swahili classica e moderna. Queste opere, che coprono I’intero arco di studi
triennali e magistrali, hanno permesso a generazioni di studenti (compresi al-
cuni attuali ricercatori) di apprendere la lingua e la letteratura swahili utiliz-
zando la loro lingua madre e sulla base di una metodologia fondata sull’analisi
di testi originali e non su regole prescrittive. Notevole anche il suo lavoro di
raccolta di pubblicazioni, sia scientifiche sia creative, spesso difficilmente re-
peribili. Queste, oltre ad arricchire la biblioteca dell’Universita degli Studi di
Napoli “L’Orientale”, sono state da lei catalogate in bibliografie apparse in ri-
viste e volumi, costituendo un prezioso strumento di consultazione.

Nel corso di quarant’anni, inoltre, Elena Bertoncini Ziibkova ha svolto as-
siduamente ricerche nell’ambito della lingua e letteratura swahili, producendo
opere generali, saggi e numerosissimi articoli che sono diventati un riferi-
mento imprescindibile per tutti gli studiosi in campo nazionale e internazio-
nale. Si é distinta, anche, per le numerose traduzioni di opere letterarie (princi-
palmente racconti e poesie), volte sia nella sua lingua madre, lo slovacco, sia
nella sua lingua d’elezione, I’italiano, svolgendo in quest’ultimo caso un im-
portante ruolo di divulgazione della letteratura swahili in Italia. La scelta
dell’italiano ¢ stata, allora come 0ggi, controcorrente rispetto al piu diffuso
orientamento verso un pubblico internazionale, soprattutto anglofono o franco-
fono, che lei, versatile poliglotta, avrebbe potuto seguire con altrettanta
qualita. La Bertoncini Zabkové, proprio grazie a questa sua capacita, ha da
sempre curato ’aspetto dell’internazionalizzazione della didattica e della
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ricerca. Anticipando la mobilita che oggi contraddistingue le universita
dell’Unione Europea, ha intrattenuto, infatti, rapporti costanti ¢ duraturi col
mondo accademico, insegnando letteratura swahili all’estero e collaborando
attivamente con studiosi in Europa e Africa. In particolare, ha insegnato per un
decennio (1989-1999) all’Institut National des Langues et Civilisations
Orientales di Parigi (come ricorda anche Lutz Diegner nel suo contributo) e tra
il 1989 e il 1995 ha tenuto corsi intensivi presso alcune universita in Germa-
nia, Olanda e Finlandia. E stata membro di varie associazioni internazionali,
quali 1’Association Pour I’Etude des Littératures Africaines e 1’African Lite-
rature Association, e ha frequentato assiduamente convegni di linguistica e di
letteratura africana, in special modo il Swahili Colloquium in Germania, a culi
ha partecipato dalla sua fondazione nel 1987 per i successivi trent’anni (Si
veda a proposito il contributo di Gudrun Miehe nel presente volume).

Per sottolineare il plurilinguismo che ha caratterizzato la quarantennale at-
tivita di didattica e ricerca della Bertoncini Zabkova, i saggi raccolti in questo
volume sono in diverse lingue: francese, inglese, italiano e swabhili. Cifra della
sua attivita accademica ¢ anche l’interdisciplinarieta, evidenziata dalle sue
analisi testuali legate alla lingua e dagli studi linguistici e di didattica del swa-
hili fondati su un corpus letterario. Questo lavoro, in particolare la sua scelta
innovativa di occuparsi della letteratura moderna, ha aperto la strada a nuovi
sviluppi nell’ambito degli studi swahili, qui testimoniati dalla varieta discipli-
nare dei contributi ad opera di ex-allievi, colleghi, critici, giovani ricercatori e
scrittori con cui ha condiviso I’amore per la lingua e letteratura swahili. Per
tale ragione abbiamo incluso, oltre ai contributi di natura scientifica, un suo
ritratto ad opera di Alena Rettova, presentato nel 2014 a Bayreuth durante il
simposio New Dynamics in Swabhili Studies, e una sezione dedicata agli scritti
creativi. Il poeta swahili Ustadh Mau e I’italiano Enrico D’Angelo le hanno
dedicato entrambi una poesia. Abdilatif Abdalla, Kulikoyela Kahigi, Farouk
Topan e Kithaka wa Mberia hanno inteso omaggiarla con degli scritti inediti.
Inediti sono anche i racconti brevi (a illustrazione di proverbi swahili) di
Abedi Tandika, primo lettore di swahili all’Universita degli Studi di Napoli
“L’Orientale”, che qui appaiono grazie alla volonta dell’attuale lettrice, moglie
di Abedi, Fatuma Tandika.

I contributi accademici sono raggruppati in base alle materie, ai generi e/o
alle metodologie comuni. Le prime due sezioni sono dedicate a prospettive
storico-critiche di ampio respiro. Nella prima Mugyabuso Mulokozi, Clarissa
Vierke e Serena Talento offrono una ricostruzione storica rispettivamente della
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didattica della letteratura presso 1I’Universita di Dar es Salaam, della concet-
tualizzazione e della presentazione editoriale dell’utenzi (pl. tenzi, forma pro-
sodica di carattere narrativo e religioso) da parte dei primi studiosi europei, e
della traduzione letteraria in swahili.

Il focus della seconda sezione € la narrativa swahili. Qui Xavier Garnier
propone una lettura che ricollega la narrazione swabhili dai primi tenzi al ro-
manzo contemporaneo alla luce di una sua dimensione mistica, mentre Lutz
Diegner presenta una panoramica e un tentativo di classificazione delle varie
tendenze letterarie nei decenni del romanzo post-indipendenza. Gli sviluppi
piu recenti del romanzo swahili in Kenya, incluse forme di post-modernismo e
distopia, sono esposti da Mikhail Gromov. | contributi che seguono sono dedi-
cati a un’opera scelta o a un singolo autore, evidenziandone la dimensione
sociologica. Il saggio di Uta Reuster-Jahn delinea il profilo letterario di Alex
Banzi, uno degli autori degli anni *70 e ’80 piu prolifici, focalizzandosi sulle
opportunita di formazione e sul ruolo della stampa nello sviluppo e diffusione
della letteratura swahili. Ridder Samsom e Sauda Barwani, combinando un
approccio stilistico (ispirato ai lavori di E. Bertoncini Zubkova) con la socio-
logia della letteratura, analizzano il romanzo Kipimo cha Mizani (Unita di mi-
sura, 2004) di Bi Zainab Burhani.

La sezione successiva ¢ dedicata all’interpretazione e alla traduzione della
poesia swahili. Flavia Aiello propone un’analisi traduttologica delle poesie di
Abdilatif Abdalla, sottolineando le principali criticita e le soluzioni adottate
nel recente lavoro, curato con Gaudioso, Ushairi na Uhuru. Poesie scelte di
Abdilatif Abdalla e Euphrase Kezilahabi (2017). Roberto Gaudioso confronta i
testi di Ebrahim Hussein e Euphrase Kezilahabi sulla base della loro estetica,
facendo emergere le posizioni filosofiche e politiche dei due autori.
Annachiara Raia traccia il profilo di un autore contemporaneo, Mahmoud
Ahmed Abdulkadir, in arte Ustadh Mau, mostrando il legame simbiotico tra la
sua poesia ¢ I’ambiente geo-culturale da cui trae ispirazione. Ugualmente ba-
sato su delle ricerche in Kenya, nella citta di Mombasa, € il contributo di Rose
Marie Beck sulla funzione comunicativa di alcuni oggetti d’uso quotidiano
nell’area swabhili. Il saggio di Irene Brunotti ci trasporta in uno spazio pubblico
digitale (cyberbaraza) in cui analizza le trasformazioni e ridefinizioni delle
identita culturali e politiche con speciale attenzione al contesto delle recenti
elezioni a Zanzibar. Alena Rettova riflette sulla medialita e I’intermedialita del
sapere filosofico in Africa, con particolare riferimento alle produzioni in lin-
gue autoctone. Questi tre ultimi contributi costituiscono la sezione intorno alla
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dimensione mediale, mentre i tre successivi costituiscono quella seguente su
storia e cultura di aree swahili. Odile Racine dedica il suo lavoro ai riti
d’iniziazione a scopo terapeutico nella regione a sud dell’isola di Zanzibar, in-
clusa la documentazione e traduzione di alcune performance (ngoma) da lei
registrate. Questo intervento € seguito da quello di Nelli Gromova sulla storia
di Pate, basato sulle cronache (habari) e sull’esperienza etnografica
dell’autrice. Conclude la sezione il contributo di Maria Suriano che, attraverso
la sua intervista a Mama Daisy, un’attivista del TANU (Tanganyika African
National Union), delinea il ruolo dei movimenti femminili, della musica e
della performance nella politica a cavallo dell’indipendenza.

Le restanti due sezioni sono dedicate agli studi su linguistica storica, mor-
fologia, sintassi, semantica e lessicografia swabhili. Il saggio di Gudrun Miehe
propone una ricostruzione storica del processo di grammaticalizzazione tra-
mite il quale potrebbero essersi formati gli attuali marcatori verbali del passato
(-li-) e del condizionale (-nge- e -ngali-) utilizzati nel swahili standard. Edith
Lyimo presenta un’analisi morfosintattica delle forme -ki-, endapo, ikiwa,
iwapo, -nge-, -ngeli-, -ngali- e kama nell’ambito del periodo ipotetico, utiliz-
zando sia studi scientifici sia informanti di lingua swahili. Sergio Baldi, nel
suo contributo, sviluppa alcune riflessioni metodologiche riguardo i dizionari
swabhili bilingui, mentre Maddalena Toscano e Antonio Leva propongono al-
cune considerazioni sull’uso di -taka (volere) e -penda (amare) in alcuni passi
selezionati da testi religiosi swahili. Il saggio di Rosanna Tramutoli presenta
degli esempi di espressioni metaforiche riferite al cuore (moyo) in swahili e in
italiano, mettendone in luce alcuni aspetti linguistici e concettuali. Completano
il volume la bibliografia della produzione scientifica della Bertoncini Zubkova
e I’elenco aggiornato delle traduzioni letterarie da lei svolte.

Flavia Aiello & Roberto Gaudioso

Napoli, 23 marzo 2019



INTRODUCTION

This volume was composed in order to give a heart-felt tribute to the, in many
ways pioneering, career of Elena Bertoncini Zubkova, scholar of Swahili lan-
guage and literature, critic, translator and untiring teacher, both in Italy and at
various universities around Europe. Regretfully, shortly before the publication
of the book, Elena passed away; we therefore dedicate our contributions to her
memory.

This work could not have been produced anywhere but the University of
Naples “L’Orientale”, where, after initially working at the Charles University
in Prague, Bertoncini Zubkova founded the teaching of Swahili Language and
Literature in 1968 and taught until 2009. In the course of her years of teaching,
Bertoncini Zabkova generously prepared fine quality didactic material, still in
use today, on Swahili language, dialects and literature, both modern and clas-
sical, for her Italian students. These works, which cover the entire span of the
three-year and Master’s degree courses, have permitted a generation of stu-
dents, including some who are researchers at present, to study and learn
Swahili language and literature by using their own language and through a
methodology based on the analysis of original texts and not on prescriptive
rules. Another noteworthy contribution by Bertoncini Zibkova is that of her
work in collecting, often very difficult to find, creative and scientific publica-
tions. Besides enriching the library at the University of Naples “L’Orientale”,
these collections have been catalogued by Bertoncini Zubkova into bibliogra-
phies which have appeared in journals and volumes and represent a priceless
resource for consultation.

What is more, over the course of forty years, Elena Bertoncini Zibkova has
carried out assiduous research within the field of Swahili language and litera-
ture, producing general works, essays and numerous articles which have be-
come an essential point of reference for all scholars of the field, be they in Italy
or abroad. She has also distinguished herself through her numerous translations
of literary works (principally novels and poetry), both into her native tongue,
Slovak, and her adopted language, Italian, through which she has performed an
important role in making Swahili literature available in Italy. Her choice of
Italian conflicted somewhat, as it still does today, with the more common
inclination towards an international audience through writing in English or



14 Introduction

French, something that, as a versatile polyglot, she could have done with equal
quality. Indeed, thanks to this very linguistic capacity, Bertoncini Zabkova has
always given great attention to the international aspects of teaching and
research and, ahead of that mobility that is today a characteristic of universities
in the European Union, she established constant, lasting relationships with the
academic world, teaching Swahili literature abroad and actively collaborating
with scholars in Europe and Africa. In particular, she taught at the Institut
National des Langues et Civilisations Orientales in Paris (as Lutz Diegner also
recalls in his contribution) and, between 1989 and 1995, gave intensive courses
at universities in Germany, the Netherlands and Finland. Bertoncini Zibkova
was a member of various international associations, such as the Association
Pour I’Etude des Littératures Africaines and the African Literature Association,
and has regularly attended conferences on African linguistics and literature,
particularly the Swahili Colloguium in Germany, which she participated in at
its foundation in 1987 and for the next thirty years (regarding this, see the
contribution to this volume by Gudrun Miehe).

The essays collected in this volume are in a variety of languages, French,
English, Italian and Swahili, underlining the multilingualism that has distin-
guished Bertoncini Ziibkova’s forty years of didactic and research activity.
Another side to her academic activity is interdisciplinarity, as is demonstrated
by her textual analyses relating to language and the study of Swahili linguistics
and didactics founded upon a body of written literary works. This work, and
particularly her innovative choice to focus on modern literature, opened up the
way for new developments within the field of Swahili studies, as is testified to
here by the disciplinary variety of the contributions by ex-students, colleagues,
critics, young researchers and writers with whom she has shared a love of
Swahili language and literature. This is the reason why we have included in
the present volume a written portrait of Bertoncini Zibkova by Alena Rettova
which was presented during the New Dynamics in Swabhili Studies symposium
in Bayreuth in 2014, and a section devoted to creative works. The Swahili poet
Ustadh Mau and the Italian, Enrico D’ Angelo have both dedicated a poem to
her. Abdilatif Abdalla, Kulikoyela Kahigi, Farouk Topan and Kithaka wa
Mberia have chosen to honour her with some of their unpublished writings.
The short stories (illustrating Swahili proverbs) by Abedi Tandika, the first
Swahili lector at the University of Naples “L’Orientale”, are also unpublished
and appear here due to the wishes of the present lector, Fatuma Tandika,
Abedi’s wife.
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The academic contributions are grouped together on the basis of a common
subject, genre and/or methodology. The first two sections are devoted to wide
ranging historical and critical perspectives. In the first, Mugyabuso Mulokozi,
Clarissa Vierke and Serena Talento offer, respectively, a historical reconstruc-
tion of literature teaching at the University of Dar es Salaam, of the conceptu-
alising and the editorial presentation of the utenzi (pl. tenzi, prosodic form of a
narrative or religious character) by early European scholars of the field, and of
the Swahili literary tradition. The focus of the second section is on the Swahili
narrative. Xavier Garnier here suggests a reading that reconnects Swabhili nar-
ration of the first tenzis to the contemporary novel in the light of its mystical
dimension, while Lutz Diegner presents a panorama and an attempt at classifi-
cation of the various literary tendencies over the decades of the post-independ-
ence novel. The most recent developments in the Swabhili novel in Kenya, in-
cluding post-modern and dystopian forms, are presented by Mikhail Gromov.
The contributions that follow are dedicated to a chosen work or a single au-
thor, highlighting the sociological dimension. The essay by Uta Reuster-Jahn
lays out the profile of Alex Banzi, one of the most prolific writers of the nine-
teen seventies and eighties, focussing upon education opportunities and the
role of the press in the development and promotion of Swahili literature. By
combining a stylistic approach (inspired by E. Bertoncini Zubkova) with the
sociology of literature, Sauda Barwani and Ridder Samsom analyse the novel
Kipimo cha Mizani (2004) by Bi Zainab Burhani.

The following section is dedicated to the interpretation and translation of
Swahili poetry. Flavia Aiello proposes a traductological analysis of the poetry
of Abdilatif Abdalla, underlining the principal difficulties and the solutions
adopted in the recent work, Ushairi na Uhuru. Poesie scelte di Abdilatif
Abdalla e Euphrase Kezilahabi, edited with Gaudioso (2017). Roberto
Gaudioso compares texts by Ebrahim Hussein and Euphrase Kezilahabi on an
aesthetic basis, bringing out the philosophical and political positions of the two
writers. Annachiara Raia draws a profile of the contemporary author,
Mahmoud Ahmed Abdulkadir, known as Ustadh Mau, showing the symbiotic
links between his poetry and the geo-cultural context from which he draws
inspiration. Rose Marie Beck’s contribution on the communicative function of
certain objects in daily use in the Swahili area is also based on fieldwork in
Kenya. Irene Brunotti’s essay takes us to a digital public space (Cyberbaraza)
where she analyses transformations and redefinitions of cultural and political
identity, with special attention to the context of the recent elections in
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Zanzibar. Alena Rettova reflects upon the mediality and intermediality of
philosophical knowledge in Africa, with particular attention to production in
indigenous languages. These last three contributions constitute the section
dealing with the dimension of mediality, whereas the subsequent three look at
the history and culture of Swahili areas. Odile Racine dedicates her work to
initiation rites practised for therapeutic reasons in the region to the South of
the island of Zanzibar, including documentation and translation of some per-
formances (ngoma) she recorded. This piece is followed by that of Nelli
Gromova on the history of Pate, based on chronicles (habari) and the author’s
ethnographic experience. The section ends with the contribution of Maria
Suriano. Through her interview with Mama Daisy, an activist with TANU
(Tanganyika African National Union), she outlines the role of women’s
movements, music and dance in politics around the time that independence
was achieved.

The remaining two sections are dedicated to the study of Swahili morphol-
ogy, syntax, semantics, lexicography and historical linguistics. Gudrun
Miehe’s essay proposes a historical reconstruction of the grammaticalisation
process through which the actual verbal markers used in standard Swahili for
the past (-li-) and the conditional (-nge- and -ngali-) might have been formed.
Edith Lyimo presents a morphosyntactic analysis of the -ki-, endapo, ikiwa,
iwapo, -nge-, -ngeli-, -ngali- and kama forms in the context of conditional
sentences, using both scientific studies and information by Swahili language
speakers. In his contribution, Sergio Baldi develops certain methodological
reflections on bilingual Swahili dictionaries, while Maddalena Toscano and
Antonio Leva present some considerations on the use of the verbs -taka (to
want) and -penda (to love) in a number of passages selected from Swahili reli-
gious texts. Rosanna Tramutoli’s essay proposes some examples of meta-
phorical expressions regarding the heart (moyo) in Swahili and in Italian,
highlighting a number of linguistic and conceptual aspects. The volume is
completed with the bibliography of Bertoncini Zubkova’s scientific production
and an up-to-date list of the literary translations she has produced.

Flavia Aiello & Roberto Gaudioso

Naples, 23" March 2019
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PAMBAZUKO LA TAALUMA YA FASIHI YA KISWAHILI AFRIKA MASHARIKI:
1968-1980

MUGYABUSO MLINZI MULOKOZI
(University of Dar es Salaam)

Mwanzoni mwa miaka ya 1970, labda mwaka 1970 au 1971, sikumbuki
vizuri, wakati nikijisomea gazeti la Kiongozi (gazeti la Kanisa Katoliki ambalo
bado linachapishwa leo), niliona tangazo dogo la mwanamke mmoja wa ltalia,
Ulaya, likiomba “urafiki wa kalamu” na mtu yeyote wa Afrika Mashariki
anayefahamu Kiswabhili. Mwandishi wa tangazo hilo alijieleza kuwa alikuwa
anajifunza Kiswahili, na alitaka apate mtu ambaye angekuwa anawasiliana na
kujadiliana naye, kwa njia ya barua, masuala yahusuyo lugha na fasihi ya
Kiswabhili. Nilivutiwa na tangazo hilo na bila kusita nilimwandikia mama huyo
kumweleza kuwa nilikuwa niko tayari kuwa naandikiana naye kuhusu masuala
hayo. Mtu huyo hakuwa mwingine bali Bi Elena Bertoncini. Sikumfahamu na
wala yeye hakunifahamu, bali tulianzisha urafiki wa kuandikiana kuhusu
Kiswahili tangu wakati huo hadi leo, takriban miaka hamsini baadaye. llipita
miaka kama 15 kabla hatujapata fursa ya kukutana na kuonana ana kwa ana,
na hatimaye kujenga ushirikiano wa kudumu katika harakati za kuendeleza
Kiswahili. Miaka ya 1990 Prof. Bertoncini alifasiri baadhi ya mashairi yangu
katika lugha ya Kiitaliano. Kwa muda wote wa miaka kama hamsini niliofa-
hamiana na Prof. Elena Bertoncini, nimejifunza mengi kutoka kwake, kitaa-
luma na kibinadamu, na ni heshima na furaha kubwa kwangu kuandika
maelezo haya yakiwa ni mchango wangu mdogo katika kumuenzi.

Katika kipindi hicho cha takriban miaka 50, Prof. Bertoncini alichangia vi-
kubwa katika maendeleo ya taaluma ya fasihi ya Kiswahili. Si lengo la andiko
hili kuelezea au kutathmini mchango wake; hilo lahitaji makala tofauti. Ila
sina budi kutaja hapa kuwa miongoni mwa kazi zake za kiutafiti zenye manu-
faa ya kudumu na ambazo nilizipenda sana ni kitabu chake cha Outline of
Swabhili Literature: Prose Fiction and Drama (1989). Kitabu hicho, na toleo
lake la mwaka 2009 lililopanuliwa, na ambalo liliwashirikisha pia M. D.
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Gromov, S. A. M. Khamis na K. W. Wamitila ni zana muhimu kwa kila mta-
fiti wa fasihi ya Kiswahili.

Naandika maelezo haya (nasita kuyaita makala), ili kumuenzi Profesa
Elena Bertoncini Zubkova, anapoadhimisha miaka 50 ya kujishughulisha na
taaluma za Kiswahili. Maelezo haya yanapitia historia ya kuibuka kwa taa-
luma ya fasihi ya Kiswahili katika Tanzania kuanzia miaka ya 1960 hadi ta-
kriban 1980. Ni katika Kipindi hicho ambapo somo la fasihi ya Kiswahili li-
liingizwa katika mitaala ya shule za sekondari, vyuo na vyuo vikuu nchini
Tanzania, na baadaye nchini Kenya; na wataalamu wa mwanzo wenyeji wa
taaluma hiyo walijitokeza. Wanafunzi waliosoma kipindi hicho ndio baadaye
walikuja kuwa mabingwa — walimu, watafiti, watunzi, wahadhiri, maprofesa,
wa fasihi ya Kiswabhili katika vyuo vikuu mbalimbali Afrika Mashariki na hata
Ughaibuni.

Maelezo haya yana sehemu tano: Sehemu ya Kwanza ni Usuli unaoelezea
namna hali ilivyokuwa kabla ya miaka ya 1960; Sehemu ya Pili inaelezea ki-
pindi cha mwanzo cha miaka ya 1965 hadi 1970, kipindi ambacho kilipanda
mbegu ya taaluma ya fasihi ambayo matunda yake yalianza kuvunwa miaka
ya 1970; Sehemu ya Tatu inazungumzia kipindi cha 1970-1980 ambapo mi-
singi ya taaluma ya Fasihi ya Kiswahili iliwekwa, wataalamu kuandaliwa na
machapisho ya mwanzo kutolewa. Sehemu ya Nne inazungumzia kwa ufupi
sana taathira ya maendeleo hayo tuliyoyaelezea, hususan kuchipuka kwa Kki-
shindo kwa uanazuoni wa fasihi ya Kiswahili nchini Tanzania na baadaye
Kenya na kwingineko. Sehemu ya Tano ni Hitimisho. Maelezo yameandikwa
kama kumbukumbu za binafsi kutokana na namna nilivyoona na kushiriki ka-
tika mchakato ninaousimulia. Lengo ni kuwapa wasomaji, hasa vijana wa ki-
zazi kipya cha wanataaluma, picha ya wapi tulikotoka, na changamoto zipi tu-
lizokutana nazo ili waweze kutumia tajiriba hiyo kujiwekea mikakati bora
zaidi ya kuendeleza taaluma ya fasihi ya Kiswabhili siku zijazo.

Usuli

Fasihi ya Kiswahili ilianza kutafitiwa na Wazungu katikati ya karne ya 19 (rej.
Krapf 1860; Steere 1870). Lengo la wataalamu hao (wengi wakiwa ni
wamisionari), lilikuwa ni kuchunguza ontolojia, mitazamo na imani za we-
nyeji ili watumie maarifa hayo kubuni mbinu mwafaka za kuingiza fikra na
imani za Ulaya katika jamii na akili za Waafrika (Raum 1930; Tempels 1959).
Uchunguzi huo ulikuwa ni sehemu ya harakati za “kumstaarabisha mshenzi”.
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Sababu ya pili, ambayo ilifungamana na hiyo, ilikuwa ni kuwawezesha Wa-
zungu, hasa wamisionari, watumishi wa serikali na wafanyabiashara waliota-
rajia kuja kuishi na kufanya kazi Afrikia Mashariki, kujifunza lugha ya Ki-
swabhili ili waweze kuwasiliana na wenyeji. Hadithi na mashairi ya Kiswahili
yalifundishwa kama matini ya mfano ya namna lugha ya Kiswahili inavyotu-
mika katika fasihi, na yaliwasaidia wanafunzi hao kupata msamiati na ladha ya
Kiswahili kama kilivyokuwa kinatumiwa na wenyeji. Bila shaka palikuwa na
sababu nyinginezo, kwa mfano udadisi wa kawaida wa kisomi, lakini hizo
hatutazijadili hapa kwa kuwa si mahali pake. La muhimu kufahamu ni
kwamba muktadha huo ndio uliwasukuma Wajerumani kuanzisha mafunzo ya
kwanza duniani ya Kiswahili na fasihi yake ya ngazi ya chuo kikuu katika taa-
sisi ya Seminar fur orientalische Sprachen Berlin mwaka 1887. Walimu kadha
Waswahili walichukuliwa kutoka Afrika Mashariki (k.m. Mtoro bin Mwinyi
Bakari wa Bagamoyo) kwenda Ujerumani kufundisha Kiswahili (Wimmelbd-
cher 2009). Mafunzo ya aina hiyo yaliibua wataalamu wa mwanzo wa lugha
na fasihi ya Kiswahili huko Ulaya.

Wajerumani waliwashawishi wenyeji kutunga mashairi na kuwapatia ili
wayachapishe vitabuni Ujerumani (Bittner 1894; Velten 1907), lakini hakuna
ushahidi kuwa fasihi ilifundishwa katika shule walizozianzisha hapa nchini
kwa ajili ya wenyeji. Machapisho yaliyotolewa yalisambazwa Ulaya kwa ajili
ya Wazungu na wataalamu wa huko, na aghalabu yaliandikwa katika lugha za
Ulaya (hadithi na mashairi yalifasiriwa kwa lugha za Kiingereza na Kidachi,
na maelezo kuandikwa kwa lugha hizo). Wakati wa utawala wa Waingereza,
hasa baada ya Vita Vikuu I, uchapishaji wa vitabu vya kifasihi vya Kiswahili
ulianzishwa; kadhalika tafsiri za vitabu vya fasihi ya Ulaya zilifanywa (Ma-
shimo ya Mfalme Sulemani, Jamaa Hodari Kisiwani, Kisiwa chenye Hazina,
Pinokyo: Hadithi ya Mwanasesere, n.k.) ili zitumike shuleni. Magazeti na
majarida machache yaliyokuwapo (k.m. Mambo Leo lililoanzishwa 1923) pia
yalichapisha mashairi, insha na hadithi kwa ajili ya wasomaji wa kawaida.
Mwaka 1947 Shirika la Uchapishaji Vitabu la Afrika Mashariki (EALB) li-
lianzishwa na serikali nne za Afrika Mashariki. Juhudi hizo ziliweka msingi
wa kuibuka kwa fasihi mpya ya kisasa ya Kiswabhili, lakini hazikuzaa matunda
mapema kwa sababu fasihi ya Kiswahili kama somo haikufundishwa shuleni
(hapa tunazungumzia shule za msingi na za kati, maana hapakuwa na shule za
juu au vyuo vikuu isipokuwa Makerere); fasihi ya Kiswahili ilifundishwa
kama matini ya kujadili darasani kama sehemu ya somo la lugha. Mbali na ta-
fsiri za vitabu vya Ulaya, matini zilizosomwa ni pamoja na hadithi za Alfu-
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Lela-Ulela, Hekaya za Abunuwasi, tafsiri za visa vya kale vya Kiarabu, hadithi
na mashairi ya Shaaban Robert na watunzi wengine wachache, na tamthilia za
Kenya, hasa zile za Graham Hyslop, Henry Kuria na Gerson Ngugi. Hali hii
iliendelea hadi miaka ya 1960.

Miaka ya 1960-1970

Maendeleo ya taaluma ya fasihi ya Kiswahili nchini Tanzania miaka ya
1960 hayawezi kutenganishwa na vuguvugu la kisiasa-kiuchumi la ki-
pindi hicho.

Nchi za Afrika Mashariki zilipata uhuru kati ya 1961 na 1964. Serikali
mpya zilikuwa na mitazamo iliyotofautiana kuhusu hadhi na nafasi ya lugha ya
Kiswahili. Serikali ya Tanganyika (baadaye Tanzania) ilikitangaza Kiswabhili
kuwa lugha ya taifa mwaka 1962, na kuanzia mwaka 1968 ilikitangaza kuwa
lugha ya elimu ya msingi na lugha rasmi ya serikali pamoja na Kiingereza. Se-
rikali ya Kenya vilevile ilitambua nafasi ya Kiswahili kama “lugha ya taifa”
pamoja na Kiingereza, japo kwa wakati huo haikuchukua hatua thabiti kuteke-
leza azima hiyo. Serikali ya Uganda ilikuwa na mtazamo hasi kuhusu Kiswahili
kutokana na upinzani wa wananchi wake wengi dhidi ya lugha hiyo. Katika
kipindi hicho, Kamati ya Kiswahili ya Afrika Mashariki (KKAM) iliyokuwa na
makao yake Makerere ilihamishiwa Chuo Kikuu Kishiriki cha Dar es Salaam
(CKKD), Tanzania, mwaka 1964 na kuwa Chuo cha Uchunguzi wa Kiswahili.
Makatibu wa chuo hicho walikuwa ni J. Knappert (1961-64), W. H. Whiteley
(1965-67) na J. A. Tejani (1968-70). Kuanzia mwaka 1970 cheo cha Ukatibu
kilifutwa, badala yake pakawa na Wakurugenzi. Mkurugenzi wa kwanza akawa
G. Mhina. Baraza la Kiswahili la Taifa (BAKITA) lilianzishwa mwaka 1967,
na baadhi ya shughuli za KKAM, hasa zile za Usanifishaji, zikachukuliwa na
Baraza hilo (Mulokozi 2005).

Kutangazwa kwa Azimio la Arusha mwaka 1967 kulibadilisha mwelekeo
kuhusu lugha na fasihi. Suala la utaifa na utambulisho lilipewa uzito zaidi,
na Kiswabhili kuchukuliwa kuwa lugha ya utambulisho huo. Ujenzi wa Uja-
maa ulihitaji kuunganisha nguvu na hamasa za Taifa zima kwa kutumia
lugha iliyofahamika kwa walio wengi. Sera mpya ya Elimu ya Kujitegemea
ilihitaji lugha mpya ya kufundishia elimu ya msingi, na lugha hiyo ikawa ni
Kiswahili. Mpango wa kukiandaa Kiswahili kuwa lugha ya kufundishia hadi
chuo kikuu nchini Tanzania ulitangazwa mwaka 1969 (Tanzania 1969) japo
haukutekelezwa, na haujatekelezwa hadi leo.
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Kipindi hicho, na katika mazingira hayo, ndipo taaluma ya fasihi ya Kiswa-
hili ilipoingizwa rasmi katika mfumo wa elimu katika sekondari na vyuo.

Hali ilivyokuwa kabla ya 1968

Miaka ya 1960 Kiswahili kilifundishwa kama somo na kutahiniwa katika
mtihani wa Cambridge ambao ulifanywa na wanafunzi wote wa sekondari
katika Afrika Mashariki. Kazi teule za hadithi na ushairi zilifundishwa dara-
sani hadi kidato cha 4. Mifano:

« Hadithi: F. Katalambula, M. S. Abdulla, S. Robert, J. Mbotela

« Tamthilia: H. Kuria, G. Hyslop, G. Ngugi, na baadaye E. Hussein
(Wakati Ukuta) na J. Nyerere (tafsiri ya Juliasi Kaizari)

» Ushairi: S. Robert; A. Abedi; M. Mnyampala; K. H. A. Akilimali; Z.
Zani, H. Cory na washairi wengine

» Hapakuwa na somo la Kiswahili (lugha au fasihi) kidato cha 5 na 6

+ Hadi 1967 Kiswahili hakikufundishwa ngazi ya chuo kikuu.

Kamati ya Kiswahili ya Afrika Mashariki (ambayo sasa ilikwishakuwa
Chuo cha Uchunguzi wa Kiswabhili) ilishughulikia ukusanyaji na unukuzi
wa miswada ya kale ya hati ya Kiarabu (k.m. Utenzi wa Vita vya Wada-
chi Kutamalaki Mrima), uchunguzi wa fasihi simulizi, ukuzaji wa uandi-
shi wa hadithi na insha (mashindano ya utunzi na usomaji wa miswada),
istilahi na tafsiri. Haikuhusika na ufundishaji, japo baada ya 1967 baadhi
ya waajiriwa wake walitumiwa na Idara ya Lugha na Isimu ya CKD ku-
fundisha kozi chache za Kiswabhili.

Kuanzishwa kwa Taaluma ya Fasihi Chuo Kikuu Kishiriki cha Dar es
Salaam 1967

Historia ya kuanzishwa kwa taaluma halisi ya lugha na fasihi ya Kiswabhili
nchini Tanzania (na Afrika Mashariki) itakapoandikwa, majina ya Prof.
Mohamed Abdulaziz na Profesa Farouk Topan sharti yatajwe kwa adhama.
Wataalamu hao, mmoja kutoka Kenya (Abdulaziz) na mwingine kutoka Zan-
zibar (Topan) ndio waanzilishi wa taaluma za Kiswahili katika CKKD katika
mwaka wa masomo 1967/68. Mwanzoni kozi za Kiswahili zilizofundishwa
zilikuwa za hitiari.
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Prof. Abdulaziz, alifanya utafiti wake London na Dar es Salaam kuhusu
ushairi wa Muyaka (1962-65). Jarida la Swahili (baadaye Kiswahili) la mwaka
1965 liliandika:

By the time this journal appears, I hope it will have been possible...
to appoint one Research Fellow to work full time on a new
Dictionary and a second to continue the collection and editing of
literature. There are already, in the United Republic, three graduate
students working on Swahili: one, Mr Mohamed Abdulaziz of
Mombasa is working on a critical study of the poetry of the 19th
century Swahili poet Muyaka bin Haji; the second, Miss Joan Maw
of the School of Oriental and African Students (sic), University of
London, is working on the structure of Swahili sentences; and a
third, Mr Carol Scotton of the University of Wisconsin, USA, is
working on problems of meaning with reference to modern
terminology and definition in dictionaries. These are exciting
developments. (Whiteley 1965: 2)

Mbali na kufundisha, Abdulaziz alikuwa Mhariri wa Swabhili kuanzia
mwaka 1968, baada ya JW.T. Allen kuondoka. Katika toleo la Septemba
1968 aliandika:

At this stage in the development of Swahili as a modern language, the
journal very much welcomes contributions of articles from its readers.
Demand made on this language has been greater than it is at present.
In Tanzania it is the medium of teaching in primary schools, and
likely to be the medium in the lower levels of secondary school in the
near future. At the University level and (sic) optional BA course in
Swahili on Swabhili literature conducted in Swahili was offered last
academic year, at Dar es Salaam University College, and examined in
the finals. From July this year a full B.A. Course in Swabhili
Linguistics (one of the options in the final examination) is to be
offered. This course will include the study of Swabhili structure, usage,
literature, dialects and the historical development of the language...
(Abdulaziz 1968: 2)

Baadaye iliundwa ldara iliyojumuisha kozi hizo anazozitaja Abdulaziz, yaani
Lugha na Fasihi ya Kiswahili pamoja na Lugha za Kigeni, Abdulaziz akawa
Kaimu Mkuu wa ldara hiyo kwa muda mfupi mwaka 1969. Topan alikuwa
Mkuu wa Idara hiyo na baadaye Mudiri wa kwanza wa Idara ya Kiswahili
ilipoanzishwa mwaka 1970. Abdulaziz angekuwa Mudiri, lakini aliondoka
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wakati huo kwenda kuwa mkuu wa Idara ya Lugha na Isimu Nairobi. Hivyo
Topan akawa Mudiri, na baadaye akapokewa na hayati Clement Maganga.

Mwanzoni Fasihi ilifundishwa kama matini (texts), si kama somo kamili
lenye nadharia zake; na palikuwa na changamoto nyingi, ikiwamo changa-
moto ya istilahi:

As Swahili equivalents of some words have not as yet been agreed
upon, some concept terms like “literature” and “non-literature”, and also
others, like “characterization”, have been retained in English. There are
others “kipeo” for climax. The word muundo is used for both
“structure” and “plot”, but the latter could also be mtiririko wa vitendo.
We hope to collect such literary terms, give them our equivalents, and
thus send them on to the National Swahili Council for its ruling. We
shall use the approved terms in our subsequent lectures, and thus add
new terms to our vocabulary year by year. (Topan 1968: 163)

Pamoja na changamoto hizo, mwanzo huo mgumu ulifanikiwa kutoa wa-
hitimu mashuhuri ambao tunaweza pia kuwaita wataalamu wa mwanzo wa
fasihi ya Kiswahili wa kiwango hicho. Wataalamu hao ni:

« Ebrahim Hussein

« Euphrase Kezilahabi

» Ndyanao Balisidya (Matteru)
« Penina Muhando (Mlama)

Aidha, mijadala ya kitaaluma kuhusu fasihi ya Kiswahili ilianza kujitokeza
katika vitabu na majarida. Majarida yaliyotumika sana katika mijadala hiyo ni
Kiswahili na Mulika (yote ya TUKI), Kioo cha Lugha na Zinduko (Idara ya
Kiswahili) na Lugha Yetu (BAKITA). Vitabu vya mwanzo vya uchambuzi wa
fasihi ya Kiswahili kitaaluma, kwa lugha ya Kiswahili, pia viliandaliwa wakati
huo. Vitabu hivyo ni vile vilivyohaririwa na Topan (1971 & 1976) vya
Uchambuzi wa Maandishi ya Kiswahili 1 & 1. Baadaye vilifuata vitabu vya T.
S. Y. Sengo na S. D. Kiango vya Hisi Zetu | & Il na Ndimi Zetu | & 11 (1973 na
1974).

Kuweka Misingi 1970-1980

Matukio makuu ya kipindi hiki ni: Kuanzishwa kwa masomo ya Kiswabhili
ya Kidato cha 5 na 6; kuimarishwa kwa masomo ya Kiswahili ya chuo
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kikuu; kujitokeza kwa matunda ya mwanzo ya mchakato huo na mijadala
kuhusu fasihi.

Kuanzishwa kwa Masomo ya Kiswahili Kidato cha 5 na 6 katika Shule za
Sekondari nchini Tanzania

Mchakato wa kuasisi masomo ya Kiswahili CKD (1967-70) ulidhihirisha
haja ya kuwa na somo la Kiswahili Kidato cha 5 na 6 ili kupata wanafunzi wa
kusoma Kiswahili ngazi ya chuo kikuu. Wanafunzi walikuwa wanachukuliwa
kusoma Kiswahili chuo kikuu bila ya kuwa wamesoma Kiswahili katika ngazi
ya chini, yaani kidato cha 5 na 6. Hivyo mwaka 1970 masomo ya Kiswahili ya
Kidato cha 5 na 6 yalianzishwa katika shule za Mkwawa (wavulana) na Koro-
gwe (wasichana) katika mkondo uliojulikana kama SHE (Swabhili, History and
English). Mwandishi wa maelezo haya alikuwa katika mkupuo wa kwanza wa
wanafunzi wa mkondo huo, ambao walipelekwa kusoma katika shule ya
Mkwawa, Iringa. Baadhi ya wanafunzi wenzake wa kundi hilo la kwanza, na
wa kundi la pili lililofuata mwaka 1971, ambao wamechangia sana maendeleo
ya taaluma ya Kiswahili baadaye ni Fikeni E. M. K. Senkoro, Joshua S.
Madumulla, Kulikoyela K. Kahigi na hayati Mbunda Msokile. Kwa upande
wa wanawake waliokuwa Korogwe, tunaweza kuwataja wafuatao: Zubeida
Tumbo (Masabo), Lamberta Ndunguru, Rehema Kawawa na Hayati Mary-
Margret Salum (Kumbuka) miongoni mwa wengi.

Mwalimu wetu wa kwanza pale Mkwawa alikuwa John Mwakipesile. Ali-
shikilia somo la Kiswahili kwa muda wakati tukiwasubiri walimu wateule,
Euphrase Kezilahabi na Barnabas Katigula, ambao kwa wakati huo walikuwa
katika mafunzo ya Jeshi la Kujenga Taifa. Kezilahabi na Katigula walikuwa
wamesoma kozi zilizofundishwa na Topan na Abdulaziz CKD. Huko Koro-
gwe mwalimu alikuwa ni Ndyanao May Balisidya. Baadaye Balisidya na
Kezilahabi walipelekwa kufundisha Idara ya Kiswahili, CKD, ambako tuliwa-
kuta tulipoanza masomo ya digrii ya kwanza mwaka 1972.

Changamoto za Masomo ya Kiswahili Sekondari Kidato cha 5 na 6

Masomo ya Kiswahili Kidato cha 5 na 6 yalikuwa na changamoto zake.
Changamoto ya kwanza ilikuwa ni mtazamo na matarajio ya wanafunzi wa ma-
somo hayo. Baadhi walikuwa na wasiwasi kuwa masomo hayo hayangewasai-
dia baadaye kuweza kupata ajira nzuri na kujiendeleza kimaisha. 1li kuondoa
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wasiwasi huo, wataalamu na wakuzaji wa Kiswahili, Prof. George Mhina, ali-
yekuwa Mkurugenzi wa TUKI wakati huo, na Mwalimu John Ramadhan wa
Taasisi ya Elimu Tanzania (TET) walikwenda Mkwawa kuongea na wanafunzi
na kuwaondolea hofu kuhusu mustakabali wao watakapohitimu masomo ya Ki-
swahili. Bado naikumbuka kauli ya Bw. Ramadhan ya “Kiswabhili kina kesho!”
aliyoirudiarudia wakati wa hotuba yake.

Changamoto ya pili ilikuwa ni walimu. Hapakuwa na walimu waliosoma
na kubobea katika Kiswahili hadi chuo kikuu ambao wangeweza kufundisha
sekondari kidato cha 5 na 6. Walimu waliopatikana ama walikuwa wamebo-
bea katika masomo ya lugha na fasihi ya Kiingereza (Katigula) ama walikuwa
wamesoma Swahili Texts kama kozi ya hitiari (Kezilahabi).

Changamoto ya tatu ilihusu vitabu. Hapakuwa na vitabu vya kutosha, vya
kitaaluma na vya kifasihi, ambavyo vilifaa kusomwa ngazi hiyo. Kwa upande
wa nadharia na uchambuzi wa fasihi, hapakuwa na kitabu hata kimoja; walimu
na wanafunzi walitumia makala ya Mulika na Kiswahili. Upande wa kazi za
fasihi, palikuwa na riwaya za Shaaban Robert na “riwaya pendwa” za M. S.
Abdulla, F. Katalambula, L. O. Omolo na waandishi wengine wachache.
Tamthilia zilizotumika ni tafsiri za Shakespeare za J.K. Nyerere na tamthilia
za Kiswahili kutoka Kenya (Nakupenda Lakini..., Mgeni Karibu, Afadhali
Mchawi n.k.). Vitabu vya ushairi vilikuwapo vya kutosha.

Changamoto ya nne ilikuwa istilahi: Kiswahili kilikuwa na istilahi za ushairi,
lakini istilahi za nathari na fasihi kwa jumla zilikuwa chache. Topan na wenzake
walianzisha mchakato wa kubuni istilahi za kufundishia fasihi na lugha. Mcha-
kato huo uliendelezwa na walimu na wanafunzi wa Mkwawa na Korogwe.
Mifano ya istilahi tulizoziibua au kuzijadili wakati huo, na ambazo hivi sasa zi-
mekwishakubalika ni (maneno yaliyojadiliwa yametiwa katika mabano):

»  Fasihi (sanaa ya lugha/adabu ya lugha)

«  Dhamira (mawazo, wazo kuu, lengo)

»  Riwaya (hadithi ndefu, hadithi ya kubuni)

Riwaya pendwa (pop novel)

Riwaya dhati (serious novel)

Tamthilia (mchezo wa kuigiza, igizo)

Fani na maudhui (fani na yaliyomo, umbo na yaliyomo)
Fasihi simulizi (fasihi ya mdomo, fasihi ya kunenwa)
Fasihi andishi (maandiko ya kisanaa)

Mhusika (mtendaji, kiumbe wa hadithini)
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*  Msuko wa matukio (mtiririko wa vituko/vitendo)
»  Kipeo/kilele (turning point vs climax)
*  Ushairi huru (guni, masivina, mapingiti, mtiririko)

Ili kukabiliana na changamoto ya istilahi, palikuwa na ushirikiano wa
karibu kati ya shule za Mkwawa na Korogwe, Wizara, TET, TUKI, Idara
ya Kiswahili Chuo Kikuu na BAKITA. Mkuza Mitaala wa TET aliye-
changia sana katika hatua hizi za mwanzo ni John Ramadhan (kabla ha-
jawa Baba Askofu).

Kuimarishwa kwa Masomo ya Chuo Kikuu

Idara ya Kiswabhili ilianzishwa mwaka 1970 na ikaanzisha programu ya
taaluma za Kiswahili iliyohusisha lugha, isimu na fasihi. Wanafunzi
waliohitimu Mkwawa na Korogwe waliingizwa moja kwa moja kwenye
programu hiyo kuanzia mwaka 1972. Baada ya Topan na Abdulaziz
kuondoka, walimu wa fasihi Idarani walikuwa ni:

»  Euphrase Kezilahabi
*  Ndyanao Balisidya (Matteru)

Walisaidiwa na walimu wafuatao kutoka TUKI:

«  Abdilatif Abdalla
. Muhsin Aldina
» Joseph K. Kiimbila

Baadaye, kuanzia 1973, wakaja:

+  Saifu Kiango
«  Tigiti Sengo

Mbali na kuwa walimu, baadhi ya wataalamu hawa walijipambanua
pia katika utunzi na uhakiki wa fasihi. Wataalamu wengine ambao hawa-
kuwa walimu wa darasani lakini walichangia sana katika mijadala ya ki-
pindi hicho ni: Peter Kirumbi, John Ramadhan, Felician Nkwera na Prof.
Rajmund Ohly.

Baadaye ndipo likaingia kundi la kina F. E. M. K. Senkoro, K. K.
Kahigi, J. S. Madumulla, Z. Tumbo-Masabo na M. M. Mulokozi. Kundi
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hili lilikuja na mtazamo tofauti kuhusu masuala ya fasihi na kuibua mija-
dala ambayo ilisaidia kuikomaza taaluma ya fasihi ya Kiswahili. Mjadala
uliokuwa mashuhuri zaidi ni ule uliohusu “Ushairi ni Nini?” kati ya
“wanamapokeo” na “wanausasa” ambao ulidumu kwa zaidi ya miaka
kumi kuanzia 1973 (rej. Mulokozi na Kahigi 1982; Mayoka 1986). Kwa
sababu ya mtazamo wao, zilifanywa njama za kuwazuia Mulokozi,
Senkoro na Zubeida Tumbo wasiajiriwe katika TUKI au Idara ya Kiswa-
hili mara baada ya kuhitimu mwaka 1975, licha ya kuwa na sifa zote za
kitaaluma zilizohitajika. Njama hizo zilifanikiwa kwa muda tu; Senkoro
na Tumbo waliajiriwa katika Kitivo cha Taaluma za Maendeleo, na kuto-
kea huko hatimaye wakahamia Idara ya Kiswabhili. Mulokozi alikwenda
kufanya kazi mjini katika Shirika la Uchapishaji la Tanzania (TPH) hadi
1979 alipokubaliwa kuajiriwa katika TUKI.

Taathira

Mchakato wa kuasisiwa kwa taaluma ya Fasihi nchini Tanzania ambao tu-
meuelezea ulikuwa na taathira au matokeo makubwa katika maendeleo ya
fasihi ya Kiswahili na taaluma yake. Athari kubwa kuliko zote ilikuwa ni
kuwezesha kupanuka na kuenea kwa taaluma ya fasihi ya Kiswahili ndani na
nje ya Tanzania. Taaluma hiyo iliendelezwa kwa njia ya mijadala, machapisho
na wataalamu.

Tumekwishataja mjadala wa ushairi wa miaka ya 1970 uliokuja kujulikana
kama mgogoro wa ushairi. Mjadala huo uliwalazimisha watunzi na wataalamu
wa ushairi wa Kiswahili kutafakari kwa kina suala zima la ushairi. Matunda ya
tafakuri hizo yalikuwa ni utitiri wa semina, mihadhara na machapisho, yaki-
wamo makala na vitabu, kuhusu ushairi, ambayo bila shaka yameitajirisha ta-
aluma ya fasihi ya Kiswahili. Hatuwezi kuorodhesha hapa machapisho yote,
lakini mifano ya vitabu ni: Kandoro (1978); Mulokozi na Kahigi (1982);
Nabhany na Shariff (1985); Mayoka (1986); Shariff (1988); Mulokozi na
Sengo (1995) na Andanenga (2002).

Athari nyingine ilikuwa ni kuibuka kwa kizazi kipya cha wataalamu na
wasanii wa fasihi ya Kiswahili Tanzania na baadaye Afrika Mashariki.
Abdulaziz na Topan walifundisha wataalamu wa mwanzo wa lugha na fasihi
ya Kiswahili (k.m. E. Hussein, E. Kezilahabi, P. Muhando, N. Balisidya); wa-
taalamu hao wakafundisha “kizazi” cha pili (Sengo, Kiango, Senkoro,
Mulokozi, Kahigi, Madumulla). Hawa walifundisha “kizazi” cha tatu cha kina
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S. A. Mohamed, E. Mbogo, A. Gibbe, M. S. Khatib, I. Ngozi, n.k. Kizazi hiki
cha tatu ndicho kwa kiasi kikubwa kilikwenda kuanzisha au kuendeleza ma-
somo ya Kiswahili katika vyuo vikuu vingi nje ya Tanzania, hususani nchini
Kenya, Burundi, Rwanda, Sudan, Libya, China, Korea, Japan, Amerika na
Ulaya miaka ya 1980 na kuendelea.

Hitimisho

Lengo la maelezo haya mafupi lilikuwa ni kuhifadhi kumbukumbu ya ku-
chipuka kwa taaluma ya fasihi ya Kiswahili nchini Tanzania miaka ya
1960-1980 kwa ajili ya vizazi vijavyo ambavyo havikushuhudia matukio
hayo. Tumeeleza namna Abdulaziz na Topan walivyofanikiwa kuasisi
taaluma ya lugha na fasihi ya Kiswahili Afrika Mashariki, wakianzia katika
CKKD miaka ya 1960. Juhudi zao ziliiwezesha taaluma ya fasihi ya
Kiswabhili kuchipuka miaka ya 1960 na hatimaye kuchanua miaka ya 1970.
Wataalamu wa nje ya Tanzania, kama kina Prof. Elena Bertoncini, bila
shaka walinufaika na pia kuchangia katika mzinduko huu wa taaluma ya
fasihi ya Kiswabhili.
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THE MAKING OF THE “CLASSICAL” UTENZI:
A CONSIDERATION OF THE EARLY EDITORIAL HISTORY OF TENZI
IN 19™-20™ CENTURY EUROPE

CLARISSA VIERKE
(University of Bayreuth)

The utenzi (pl. tenzi) is probably the best documented Swahili poetic genre
with the longest history of research. Though there are still numerous
manuscripts in the archives in London, Hamburg, Berlin and Dar es Salaam
which await publication, and reflections on methodology are still a lacuna
(Biersteker and Plane 1989), compared to other genres in Africa a
comparatively large number of editions and also overview works have been
published. Already in the 19" century, the fascination with a poetic manuscript
tradition unexpectedly found in Africa, made a number of prolific European
scholars delve into the study of tenzi. Thus, quite early on the utenzi became
part of a European academic tradition as well and, at least until independence,
editions, documentations and overview works were mostly organised and
produced by Western researchers in cooperation with local East African
scholars. Thus, besides the development that the utenzi went through in
Eastern Africa, the genre has also been shaped by a second line of tradition,
namely its history of research in Western academia.

Western research has not left the “object under research” unaffected.
Through its editions of the texts, the West has nolens volens shaped and
reshaped the idea of what an utenzi is. Furthermore, given that European
scholars paid less attention to other genres which belonged exclusively to
the oral sphere or whose content was not accessible without more con-
textual data, the utenzi became the best studied Swahili poetic genre in

* This essay has previously appeared in: Kandagor, M., Ogechi, N. & Vierke C. (eds.).
2017. Lugha na Fasihi katika Karne ya Ishirini na Moja. Eldoret: Moi University Press, pp.
113-130.
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the 19" and 20™ centuries. Regarded as the Swahili poem par excellence,
it largely shaped the (Western) understanding of Swahili poetry — a situ-
ation which caused much protest in East Africa from the 1970s onwards.

This article falls into two parts: firstly, | will sketch out the chronology of
early research on the utenzi, concentrating on European contributions, and
secondly, I will consider some key concepts that have recurrently influenced
descriptions of the utenzi. As | will try to show, a number of characteristics
echo the background of the scholars and their bourgeois concept of “classical
literature”, this being reflected in their editorial practices. It needs to be
added that though | only use the term utenzi in this article, I do not mean to
talk about the genre as a whole, but about a very specific group of texts
within the genre, which have often been called “Islamic tenzi” narrating
Islamic history tinged with legendary features. The reason why | concentrate
on these tenzi is firstly necessity: the genre utenzi, which still exists as a po-
etic category in Eastern Africa, has undergone such tremendous change and
development in terms of content and style that considerations of the whole
genre would go beyond the scope of this article. Secondly, however, and
more importantly, my use of the term is conditioned by the focus of this arti-
cle, which concentrates on tenzi editions and overview works produced by
Europeans in the 19" and 20" centuries: narrative tenzi based on Islamic
popular hagiography were the texts that European scholars in the 19" and
20" centuries mostly focused on. For a large part, these editions are still used
today as the basis for analysis and study, and hence still have a bearing on
our understanding of the genre.

An overview of the history of research
Krapf, Bittner, Meinhof, Dammann: a German line of descent

The German missionary Johann Ludwig Krapf (1810-1881), who came to
the Swahili coast in 1844, was the first to send manuscripts of tenzi to Europe.!
The manuscripts of the Chuo cha Herkal? and the Chuo cha Utenzi reached

L On the life and work of Johann Ludwig Krapf, see Frankl 1992, 2005a, Vierke 2009

2 Chuo cha Herkal (in Krapf’s spelling juo ja Herkal) is a title given to the poem by Krapf
(cf. Dammann 1993: 216). On the Swahili coast the poem is known under the title Utenzi wa
Tambuka.
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the German Oriental Society (Deutsche Morgenléndische Gesellschaft) in
Halle in 1854 accompanied by a letter in which Krapf briefly stressed the
value of the two manuscripts as testimonies of an older variety of Swahili,
since the two manuscripts contained the “dialect of Patta and Lamu”, from
where Swahili originated.?

While Krapf had already started to transliterate the Chuo cha Utenzi, it was
Carl Bittner, the first Swahili teacher at the Department of Oriental Languages
(Seminar fur Orientalische Sprachen) in Berlin, who published the text in
1887/88 — the first edition of a complete utenzi to appear. Six years later, in
1894, a meticulously revised version of this edition of the Chuo cha Utenzi
was published (under the title Utenzi wa Shufaka) in Eine Anthologie aus der
Suaheli-Litteratur. The Anthologie, for which Buttner heavily benefited from
the support of Sulaiman bin Said bin Ahmed as-Surami and Amur bin Nasur
al-Omari, the two “Native” Swahili teaching assistants in Berlin (cf. Bromber
2003), comprised various Swahili texts of different genres, among them two
other tenzi, the Utenzi wa Mi’iraji and the Utenzi wa Kutawafu Muhamadi, to-
gether with a translation into German aimed at academic and non-academic
circles. His introduction bespeaks his appreciation of the tenzi, describing
them as works of high aesthetic appeal and intellectual depth whose thematic
orientation and sophistication in terms of style and beauty classify them and
the culture from which they emanate as anything but crude or primitive
(Buttner 1894: X, XIV). Against all European stereotypes, Biittner, whom the
renowned Bantuist Carl Meinhof called “the founder of German Swabhili liter-
ature” (Meinhof 1911/12: 3 and 1911: 79), became a pioneer in promoting
Swahili literature whose existence had been denied even by those who had
been to East Africa and “who should have known better” (Meinhof 1895:
331).

Due to his untimely death in 1893, Biittner could not complete the edition
of the Chuo cha Herkal (also called Utenzi wa Tambuka) that he had already
announced in his anthology (1894: XIII). Carl Meinhof (1857-1944) took up
the task, as he had an interest in “Swabhili in Arabic script, the dialect of Mom-
basa and the special poetic form of language” (Meinhof 1911/12: 2).* With the

3 lbidem. Both manuscripts are still kept in the library of the Deutsche Morgenlandische
Gesellschaft in Halle (Halle, DMG Fd. 500 = B. 196 and Halle, DMG Fd. 510 = B. 197).

4 For this edition, Meinhof relied on a second fragmentary manuscript of the Chuo cha Herkal
from the library of the German Oriental Society. This version followed the Chuo cha Utenzi in the
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help of Mtoro bin Mwinyi Bakari (cf. Bromber 2003: 44), he completed and
published the edition in 1911/1912.

Apart from implicitly establishing standards for the editing of Swahili manu-
scripts by following the principles of critical editing common in other long-es-
tablished fields of philology, Meinhof also played an important role in fostering
comparative research on the utenzi. The renowned Arabist Rudi Paret examined
the Arabic source of the Swahili poem Chuo cha Herkal, as he had retrieved
four Arabic manuscripts from the Prussian State Library in Berlin that came
close to the Chuo cha Herkal with respect to their overall content (cf. Paret
1926/27) (cf. also Abel 1938).% In 1930 Paret published an extensive treatise on
maghazi literature, Islamic popular literature found throughout the whole sphere
of Muslim influence. Making reference to Swahili tenzi, Paret accredits Swabhili
a position as a literary language and a language with a literary tradition compa-
rable to Turkish or Persian, which, unlike African languages, were established
fields of oriental philological research. The fact that Arabists put themselves in
the service of the young branch of philological study known in Germany as
Afrikanistik not only shows the influence of Carl Meinhof, but also indicates the
establishment of Swahili as a recognised literary language and subject of literary
comparative analysis at that time.

For its language and its Stoffgeschichte, the Utenzi wa Tambuka became
the best studied Swahili text, acquiring the status of a reference text. It was and
sometimes still is viewed as the prototype of an utenzi — which is particularly
evident in works by Jan Knappert, who edited the text in 1958, and for whom
the Utenzi wa Tambuka was “the most typical epic of Swahili literature”
(1967: 7) (cf. also Knappert 1999: 52).° The twin role of the Chuo cha Herkal,

same manuscript without bearing a title of its own (cf. Meinhof 1911/12: 128; cf. also Dammann
1993: 218). Neither Dammann (1993) nor Meinhof (1911/12) nor Knappert (1958) seem to have
noticed that Buttner had already published the shorter manuscript in 1888/89, as a printed version
in Arabic script in his Zeitschrift fur afrikanische Sprachen. Obviously, Bittner, who published it
under Chuo cha Utenzi, had not identified it as Chuo cha Herkal.

5 In fact, the first to point out that Ahlwardt’s catalogue of Arabic manuscripts in Berlin
contained manuscripts that came close to the Chuo cha Herkal was the Islamic scholar Carl
Heinrich Becker (1911: 403).

6 In his Epic Poetry in Swahili and other African Languages Knappert praises it as the
exemplary epic, “the finest epic ever written in Swahili” (1983: 47). All subsequent tenzi were
merely imitations of the Utenzi wa Tambuka, for instance the Utenzi wa Katirifu which,
however, does not “reach the height of poetic imagination and expression of the Herekali”, as
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which became part of a Western tradition of academic research and continued
to play a role in Swahili society, is likewise reflected by its two names, Utenzi
wa Tambuka and Chuo cha Herkal — while the latter prevailed in academic
research the former was mostly used on the Swahili coast.

Encouraged by Carl Meinhof, his mentor, the Protestant pastor and lin-
guist Ernst Dammann (1904-2003) came to Lamu in 1936 with the aim of
working on a new edition of the Chuo cha Herkal.” Armed with a letter of
reference from Alice Werner, he made contact with Muhamadi Kijuma,
who became his principal informant, supplied him with manuscripts — even
after his departure in 1937 — and helped him to work through them (cf.
Miehe and Vierke 2010). Even though the plan to publish an edition of the
Chuo cha Herkal did not work out (see below), Dammann managed to edit
a large number of Swabhili texts due to this fruitful cooperation, becoming
the most productive German scholar in the field of Swahili text editions.
He was also the first to publish scholarly overview articles in German on
Swahili poetry, in which he focused on tenzi and other poems, mostly of a
religious nature (cf. Dammann 1937, 1942a, 1942b, 1958). His opus mag-
num Dichtungen in der Lamu-Mundart des Suaheli, including nine poems,
seven tenzi and two kawafi, appeared in 1940.8

In diction and intention, Dammann’s editions clearly resemble those by
Meinhof and Biittner, so that it is possible to delineate a German line of
tradition with a specific, historically oriented philological perspective of
Swahili poetry, especially tenzi, that translated into thorough and detailed
manuscript studies and a comparative focus, linking the Swahili coast not only
with the rest of the Bantu area but also with Arabia, Persia and India. In its
inclination, its historical and comparative method, and its preoccupation with
origin, Dammann’s work clearly echoes concepts based in the 19" century.

he writes in his edition of the Katirifu, and concludes by saying that the “Herekali, the oldest
African epic, remains once and for all the most powerful in language and poetic élan” (cf.
Knappert 1968/69: 85).

" The edition of the Chuo cha Herkal suggested by Meinhof was in the end not produced
by Dammann, whose focus changed (cf. Dammann 1999: 91).

8 The tenzi dealt with in his oeuvre are the following: Miraji (Die Himmelfahrt des
Muhammed), Utenzi wa Mwana Esha (Die hochgeborene Esha), Utenzi wa Fatuma (Fatuma),
Utenzi wa Abdurrahman (Abdurrahman), Utenzi wa Anzaruni (Das Geheimnis der
Geheimnisse. Das Amulett des Anzarun), Utenzi wa Ngamia na Paa (Kamel und Gazelle) and
Dua (Ein Bittgebet).
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Alice Werner and those who followed in her footsteps

One of the most important researchers in the field of Swahili classical po-
etry, who was much respected by Carl Meinhof, was Alice Werner (1859-
1935).° Before becoming a lecturer at the School of Oriental and African Stud-
ies (University of London), she collected manuscripts — among them many
tenzi — and conducted fieldwork in Eastern Africa between 1911 and 1913.
She gathered information on texts and contexts, which greatly influenced the
nature of her tenzi editions (e.g. Werner 1917, 1921-23, 1930/31, 1932, 1934)
as well as her insightful overview works (Werner 1917-20, 1920, 1926/27).
For instance, differently from other scholars, she starts her first edition, The
Utenzi wa Mwana Kupona published in 1917 (re-edited in 1934), by giving
biographical information that she was able to collect on the authoress, striving
in particular for recognition of women’s contribution to Swahili poetry and its
transmission. As a woman, Werner had the advantage of being granted access
to the female sphere of Swahili society and she readily profited from it,
countering and complementing the (Western) male-dominated view of Swabhili
literature. Enthusiastically, she closes her preface to the later edition of Mwana
Kupona’s poem with the following words: “It is the first literary composition
by an East African Native woman to be published in Great Britain” (Werner
and Hichens 1934: 10).

Alice Werner’s work paved the way for other scholars who profited
heavily from her writings and papers — sometimes without paying her due
credit. Alice Werner cooperated with William Hichens (?-1944), an im-
portant editor (rather than scholar) of Swahili poetry. Inspired by Werner’s
scholarly work, he started a bibliophile series of classical Swahili poetry
called Azanian Classics for a select European audience. He produced the
first two volumes, the Hadithi ya Mikidadi na Mayasa (1932), and the
Utenzi wa Mwana Kupona (1934), based on Werner’s previous publications
(1917, 1930/31). Although Hichens had planned a number of other editions
and publications which were announced in the first two volumes, only two
others — an edition of Inkishafi (published by Sheldon Press in 1939) and an
anthology of poems by Muyaka (published in Johannesburg in 1940) — actu-
ally materialised.

® For Meinhof’s appreciation of Alice Werner, see his rather personal obituary (Meinhof
1935/36) and Frankl 2005c.
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Besides Alice Werner, Hichens also relied on the Mombasan scholar and
liwali Mbarak Ali Hinawy (1896-1959) for his edition of the Inkishafi, his
anthology of Muyaka poems and his treatise on Swabhili prosody (Hichens
1962/63), which were published without any reference to Hinawy’s name.*
In a letter to Robert Allen (24 April 1946), Hinawy writes: “Mr. Hichens
was introduced to me by Dr. Alice Werner whom | knew personally and for
whom | had great respect but in spite of our entering into agreement about
the publication of Inkishafi and Al-Akida and subsequent researches into
other poems, stories and general litterature, Mr. Hichens took all the material
supplied by me as his own.” Later, J.W.T. Allen helped Hinawy to regain his
papers from the SOAS archives and publish the Al-Akida, an utenzi written
by Hinawy, rightfully under his own name (Hinawy 1970).1

While Hichens showed a particular carelessness when it came to ques-
tions of authorship, after his death, Lyndon Harries and Jan Knappert (see
below) in turn plundered the unpublished editions and book manuscripts in
the Hichens collection of the SOAS archive for their own editions, without
referring to the source. For his anthology Swahili Poetry'? (1962), the first
comprehensive overview of Swahili poetry, Lyndon Harries obviously relied
on the Hichens papers, not only as material to exemplify the different poetic
categories but also for the commentaries that are sometimes repeated verba-
tim without marking them as citations.!® Furthermore, Harries’ categorisation

101 am grateful to Mwalimu Saggaf (Mombasa) who let me see the correspondence
between Hichens and Hinawy and Allen and Hinawy that he was given by Fahmy Hinawy,
Mbarak’s son. The correspondence between Mbarak A. Hinawy and Hichens kept in the
SOAS archives also reveals that Hichens made Hinawy renounce all his rights in respect of
Al-Inkishafi (SOAS MS 253029b).

11 See Allen’s letter from 18 March 1948; see also the letter by Robert Allen 28 April 1946
and the fragment of a letter by Hinawy in the collection of Mwalimu Saggaf in Mombasa.

12 Harries’ chapter on tenzi, includes parts of the following texts: Ras al-Ghuli, Utenzi wa
Liyongo, Utenzi wa Mwana Kupona, Maulidi Barzanji, Dura Mandhuma, Utenzi wa al-Akida,
Utenzi wa Mwana Mnga (Love-Song), Shairi la Ndoto, Shairi la Mkata, The Warrior Song,
Utenzi wa Hati and Utenzi wa Adili. The only utenzi that he transliterated himself was the
Utenzi wa Ras-al-Ghuli. Apart from the Utenzi wa Hati, the Utenzi wa Adili, and the Maulidi
Barzaniji, all of the other poems were part of the Hichens’ collection.

13When working on Liyongo poems and on “long-measure verse”, I realised that whole
passages in Harries’ anthology are taken from the Liyongo Saga manuscript, a nearly
complete book manuscript, as well as from a manuscript dealing with the history of
Swabhili poetry (Diwani ya Malenga wa Sawahili, SOAS, MS 53491).
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of poetry on which the structure of the book is based is rooted in Hinawy’s
analysis of Swahili prosody (Hichens 1962/63). Knappert, particularly in his
Four Centuries of Swahili Verse (1979), also made extensive use of the
Hichens papers and published a number of single tenzi editions based on
them, such as, for instance, the Utenzi wa Mkonumbi (1964b) (cf. Harries
1967) — a poem by Muhamadi Kijuma mentioned by Alice Werner (1917-20:
126). The Utenzi wa Barsisi (Temptation of Saint Barsis) that Hichens had
intended to publish was later published by Harries (1964) and (Knappert
1964a). Thus, while both Harries and Knappert profited from the Hichens
collection, it is very likely that much of this collection should be considered
as an extension of the “Werner collection”. A number of manuscripts, but
also commentaries and philological work (for instance on Liyongo) that
Hichens, Harries and Knappert took possession of, must in fact be attributed
to her and to Muhamadi Kijuma with whom she collaborated (cf. also
Biersteker and Plane 1989: 455).

J. W. T. Allen and the project of creating of a classical literature

Inspired by his father, Roland Allen, who had developed a deep interest
in old Swahili poetry, J. W. T. Allen (1904-1979), also collected and edited
old Swahili tenzi, becoming the most productive British scholar in the field
of tenzi. He was the first to write a broad overview (Tendi, Allen 1971) with
a lengthy introduction on the subject, “a landmark in the study of Swahili lit-
erature” (Biersteker and Plane 1989: 460). The six tenzi included in his
Tendi were subsequently also published as booklets in the so-called Sanaa
ya Utungo series.™

J. W. T. Allen spearheaded the production of this series by the newly es-
tablished East African Literature Bureau, which was meant to make Swabhili
literature accessible and affordable in East Africa.’® For Allen, who became

14 This series consists of five booklets that contain the six tenzi, the Utenzi wa Mwana
Kupona and Utenzi wa Ngamia na Paa (Sheikh and Nabahany 1972), the Utenzi wa
Masahibu (Allen 1972b), the Utenzi wa Mikidadi na Mayasa (Bashir 1972), the Utenzi
wa Ayubu (Allen 1972a) and the Utenzi wa Qiyama (Shariff 1972).

15 Allen fostered the publication and editorial work of local Swahili scholars: he was a
close friend of the El-Buhriy family in Tanga. He worked particularly on Hemedi Abdallah
Said El-Buhriy’s manuscripts and edited the Utendi wa Sayyidna Husseini bin Ali (1965) and
the Utenzi wa Abdirlahmani na Sufiyani (1961). Robert Allen had already helped to edit a
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the secretary of the East African Swahili Committee in 1959, “classical
Swahili literature” and the spread of Standard Swahili were far from being
two mutually exclusive projects. On the contrary, similarly to Harold
Lambert (Frankl 1999, 2005b), he programmatically emphasised aestheti-
cally demanding literature as the only appropriate means of promoting
Swahili (cf. Allen 1944, Wilkening 2000: 242). “Classical” Swahili po-
etry and dialectal texts were published in the hope that they would have
the power to invigorate the still artificial Standard Swabhili that was being
met with much reservation, and disseminate it in society by showing its
beauty and eloquent power (Whiteley 1969: 94). Thus, ironically, partic-
ularly in the 1950s and 1960s, when the growing efforts to implement
Standard Swahili (to which Allen heavily contributed) enhanced the di-
chotomisation of Swahili into a standard form and other (dialectal and
literary) varieties, research on the latter was also fostered, exploring lit-
erature as a source for further linguistic development.

In accordance with Allen’s emphasis on an aesthetically demanding
Swabhili literature, which was part of a political agenda, he considered
tenzi less as a source of historical linguistic information and more as
verbal art, particularly highlighting the perfect poetic form of the utenzi
in his writings. In his editions, Allen’s idea of accuracy and rigidity is
quite different from that of the philologists, Carl Meinhof, Ernst
Dammann and Alice Werner, who applied rigidity to the handling of the
manuscripts and the variants transmitted in them rather than to an idea
of aesthetic perfection. Aimed at underlining the poem’s aesthetic
appeal and targeting a larger audience, the translation gains in
importance and often deviates from the literal wording of the Swabhili
text, much more than in the editions of Alice Werner or Ernst
Dammann, for instance, who tried to stick to the text and its actual
wording as closely as possible.

The most controversial of all: Jan Knappert

The Dutch scholar Jan Knappert (1927-2005) is undoubtedly the most pro-
ductive scholar when it comes to the sheer number of writings on tenzi as well

number of Hemedi EI-Buhriy’s tenzi manuscripts, like the Utenzi wa Kutawafukwa kwa Nabii
(El-Buhriy 1956) and the Utendi wa Qiyama (EI-Buhriy 1945).
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as editions published by him. Probably, he also had the most comprehensive
overview of the field of tenzi. His publications include editions of individual
tenzi (e.g. Knappert 1964, 1968/69) as well as overview works such as Tradi-
tional Swahili Poetry (1967), Swahili Islamic Poetry (1971), Epic Poetry in
Swahili and Other African Languages (1983) and Four Centuries of Swahili
Verse (1979), which contextualise tenzi as well as other poetry in their historical
and cultural background. Due to the sheer quantity of his publications, scholars
inside and outside the field refer to his work nolens volens.’® After the war,
Dammann (1974, 1985) considered Knappert as the specialist in the field of
Swabhili literature, taking the lead in the field after Allen’s death. In his Tendi,
Allen (1971: 499) recommends Ernst Dammann’s Dichtungen in der Lamu-
Mundart des Suaheli as well as Knappert’s Traditional Swahili Poetry, which
had appeared in 1967, to the “serious student” interested in Swabhili literature.’

However, Knappert is also by far the most controversial scholar of Swabhili
literature: in particular, he has repeatedly been criticised for his improper
handling of sources. He was frequently accused of taking possession of
manuscripts as well as thoughts and ideas without naming the source
(Biersteker and Plane 1989: 455, Allen 1982: 142). Furthermore, he has also
been criticised for his functional view of Swahili tenzi, from which he
constructs concepts of hell, death and repentance, or humankind and creation,
which, according to his reasoning, underlie the Swahili cosmology which is of
a highly constructed nature (Shariff 1971, 1981; Allen 1982, Biersteker and
Plane 1989). His functional and subjective consideration of sources is also
echoed in his editorial practice — an aspect that we will turn to below.

The making of the utenzi

While there are considerable differences in the approaches to text, as for in-
stance the “German concentration” on the manuscripts or Allen’s considera-
tion of the ideal form, there are also concepts that are recurrently found in

16 For a chronological list of editions of “classical” Swahili poetry by Knappert and other
pioneer scholars in the field, see Miehe 2010.

17 Biersteker and Plane (1989: 450fY) also stress the enormous impact made by Knappert’s
writings, including Traditional Poetry, Swahili Islamic Poetry, Epic Poetry in Swahili and
Other African Languages and Four Centuries of Swahili Verse (as well as Harries’
anthology): “They are works that have come to be viewed as ‘authoritative’ sources by many
who study Swabhili.”
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approaches to the utenzi. A central idea which recurs in scholarly writings is
the notion of the utenzi as a classical genre, a genre comparable to the Ho-
meric epics of Greek Antiquity, which clearly echoes the bourgeois canon of
education that all the scholars in the field had gone through, from Krapf to
Knappert. While the utenzi indeed does show a number of similarities to
other epic traditions (Vierke 2010), the term “epic” used to designate the
utenzi has probably done more harm than good, as it has often been used not
in an analytical way, highlighting narrative-poetological features that the
utenzi shared with other epic traditions, but in a normative-ideological way,
“othering” the utenzi, constructing it as essentially different from other
Swahili poetic genres.’® The narrative utenzi depicting the early battles in the
history of Islam was put on a pedestal. Its elevated nature seemed to have its
proof in a number of mutually related characteristics, foremost its written
nature — the genre which is predominantly represented in Swahili manu-
scripts is the utenzi — but also its Arabisms, its perfection of style, its content
and intention, etc. On the one hand, these aspects form a closed circle of ar-
gumentation; on the other hand, a closer look reveals their highly con-
structed nature.

The idea of writtenness and fixity

In many scholarly works, the idea of an elevated genre is closely linked
to the utenzi’s written form. On the other hand, the idea of writing that
scholars imposed on the utenzi is derived from a Western print culture and
entrenches notions of the priority of the written text and its fixity, that are
hardly reconcilable with the fluid Swahili manuscript culture, where the
utenzi is primarily meant to be performed, so that its written form is of only
relative importance.

Ernst Dammann, for instance, who had initially come to Lamu to work on
a new edition of the Chuo cha Herkal, finally gave up this plan, as his idea
of faithfulness to a text transmitted in manuscripts was incompatible with the
actual variability of the utenzi that he was confronted with (Dammann 1999:
92). He conceived of a text ideally as being derived from one original and

18 Ruth Finnegan’s claim that there was no epic in Africa (cf. Finnegan 1970) and the
controversy this stirred up shows how much the epic has been considered not as a literary
genre but as a measure of mental evolution and literary sophistication.



44 The Making of the “Classical” Utenzi...

canonic text that needed to be reconstructed — a view that was influenced by
concepts of theological text exegesis. Dammann (1999: 91) states that he
had originally planned to prepare a critical edition of the Chuo cha Herkal
following the principles of the critical edition of the New Testament.
However, as he writes, after travelling to Lamu, the “difference between
the two texts became clear” to him, as the New Testament was an
unchangeable “document of faith” (Glaubensurkunde) with a canonical
intention. On the contrary, the Swahili manuscripts were copied by scribes
who might have altered the wording out of ignorance or adapted it to a
specific dialect.® Other copies revealed text shortenings (Dammann 1993:
29). What he could have taken as an interesting indication of fluidity was
seen by him as an obstacle, because it hindered an unequivocal historical
reconstruction of a single text.

Facing the same “problem”, Knappert adopted the most constructive ap-
proach, creating a sound and coherent text himself. Differently from Ernst
Damman, who meticulously worked on the manuscripts, faithfulness to the
manuscripts was not of concern to Knappert. He believed in an ideal text that
needed to be recreated out of different versions. For his first text edition, an
analysis of the Chuo cha Herkal (1958) that he had taken over from Ernst
Dammann, Knappert relied on eight different versions of the text that he
used as “raw material”, “to make the story complete, logical and consistent”
(Knappert 1999: 13): “What the researcher has on his tapes or disks is not
the epic yet, it is only the raw material out of which the epic can be recon-
structed. | restored the Heraklios, 4600 lines, from eight manuscripts and
some recorded passages. Some episodes were to be found only in one or two
manuscripts and not in the others, yet their inclusion in the final version was
vital for the reader’s (and a fortiori for the listener’s) comprehension of the
whole epic tale” (Knappert 1999: 11). In his Survey of Swahili Islamic Epic
Sagas (1999: 12ff) he underlines that the ultimate aim of any edition is “the
recreation of the ideal or optimal epic text from all the versions. ‘Optimal’
means that every word or grammatical form in the text is the best reading of
dual or multiple choices. ‘Ideal” means that the final edition is the perfect
text such as the best expert could only dream of.”

19 In his critical comparison of two manuscripts of the ukawafi Kozi na Ndiwa, Dammann
(1938/39: 218) also laments the “mindlessness” of a verbatim tradition reflecting orality and,
according to him, a “pre-scientific epoch” (cf. also Dammann 1999: 63).
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In Knappert’s approach, it is not the poet or the scribe(s), but the editor
who plays the most important role. He is the collator who glues together
scattered bits and pieces and thus decides upon the plot of the story. For the
sake of the ideal text, the editor selects the most archaic grammatical form
and lexeme, countering the modernisation tendencies of some scribes, and he
is also permitted, in Knappert’s view, “to wash the epic clean from addi-
tional beautifications” and repetitions: “Some versions may be repetitious, so
the collator can cut some deadwood; other versions may contain lines from
other epics or other poems. These may be carefully weeded out, but only if
the collator is certain they do not belong in the text, at least not there”
(Knappert 1999: 12). Knappert seldom marks textual and linguistic variation,
so that the establishment of the “ideal text”, depending totally on the editor,
becomes an obscure process (see for instance his edition of the Utenzi wa
Katirifu (Knappert 1968/69). The reconstructed text becomes by far more
important than the existing versions of it, which hardly play any role in his
editions and do not appear at all in his overview works. For Knappert, the
gap between textual reality and his reconstructed forms is of no concern and
he frankly admits (1999: 13) that he had to “recreate” most of the Swahili
tenzi, as “of all the different versions that | could collect of one epic, hand-
written or on tape, not one was ever complete.” By repeatedly stressing the
difficulty of deciphering Swahili manuscripts, and the tedious work and
hardships involved in trying to understand them in the light of Swabhili cul-
ture, he further contributed to the image of the supremacy of the commenta-
tor and editor (cf. Knappert 1999: 20) — Biersteker and Plane (1989) refer to
the reported difficulty of working on Swahili manuscripts as one of the
“myths” linked to Swahili manuscript study. While the historicity of the re-
construction is secondary for Knappert, since its aim is an atemporal, un-
changing perfection, on the other hand, very interestingly, the ideal form is
often implicitly bestowed with historical momentum, based on the unques-
tioned romanticist assumption that the original text of an utenzi, its historical
ancestor, was also the most perfect in form and content.

Earlier, John W. T. Allen had already placed emphasis on the (particularly
metric) perfection of form which was similarly considered to echo an earlier
stage of the text. While paying less attention to linguistic variants, Allen de-
voted much attention to metric accuracy, considering deviations as a sign of
(later) decay: “It cannot be too strongly emphasized that in verse conforming
to the classical tradition, a defective line or a faulty line cannot be admitted. If
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they are found in printed editions it may be the fault of the editor, the compos-
itor, the transliterator or the copyist, but it is virtually impossible that the com-
poser of the piece made a mistake” (Allen 1971: 8). For Allen the edition of an
utenzi based on different manuscripts was the attempt to reconstruct the text in
its original beauty and perfection in terms of form, i.e. prosody, as well as
content, while at the same time being meant as a reconstruction of the original
historical text. Therefore, though Allen did not become as constructive as
Knappert, he polished texts by trying to undo adaptations, levelling out incon-
sistencies in terms of metre and content, and filling gaps (1971: 4): “In the text
of the series, we have attempted to come as close as possible to the original
version. To scholars in the western tradition this is obvious; but it should be
noted that this is by no means invariably assumed by local scholars. Every
scribe to some extent modernizes and “simplifies” the work that he is copying,
whether carefully and consciously or carelessly and inadvertently; no excep-
tion is taken to his doing this.”

Though in slightly different forms, we recurrently find the idea of establish-
ing, or at least working towards, one original coherent and complete text that
would be considered as historical. Even though Knappert admitted that there
was hardly one complete utenzi, and Allen (1971: 434) watched tenzi “grow” in
the course of their transmission, the intention of reconstructing a single ideal
text that was at the same time considered as a historical text was never called
into doubt. While in the case of Dammann, and also Meinhof and Blittner, re-
construction meant faithfulness to the written representations of the utenzi,
which limited their scope of interpretation and construction, but made their edi-
torial work transparent, Allen, Lambert and also Knappert made amendments
and additions that were not directly retraceable to one of the manuscripts. By
selecting the most archaic linguistic variant for the reconstruction, an idea of the
antiquity of the text was evoked and perpetuated, which turned a blind eye to the
constantly fluid nature of the text. It also left unconsidered the stylistic use of
archaisms, which, rather than being proofs of antiquity, have to be understood as
being part of the utenzi’s poetic repertoire (cf. Vierke 2010). While Amri Abedi
(1954), in his practical manual of Swahili poetry, instructs the poet-to-be on how
to make poems look old, ancient linguistic forms have predominantly been
taken by Western scholars as indicators of the poem’s age (rather than the
poet’s versatility). The utenzi appeared to them as an inert, unchangeable
monolith from ancient times. While Allen underlines the importance of
recitation, the context of manuscript production and transmission, as well
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as utenzi composition and reception, which could have given some idea
of the nature of textual transmission in oral and written form, the role and
function of the manuscripts are hardly ever considered. Writtenness
linked to the notion of an ancient, fixed and coherent text remains indis-
putable, a universal rather than a culturally entrenched concept imposed
on the utenzi.

The conception of the utenzi as “high literature” with an elevated
intention

Secondly, the utenzi has been considered as pursuing a superior — of-
ten religious — function, being an elevated genre in which “the highest
aspirations, spiritual feelings and the Swahili Weltanschauung”
(Knappert 1967: 9) manifest themselves.

In Knappert’s writings, the texts are considered as epics exhibiting cosmol-
ogy, myths and world views (see Knappert 1967: 11, 172; Knappert 1983;
Knappert 1999: 15; Knappert 2004: 540). Considering tenzi as atemporal
sanctuaries of an unchanging culture, he constructs an unchanging Swahili
world view from them. Knappert’s Traditional Swahili Poetry thus “contains
more commentary than poetry” (Biersteker and Plane 1989: 454), as he reads
the text in the light of his interpretation, citing only certain passages which are
used to underpin his construction of a Swahili cosmology. This perpetuates his
idea of the genre as a storehouse of Swahili culture (for examples, see also
Knappert 1971, 1983 and 1979).

Tenzi have also been described as being essentially different from light-
hearted popular literature meant for entertainment, as having a higher
function. In his overview articles (Dammann 1937, 1942a, 1942b, 1958),
Ernst Dammann, for instance, differentiates between Volksdichtungen (folk
poems) on the one hand, comprising mostly poetic and literary short forms,
and literarische Dichtungen (literary poems), an aesthetic, intellectually
demanding literary product of the elite.?’ His dichotomisation is hierarchical:
while the Volksdichtungen were a common, simple form of expression, the

20 Cf. Dammann 1937, 1942a and 1942b, and Dammann 1958. He also traces Arabic,
Indian and Persian motifs in the so-called Volksdichtungen, which in his view is no counter-
argument to his neat dichotomisation, as the style was still predominantly “African” (cf.
Dammann 1942a, 1942b).



48 The Making of the “Classical” Utenzi...

so-called literary poems, especially the tenzi, were “edification literature”
composed by individual poets — often also poetesses — most commonly
recited as part of important rites de passages, like births, weddings and
funerals (Dammann 1942b: 254). Unlike the “folk poems”, they were
composed by highly educated poets who were learned in Arabic and Muslim
theology and who intended their poems for a learned audience, excluding a
broader public (Dammann 1942a: 121). Differently from Alice Werner
(1917-20: 119) who underlined that the demarcation line between high
literature and popular literature (meant to entertain) was often hard to draw,
Dammann attributed an elevated, even religio-cultic function to tenzi, which
also seemed to be mirrored by the content: Ali and the Prophet are central
figures in many of the so-called Islamic tenzi. Thus, the entertainment
function of popular legends was left out of account, and, secondly, scholars
also tended to ignore texts of a more light-hearted nature (Biersteker and
Plane 1989: 451ff, Abdalla 1990: 74 and Shariff 1988: 87).

Interestingly, in spite of bearing witness to the ad hoc composition of
even frivolous tenzi, and despite his descriptions of performances, Allen
contributed to making tenzi “a more serious form of verse” (Allen 1971: 22).
He points out that some of the more jovial tenzi have never been written
down and seldom survive, which, given that most editions deal with “serious
tenzi”, “gives the impression that the tendi are a more serious form of verse
than in fact they are” (Allen 1971: 22). He systematically excluded from his
publication tenzi which, according to his judgement, were too mediocre or
too ribald. Thus, he helped to sustain the “myth” of the utenzi as the supreme
literary category.

The conception of the utenzi as oriental

Thirdly, the oriental and African elements of the utenzi have been a much
debated issue. Alice Werner and Rudi Paret underlined the creative process of
adaptation that they considered to be at work in tenzi, Arabic influences being
incorporated and “Swahilised”. Werner (1921-23: 87) talks of a “free ren-
dering into metre of prose material.” Krapf (1854: 567), for his part, sup-
posed that tenzi were translations from Arabic, “even though the Swahili
claim that the poems were composed by their own fellow natives.”

Furthermore, the superior character of the classical utenzi has been at-
tributed to Arabian influences. In approaches where African and Arabian are
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mutually exclusive categories, the utenzi has been considered as an essen-
tially Arab genre, displaying a large number of “non-African” features, like
prosody and (Islamic) themes and motifs, which ennoble the genre.?
Knappert, for instance, considers the utenzi as a whole to be an essentially
oriental genre, distinct from “African literature” (Knappert 1967: 9). In
Dammann’s early publications, the hierarchy between folk poetry and liter-
ary poetry coincides with the dichotomy of African and Arabian influences:
“The general result of our research is that Swabhili literary poetry, which is to
be distinguished from the Volksdichtung, is the result of the Arabo-Islamic
culture on the East African coast” (Dammann 1942a: 267) (cf. also
Dammann 1999: 54). From his perspective, the merit of Swahili culture,
which was mirrored in metaphors and references alluding to the natural
coastal environment, is to have put Arabic prose narratives into a poetic form
of Swabhili that was likewise based on Arabic models. Differently from Alice
Werner and Paret, who underline creative adaptation, in his Dichtungen
Dammann largely denies this process of poetic adaptation a creative dimen-
sion, as it was only a reaction to Arabic stimuli, or — as Dammann (1940:
VIII) puts it — “re-productive” instead of “re-creative” (neuschopferisch).
Talking about the transmission of Arabic sources and traditions, and their
rendering in Swahili poetry, Dammann (1958: 50) gives the Miraji and the
Chuo cha Herkal as examples of poems whose Arabic sources could be
traced, and which proved to be very close to the Swahili versions. In other
cases (Utenzi wa Ayubu, Utenzi wa Kutawafukwa kwa Muhamadi and Utenzi
wa Shufaka), an Arabic source is actually mentioned in the poem. Dammann
(1958: 46) concludes by analogy that even if there is no evidence of a spe-
cific Arabic manuscript, it must be assumed that the Swabhili version closely
followed an original Arabic source and should thus be considered as a
translation rather than as an adaptation of literary Stoff.??

While Knappert and Dammann were particularly enthusiastic about the
tenzi because of its oriental features, the East African literary critics of the
1970s dismissed tenzi (in accordance with European essentialising discourses)

2 Likewise, Werner demands an analysis of Swahili prosody independently of Arabic
models, pointing out that Swahili prosody is different from Arabic prosody and that it can
hardly be understood as a copy of it (see for instance 1926/27: 115ff.; 1932: 10; 1934: 29).

22 Dammann (1958: 268) projects the necessary emancipation of Swahili poetry from its
Avrabic sources into the future, in which due to the vitality of Swahili poetry, poets would have to
find their own poetic expression, preferably in the more widely used dialect of Kiunguja.
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precisely for that reason. A number of intellectual Swahili-speaking poets such
as Euphrase Kezilahabi and Mugyabuso Mulokozi, who experimented with
free verse poetry, turned into key figures in the debate between the so-
called wanamapokezi (traditionalists) and wanamapinduzi
(revolutionaries). Against the strictness of the wanamapokezi, the
wanamapinduzi characterised the prosodic rigidity and the topics dealt
with in tenzi, the language of which displayed a high percentage of Arabic
vocabulary, as being alien to the (African) people, recalling a division into
slaves and slave-holders (cf. Kezilahabi 1973, Mulokozi 1975, Kahigi and
Mulokozi 1978, 1979) — a dichotomisation which ironically echoes the
orientalist classification of tenzi in Western discourses as being essentially
Arabic.

This view of Swahili poetry was not shared by (Swahili) conservative
scholars (wanamapokezi) and also a number of more moderate scholars,
like Ohly and Arnold, who, fighting against an ideological interpretation of
literature, did not subscribe to this notion of the utenzi.?® In reaction to both
colonial and post-colonial “misrepresentations” of Swabhili poetry, a
number of writings were produced which heavily criticised the constructive
efforts of Western researchers who treated Swahili poetry by imposing
Western concepts of poetry on it, as well as essentialising concepts of
Africanness and Arabness in writings by both Western (cf. for instance
Knappert 1967, 1983) and African scholars (e.g. Chiraghdin and
Mnyampala 1977, Shariff 1988, cf. also Mulokozi and Sengo 1995). In
protest against simple dichotomies, like Arabian vs. African, Swabhili
scholars (Abdulaziz 1979, Abdalla 1990) underlined processes of creative
adaptation in both texts and culture: the propagation of a pure
“Africanness” coinciding with the confines of the African continent was a
misconception, as the Swahili coast was essentially characterised by its hy-
bridity, being at the same time a part of Africa and of the geographic and
cultural space defined by the Indian Ocean.?*

2 Ohly (1973: 81) criticises the idea of imposing an ideological historical reading on
literature (rather than taking a closer look at social practice) and of reading traditional poetry
solely as exponents of (Arab) feudalism, evaluating it in terms of its revolutionary impact (cf.
also Arnold 1973).

24 For a harsh criticism of the orientalist view of Swahili culture, language and literature,
see Shariff 1988, Mazrui 1992, Mazrui and Shariff 1993, Ohly 1973, Arnold 1973. For
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The literary debate of the 1970s, a counter-strike against imposed no-
tions of poetry, had a lasting impact on the notion of tenzi. The conceptu-
alisation of classical tenzi as a contrast to free verse poetry, making them
a pair in complementary opposition, linked them more than ever to a tra-
ditional sphere and associated them with conservatism. To put it differ-
ently, the utenzi would probably never have been linked so strongly to
prosodic rigidity, Arabness, feudalism and a “traditional sphere” had it
not been considered as a counter-example to (African) free verse poems
in the context of the post-colonial liberation. Nowadays, a moderate tone
has gained prominence in the scholarly debate, in favour of a plurality of
poetic form and genre. Tendi are largely recognised as a literary heritage,
which means that they are considered as playing a role in the large spec-
trum of Swabhili poetry and its history. Their status as recognised “mu-
seum objects” is, however, not without ambiguity, as they have also been
turned into traditional, sometimes lifeless relicts from the past, even on
the Swahili coast. Allen’s project of nationalising the literary heritage can
hardly be called a success. Through Kiunguja winning over the literary
dialects of Kiamu and Kimvita, Standard Swabhili was detached from a
Swahili literary tradition that became restricted to a “traditional sphere”.
Today, the youth is cut off from literary history and a poetic tradition that
uses an Arabic script they can hardly read and language that is markedly
different from the Standard Swahili they learn at school, and which
brings with it its own literary canon (cf. O’Fahey 2000: 7ff).%

Reprise

In this article, | have highlighted some concepts that have been recurrently im-
posed on the utenzi to show that there are considerable differences in the vari-
ous approaches to tenzi. The history of research has never been one of

instance, Ohly (1973: 80) argued against the “fideistic idea” that Islam and forms of its
narration, like tenzi, were opposed to Africanness. Abdulaziz (1979: 8), in opposition to the
idea of an Arabisation of the coast, talks about Swahilisation of the Arabs. Topan (2008)
describes the Swahili historical experience as one of double hybridity, implying liminality as
a product of the encounter with both the Arab and the European “other”.

%5 We need to underline that we are talking about the literary tradition and not the genre:
the utenzi genre as such has lived on and has even gained importance on the national level,
although, of course, it has changed considerably in terms of context, function and form.
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unilinear development: on the contrary, in many ways, Knappert’s writings
fall behind the much more refined analyses of text and context by Alice
Werner, who, together with Paret and also Meinhof, considered the issue of
adaptation in a much more balanced way. In respect of thoroughness in the
notation of variant readings, Dammann’s and Meinhof’s textual editions can
still be considered as role-models. In respect of comparative research in
literary history, the analysis of tenzi was most far-reaching and ambitious
under Meinhof’s guidance, achieving a scope which it hardly ever reached
again. Allen, on the other hand, provided us with the most extensive analysis
of the utenzi’s literary language, seriously considering tenzi as aesthetic
masterpieces of world literature, and aiming at an adequate rendition in
translation. In brief, as shown in this article, editorial practice, the presentation
of a text which provides the frame for further interpretation, is variously
shaped by the particular intentions and conceptions of the author which in turn
influence the text. Thus, to consider the dimensions of Swahili poetry, it is also
essential to reflect upon the contexts, frames and mechanisms of reception and
interpretation of the texts.
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THE “ARABIC STORY”” AND THE KINGWANA HUGO:
A (TOO SHORT) HISTORY OF LITERARY TRANSLATION INTO SWAHILI

SERENA TALENTO
(University of Bayreuth)

The Swabhili-speaking area has time and again been characterised by a
process of mediation between cultures taking place between regional, trans-
regional, national and trans-national cultural spaces. Commercial exchange,
migration, political interests, domination, liberation, and trans-national
collaboration, not only have shaped the socio-political asset of this
geographic area, but have also triggered profound and intricate literary
transfers. Throughout history, texts and narratives have travelled from
disparate social, cultural, historical and geographical contexts to the Swahili
coast and inland. In what follows, I would like to trace a (too short) history
of literary translations into Swahili, going back to the eighteenth century.? |
identify four phases of literary translation flows in Swabhili: translations in
the pre-twentieth century Swabhili literary space, missionary activity and
colonial rule (1867-1960), the aftermath of the colonial era (1960-1990), and
the contemporary landscape (1990-today).

* | dedicate this article to Prof. Bertoncini. | had the honour and pleasure of being
her student and | am deeply grateful for the astonishing knowledge of, the burning
passion for and the firm commitment to Swahili language and literature | have learnt
from her.

LIn this article, I will limit myself to a historical narration of translation flows,
leaving aside one of the pillars of translation history consisting in what Anthony Pym
(1998: 10) has described as “social causation”, or “why translation was produced in a
particular social time and space.” A historical and sociological analysis and
interpretation of translational events centred on the social functions and the role of
literary translations injected in the Swahili literary field is provided in my PhD thesis
Framing texts/framing social spaces: The conceptualisation of literary translation and
its discourses in three centuries of Swahili literature (2017), University of Bayreuth.
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Literary translations in the pre-twentieth century Swahili literary space

Pre-twentieth century Swahili oral literature incorporated fables and tales,
which in terms of plots, characters and themes exhibit not only Arabic but also
Persian, Indian, Turkish and even Aramaic motifs and influences (Tolmacheva
1978: 229). The Sanskrit cycle Kalila and Dimna, and stories from Thousand
and One Nights, such as tales about the Arab Abunuwas or the Persian
Sindbad, arrived and circulated in this coastal space, and often ended up by
being adapted to the African context (Bertoncini Zubkova et al. 2009: 17-20;
Zhukov 1996: 276). The assimilation of foreign narratives from the Middle
East and the Indian subcontinent triggered the adoption of literary themes,
motifs, and narrative structures in the corpus of Swahili literature. For in-
stance, next to animals depicted as humanised characters in Bantu tales, there
were animals depicted as stylised or mysticised characters (Tolmacheva 1978:
227). Or, characters such as sultans, vizirs, or Bedouins started to populate
Swahili oral narratives (ibidem: 230), while majini, genies, and mashetani,
demons, appeared alongside the Bantu mazimwi, ogres (Mulokozi 2006: 12).
Translation practices played a prominent role not only in the domain of
Swabhili orality, but also in the development of a Swahili manuscript culture.
Some of the oldest testimonies of a pre-colonial written literary corpus in
Swahili are poems which were, or were presented as, translations, such as
Utendi wa Tambuka (The poem of the battle of Tabuk, 1728) (Harries 1962:
5), or Hamziyya (The poem in Hamza, 1749) (ibidem: 59). Already at the
end of the seventeenth century, but particularly during the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, in a situation of increased Arabic and Islamic sensibil-
ity and influences, the Swahili literary field witnessed an outpouring of Ara-
bic texts in the form of poetry translations, namely in the form of utendi (pl.
tendi) or ukawafi (pl. kawafi). The literary transfer concerned different kinds
of texts, including poems dealing with the wars against the unfaithful, such
as Utendi wa Tambuka, Utendi wa Katirifu (The Poem of Katirifu), or
Utendi wa Mikidadi na Mayasa (The poem of Mikidadi and Mayasa); hagio-
graphic poems such as Utendi wa Ayubu (The Poem of Job) or Utendi wa
Fatuma (The Poem of Fatuma); poems relating to Koranic narratives of the
life of the Prophet, such as Ukawafi wa Miraji (The Quatrain of the
Heavenly Ascent); didactic poems such as Utendi wa Ngamia na Paa (The
Poem of the Camel and the Gazelle) or Utendi wa Barasisi (The Poem of the
Monk Barsis); panegyric poems in praise of the Prophet, such as Buruda ya
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al-Busiri (The Burda of al-Busiri), or U Mbali Suadu (Far away is felicity);
and Maulidi texts, such as Kitabu Maulidi (The book of the Nativity), the two
Maulidi ya Dali (The Maulid in —da) by Mansabu and Mshela, Maulidi ya Wa
(The Maulid in —wa).

The composers of these poems were usually the leading writers of
Swabhili poetry and members of the ulamaa group, Islamic scholars and
judges. In this era translation was in fact an elitist practice, an appanage of
the members of the highest level of the social hierarchy. Sheikh Mgeni bin
Faqihi, who composed the Utenzi wa Ras ‘I-Ghuli (The Poem of the Ras il-
Ghuli) was an Islamic teacher in Mbweni, Bagamoyo (Topan 2001: 114).
The composer of Ukawafi wa Miraji, Al->’Amin bin Aly was a scholar from
Mombasa (Knappert 1971: 15). Sheikh Muhammad bin ‘Uthman Haji
Alekuwako Mshela, the composer of Buruda ya Al-Busiri and Maulidi ya
Dali, was an Islamic scholar versed in Islamic theology and law, Koranic
exegesis and recitation, and classical Arabic literature (wa Mutiso 2004:
88). Sayyid Aidharusi bin Athumani, the composer of the Hamziyya, was a
mwanachuoni, a theologian and scholar of Arabic who worked at the court
of the sultan of Pate, Abu Bakari V (Knappert 1979: 103). Another court
poet was Bwana Mwengo, who composed the Utendi wa Tambuka com-
missioned by the sultan of Pate, Fumo Luti (Chiraghdin 1987: iii). Saiyid
Umar bin Amin bin Umar bin Amin bin Nasir al-Ahdal, the composer of
Utenzi wa Ayubu, was a judge in Siu, and the author of several didactic po-
ems (Gérard 1976: 10). Sayyid Mansabu bin Abdurrahman, who composed
Kitabu Maulidi, was a prominent theologian, jurist and poet, from an illus-
trious Lamu family that included several poets and some learned kadis
(Knappert 1971: 312). He studied law and theology in Mecca and the Had-
ramawt, and was appointed kadi of Zanzibar by Sultan Sayid Majid bin
Said, and later kadi of Lamu by Sayid Barghash, Majid’s successor
(Knappert 1979: 201, Harries 1962: 102). Said Abdallah Masudi el-Buhry,
the composer of Mikidadi na Mayasa, and probably of Utendi wa Barasisi,
was a renowned poet from Pemba who worked in Mtang’ata as a Mazrui
governor (Allen 1971: 270). We have virtually no information on po-
ets/translators such as Binti Bwana Lemba (Siri li-Asirari) or Binti Sayidi
Amini (Utendi wa Fatuma), and in some other instances the translators are
anonymous, as in the case of Utendi wa Ngamia na Paa.

An interesting feature of tendi and kawafi is that the narration is accompa-
nied by a detailed metadiscourse on translation. In the preamble, for instance,
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the composers of the Swahili poems usually address the readers and inform
them that the poetic work is an act of retelling, or repeating, pre-existing Ara-
bic sources, or hadithi ya Kiarabu (the Arabic story). The act of repeating is
emphasised by the use of verbs such as kudhukuri (remember, repeat);?
kuhadithiya (narrate, rehearse);® kukhubiri (announce, report),* or by mention-
ing that the source text has been reproduced “from the beginning” (awali,
mwanzo) “to the end” (akheri also ahari, aheri, ahiri), which gives the trans-
lated text the quality of being timamu (complete)®, or by specifying that no sin-
gle word has been lost or neglected during the transfer from Arabic to Swahili
(“Pasi neno kulisaza”, “Without neglecting a word”)®.

In spite of the — sometimes rather flamboyant — display of the identity of a
text as a translation, the transfer processes that have taken place through utendi
and ukawafi bear witness to complex and multiple procedures of literary ex-
changes. It is true that some poems are derived from source texts translated
almost literally. These include Buruda ya Al-Busiri, a translation of al-
Kawakibu-d-Durriyya fi madhi hayri ’[-Bariyya (The scintillating stars in
praise of the best of mankind) by the famous Sharafu’d-Dini Al-Busiri;
Hamziyya, a translation of another Arabic poem by Al-Busiri Kasidatu ‘I
Hamziyah fi ‘l-mada’ihi ‘n Nabawiya (Qasida in praise of the Prophet
Muhammad ending in hamza), and U Mbali Suadu, a translation of the famous
Arabic poem Bdanat Su'dd (Su‘ad has departed), by another renowned
Egyptian poet Ka‘b ibn Zuhayr. However, most of Swahili tendi are presented
as translations although they have no direct source text. This applies, for
example, to Utendi wa Ayubu, Utendi wa Katirifu, Utendi wa Mikidadi na
Mayasa, Utendi wa Ngamia na Paa and Utendi wa Tambuka. In these cases,
the indication of the source in the metanarration is to be questioned, since no
(direct) source texts have come to light, and it is suspected that they do not
exist at all. Here, the notion of pseudotranslation can help. Pseudotranslations
are “TL [Target Language] texts which are regarded in the target culture as
translations though no genuine STs [Source Texts] exist for them” (Toury
1995: 40). Yet, the scenery which the Swabhili context offers is multi-layered.

2 Utendi wa Ngamia na Paa (Allen 1971: 89), Utendi wa Katirifu (Knappert 1969: 87).
3 Utendi wa Qiyama (Allen 1971: 440-442).

4 Utendi wa Ayubu (Allen 1971: 376).

S Utenzi wa Ras ‘I-Ghuli (Fagihi 1979: 229); (Allen 1971: 376, 424).

6 Utendi wa Kutawafu Nabii (Allen et al. 1991: 52-53).
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For instance, for some Swahili classical poems a source text has been identi-
fied, but the pattern we get is that the attested source texts are partial
sources, from which Swahili composers drew the general topic, but with the
aim of creating a poem from scratch. Utenzi wa Ras ‘I-Ghuli, or Utendi wa
Barasisi fit this pattern. These texts can be understood as a “metaliterary
form”, a notion which James Holmes (1988: 23) used to define a range of
metaliterature that are generated from a text, such as prose translation, verse
translation, imitation, poem about poem, or poem inspired by another poem
(1988: 23-24). In other cases, while reference to the act of translation is
omitted, it is very plausible that the Swahili tendi or ukawafi are drawn and
translated from a group of sources. Ukawafi wa Miraji, for example, was
composed when different versions of the journey to Heaven were available
and widely circulated in prose. In a similar fashion, some Swabhili poems are
only vaguely marked as translations, such as Siri li Asirari (The Secretive
Secret), in which the poetess remarks “Nasi tumeifupiza” (We have abridged
it) (Dammann 1940: 270). This is a case where texts have narrative themes
which “can be traced back to crosscultural antecedents or ‘traditions’” (Pym
1998: 60), and can thus be regarded as “weakly marked translation”, remi-
niscent of the metaliterary form described by Holmes (1988: 24) as a “poem
only vaguely, generally inspired by the original.” In these cases, we could
look at the re-elaboration of the notion of pseudotranslation advanced by
Andrea Rizzi (2008) as an umbrella term for the textual instances presented
here. Rizzi’s (ibidem: 161) understanding of pseudotranslation, in fact, en-
compasses a plurality of activities which include non-translational processes,
adjustments, additions or adaptations, and which make “[t]he coexistence of
T [Translation] and PT [Pseudo-Translation] within the same text” possible.
In other words, Swahili translation practices in the pre-twentieth century
context, display many, and sometimes overlapping, modes of textual trans-
fer, which present a challenge to definitions of translation.

Literary translations during missionary activity and colonial rule

This phase covers the period between 1867 and 1960, and can be further di-
vided into three sub-categories: German rule, the British mission in Zanzibar,
and Biritish rule.

In Deutsch-Ostafrika, German East Africa, Swahili was the medium of
instruction and the language of the (low levels of) administration. Despite
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the linguistic policy in the colonial education system, and in spite of the
fact that back home there was a prolific process of translation of Swahili
tales, fables and religious poems into German,’ there was hardly any
translation of texts from German into Swahili on African soil. A few
translations of German tales were published in the newspaper Kiongozi
(The leader), in its Baraza column, dedicated to stories and tales. These are
Wilhelm Tell 2 Hansel na Gretel,® Herzog Heinrich wa Braunschweig na
simba yake (Duke Heinrich of Braunschweig and his lion),° and
Schneewittchen (Snow White).™

A greater exposure to European literature took place in the framework of the
British Universities Mission in Zanzibar, which did not solely bring translation
of the Scriptures. At the end of the nineteenth century, Arthur Cornwallis Madan
translated pieces on church history and secular history, and excerpts from Dante,
Buddha, and Socrates (Hellier 1940: 252). Edward Steere, the Anglican bishop
in Zanzibar, introduced, in the form of abridged, summarised translations,
Shakespeare and Greek mythology in the context of the mission. He translated
Charles and Mary Lamb’s Tales from Shakespeare, as Hadithi za Kiingereza in
1867, and Aesop’s fables as Hadithi za Esopo in 1880. Mambo na Hadithi
(1884) is a collection of 55 texts dealing with secular and Christian history, and
Western literature. There are stories on Babel, Emperor Darius, Sparta and
Athens, Ulysses, Socrates, Romulus and Remus, and St. Peter. In 1889 Steere
also translated Charles Kingsley’s The Heroes, Greek fairy tales, as Mashujaa:
Hadithi za Wayonani.

Following the activity of Bishop Steere, consistent flows of literary
translations into Swahili are registered after the British took over the admini-
stration of Tanganyika from Germany, and especially in the aftermath of the
establishment of the Inter-Territorial Language Committee (ITLC) in 1930.%

7 As early as 1894, Carl Buttner published his Anthologie aus der Suaheli-Literatur,
which was followed by a number of other scholarly publications of Swahili literary works.
For an overview of Swahili literature available by 1909 see Struck 1909.

8 1ssue 85, June 1912.

9 Issue 86, July 1912.

10ssue 90, November 1912.

1 Issues 91, December 1912 and 92, January 1913.

2 The Committee was renamed East Africa Swahili Committee upon transfer to Makerere
College in 1952, and afterwards Institute of Kiswahili Research upon transfer to the
University of Dar es Salaam.
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The Committee was established with the aim of standardising the Swahili
language for use throughout East Africa. Together with the preparation of
textbooks, the translation of foreign literature was envisaged as a means of
promoting standardisation (Report 1925). Translations initially were circu-
lated through journals such as Mambo Leo (Current Affairs), published
monthly from 1923 by the Tanganyika Education Department. From 1928
translations appeared as complete books, usually published in the U.K. by
Sheldon Press, Macmillan, Evans, Oxford, or Longman. The translations is-
sued by the Committee were inserted in the school curricula of the colony as
reading material and often addressed — as Frederick Johnson (1929b: v)
comments in his introduction to Mashimo ya Mfalme Sulemani (King Solo-
mon’s Mines) — “watu wasomao Kiswahili” (those who study Swahili). The
titles selected to be translated during the years of the Language Committee
were mostly European school classics of the time, and included collections
of tales, novels, and plays. The translation of poetry, on the other hand, was
hardly undertaken by the English in East Africa. Although the centuries-old
poetic tradition which Swahili literature could boast of, and the position of
Swahili poetry in society, were not unknown to the English intelligentsia,
English poetry in translation was not a popular genre. For instance, the
Swahili translation of Longfellow’s The Song of Hiawatha, was subject to a
shift of genre and rendered as a hadithi, a prose summary. The source lan-
guage was usually English (including texts by Ryder Haggard, Jonathan
Swift, Rudyard Kipling, Robert Louis Stevenson, Daniel Defoe, Lewis
Caroll, Joel Chandler Harris, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow and others),
with a tiny presence of French (Tabibu asiyependa utabibu, a translation of
Le Médecin malgré lui by Moliére, and Hadithi ya Zadig, the translation of
Zadig, ou La destinée by Voltaire, which, however, was translated from the
English version), Italian (Mambo yaliyompata Pynokio, a translation of Le
avventure di Pinocchio: Storia di un burattino by Carlo Collodi) and Arabic
(The Nights).*®

During British rule, Frederick Johnson, the first Secretary of the Inter-Terri-
torial Language Committee, and Senior Clerk in the Education Department, was
responsible for a high number of translations into Swahili. Between 1927 and
1935, he translated Treasure Island, King Solomon’s Mines, The Jungle Book,

13 The translation of The Nights into Swahili has been extensively discussed in Geider
(2007), and Hadjivayanis (2011: 130-229).
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Tales of Uncle Remus, Gulliver’s Travels, Robinson Crusoe, The Song of
Hiawatha and Allan Quatermain. Translators were usually colonial administra-
tors (such as Alexander Morrison, James William Murison), or missionaries
(such as Serafino Bella Eros). In the colonial phase the only two women partici-
pating in translation activities were, as far as | know, Virginia Ermyntrude St.Lo
De Malet Conan-Davies and Isabelle Fremont, who translated the children’s sto-
ries Talking woman, Mone Fe’s Visits, and Beasts and Birds of Africa as Bibi
msemi (1940), Mazungumzo Ya Mone Fe (1948), and Wanyama Na ndege Wa
Afrika (1949) respectively. Inasmuch as the organisation of cultural
(re)production and transfer of knowledge was basically in the hands of the Lan-
guage Committee, access to the position of cultural (re)producer was subject to
the mediation, and control, of the colonial apparatus. The participation of East
African translators was filtered among the members of the petty bourgeoisie,
which gravitated around, and acquired legitimacy from, the colonial machinery.
However, such participation was limited to, or recorded as, “assistance”. This
was the case of Edwin Brenn, an African working in the mission, and as a senior
clerk in the Education Department (lliffe 1979: 266), who collaborated with
Frederick Johnson on the translations of Kisiwa chenye Hazina, Mashimo ya
Mfalme Sulemani and Hadithi ya Hiawatha, and whose contribution was ac-
knowledged by Johnson through the formula kwa msaada wa, “with help from”.
In other cases, such a contribution was destined to oblivion. E. Lewis of the
Education Department participated in the translation of Treasure Island serial-
ised in the journal Mambo Leo in 1927. When the text was published as a sepa-
rate book two years later, the name of Lewis was omitted, although the texts in
the journal and in the book are identical.

Some changes in the field of translation took place from 1946 when the
Language Committee was opened to the effective participation of Africans
(Mulokozi 2006: 15), with the consequence that Swahili translators were
allowed relatively more room in translating activities — and not solely as
“assistants”.* In addition, this change coincides with a decrease in the educative
bias of the Swabhili translations. The 1950 translation of Voltaire’s Zadig by
Abdulla M. Abubakr, or the translation of the Rubaiyat by Omar Khayyam as
Omar Khayyam kwa Kiswahili (1952), for instance, appeal more to an audience

14 However, it was only the select few East Africans who had access to literacy in English,
and who were trained to become subordinate administrative officers, who were able to
become translators.
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of adults, and in the case of Shaaban’s translation, pertain to a genre deserted by
the British establishment. It is also during these years that publishing activities
were diverted to East Africa, especially Nairobi, after the institution of the East
African Literature Bureau in 1948.

Literary translations in the aftermath of the colonial era

With the end of colonial rule in Kenya,*® Tanganyika and Zanzibar,® transla-
tion flows underwent considerable changes in terms of directionality, text
types and the kinds of agents involved in the translation activities. Following
the end of British rule, translation ceased to be the prerogative of a small
group of colonial administrators, and a few Africans who had access to liter-
acy in English. Indeed, the presence of non-Africans in the intellectual field
was destined to drop. Also, the small presence of women translators remains
a constant in this phase, too, with Bi. Thureya Kassim, a prolific translator
from Russian, among the few. Translation practices before and during colo-
nial rule offered a certain coherence in terms of the kinds of texts allowed to
enter the doors of the Swabhili literary field (religious texts during the pre-
colonial phase, and literary prose texts during the colonial era). The post-
colonial phase, on the other hand, is characterised by a host of text types,
ranging from prose to plays and poetry, including detective novels, satire or
the (auto)biographical genre.!’

In the postcolonial phase, translation of foreign literatures occupied a
relevant place in the Swabhili literary field, and was connected to political

15 Kenya attained independence on December 12, 1963.

16 Tanganyika became independent on 9 December 1961, and Zanzibar became indepen-
dent in 1963, with the fusion of the protectorates of Zanzibar and Pemba. In April 1964
Tanganyika and Zanzibar united and gave birth to the United Republic of Tanzania.

7 A number of translations of biographies were sponsored by the Tanzania Library
Service Board. These were the biographies of: Julius Nyerere, Mwalimu Julius Kambarage
Nyerere by Hamza A. K. Mwenegoha (1977); Eduardo Mondlane, Eduardo Mondlane by
Hamza A. K. Mwenegoha (1977); Patrice Lumumba, Patrice Lumumba by Hamza A. K.
Mwenegoha (1977); and Kwame Nkrumah, Daima mbele (Maisha ya Kwame Nkrumah) by
Robert M. Makange (1978). Hyder Mohamed Matano and Titus Nicholas Echessa, two
university scholars, translated Tom Mboya’s Freedom and After (1963) as Uhuru ni mwanzo.
Zaidi Noorjehan and Shihabuddin Chiraghdin, two Swahili experts and scholars, translated
Harry Thuku: an autobiography (1970) as Harry Thuku: Maisha yangu (1971).
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propaganda, the establishment or enrichment of a national literary archive in
Swahili, and literacy programmes. The commitment to expand the reading
public via large editions (Bgoya 2008: 89) affected the rate of literary ex-
changes, with an increase of series which included translated titles. The Nai-
robi branch of the East African Educational Publishers promoted the series
Waandishi wa Kiafrika (African Writers), with translations of Ngigi’ wa
Thion’go, Peter Palangyo, Bediako Asare, Ferdinand Oyono, Ayi Kwei
Armah, Chinua Achebe, Obotunde Ijimere, or Nikolai Gogol.*® In 1975 the
East African Publishing House of Nairobi published the first volume in the
series Washairi wa Afrika (African poets), which was a translation of When
bullets begin to flower: poems of resistance from Angola, Mozambique and
Guiné (1972) edited by Margaret Dickinson. The Tanzania Publishing House
in Dar es Salaam initiated the series Michezo ya Kuigiza (Drama), which in-
cluded the translation of Moliére’s Tartuffe ou I’Imposteur (Mnafiki). Other
series targeted children’s literature, either from Africa or from the Soviet
Union. For example, Hadithi za kikwetu (Local Tales) was released by the
East African Publishing House of Nairobi, in collaboration with Phoenix
Publishers, or Jamii ya vitabu vya hekaya fupi za kisoviet (Series of Books of
Soviet Short Stories), was published by the Moscow Publishing Department
for Foreign Languages and distributed in Tanzania.

Three main trends of translation flows into Swahili can be detected from
the 1960s. A first trend has to do with the translation of European classics. A
second trend concerns the translation of literature from other African coun-
tries, or by African writers living in the diaspora. The third trend is the
translation of literature from Russia and China.

Translating the classics

During the first decade following independence (1962-1972), the transla-
tion of texts going under the much disputed label of “classics” was a fa-
voured activity of Tanzanian political activists and leaders. Indeed, in the
process of founding a national culture translation was considered as part of
the intellectual nation-building project, and the figures of politicians and
translators in the Tanzanian postcolonial context often overlapped. This can

181t is interesting that Gogol’s text is included in a series aimed at gathering together the
most outstanding contemporary African voices.
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be seen in the persons of Julius K. Nyerere, the first president of Tanzania,
Samuel M. Mushi who held the position of Promoter for Swahili in the
Ministry of Community Development and National Culture, Joseph R.
Kotta, a Tanzanian U.N. official, or Lugo Taguaba, a diplomat at the Em-
bassy of Tanzania in Paris.

In the realm of translations of classics, Shakespeare held a prominent po-
sition. In 1963 Nyerere translated Julius Caesar as Julius Caezar, and in
1969 he retranslated it as Juliasi Kaizari. In the same year, he also translated
The Merchant of Venice, which bears the controversial title of Mabepari wa
Venisi (The capitalists of Venice). Also in 1969, Samuel Mushi translated
The Tempest as Tufani; this was his second Shakespearean translation, for he
had already translated Macbeth, as Makbeth, published in 1968. The import
of Shakespeare into the Swahili literary field had an echo in neighbouring
Kenya. In 1970, Francis Warwick offered to the literary market another
translation of Macbeth, with the Swahili title Mabruk, and in 1971 his trans-
lation of The Merchant of Venice, Mlariba (The Usurer), was printed. War-
wick’s translations undertake a complete Swahilisation of the English
sources, resetting them in the East African context. Shakespeare’s transla-
tions were not only among the first texts to be translated into Swahili after
independence, but were also bound to have a profound effect on the Tanza-
nian and the Kenyan literary landscape. These years were concerned with the
revision and localisation of school curricula and syllabi (Mngomezulu 2012:
132). Nyerere’s translations were included in the literary programmes of
schools and university, while in Kenya Swahili translations of Shakespeare
experienced an oscillating destiny. Regarded at first as a reminder of colo-
nial hegemony in the wake of independence, the English bard’s texts were
eventually rehabilitated by Daniel Arap Moi and remained the sole “foreign”
presence in Kenyan school syllabi for many years.*®

Subsequent to the outburst of Shakespeare’s translations, other Western
classics appeared on the Swahili literary scene. In 1972, Joseph Conrad’s
Heart of Darkness was translated by Willy Teofilo Kisanji as Kiini cha
Giza. In 1973 another of Moliére’s plays, Tartuffe ou ['Imposteur was
translated by Lugo Taguaba with the title Mnafiki. And in 1981, the well-
known The Old Man and the Sea by Ernest Hemingway was made avail-

19 For a detailed discussion of the Kenyan academic and intellectual debate on the
presence of Shakespeare in the Kenyan literary scene (see Mazrui 1996).
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able in Swahili as Mzee na Bahari by Cyprian Tirumanywa. Furthermore,
efforts to enlarge the sphere of source texts to include classics of world lit-
erature were undertaken by Joseph R. Kotta, who translated Kabhlil Gi-
bran’s The Prophet in 1971 as Mtume, while one of the best known Swahili
playwrights, Ebrahim Hussein, translated the classic Persian children’s
story The Little Black Fish by Samad Behrangi as Samaki mdogo mweusi
(1981). Neighbouring Kenya was responsible for the import into Swahili of
works by George Orwell, Niccolo Machiavelli and Bertolt Brecht.? In
1967 Fortunatus Kawegere translated The Animal Farm as Shamba la
Wanyama.?! Mtawala, published in 1968, is the result of team-work be-
tween Fred Kamoga and Ralph Tanner, who translated Niccold Machia-
velli’s 1l Principe (The Prince). Another collaboration, between Abedi
Shepardson and Hassan Marshad, resulted in Brecht’s Der gute Mensch
von Sezuan being translated into Swahili as Mtu Mzuri wa Setzuan (1980).

The translation of classics into Swabhili experienced an abrupt drop in the
1980s, during which literatures from African countries, or from the socialist
bloc, were favoured.

Translations from African source texts

Some of the most outstanding voices of contemporary African literature
were translated and published in Kenya: Cyprian Ekwensi,?* Ayi Kwei Ar-
mah,? Ngiigi wa Thiong’0,?* Chinua Achebe,® Bediako Asare,® Wole

20 Due to his literary political engagement, Brecht’s translation — as Orwell’s — could also be
part of the other sub-category relating to the import of philosocialist or anti-capitalism texts.

21 The translation was sponsored by the United States Information Service during the cold
war in a context in which Tanzania was veering towards ujamaa. Kawegere’s translation was
banned in Tanzania and saw the light of publication in Kenya (Hadjivayanis 2011: 12).

22 An African Night’s Entertainment wWas translated by Titus Echessa in 1966 as Tafrija ya
Usiku.

23 The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born was translated by the outstanding Swahili poet
Abtillatif Abdalla in 1969 with the title Wema Hawajazaliwa.

24 The Black Hermit was translated in 1970 with the title Mtawa Mweusi. The Kenyan
novelist John Ndeti Somba translated Weep Not Child as Usilie Mpenzi Wangu (1971), The
River Between, translated as Njia Panda (1974). In 1976 This time tomorrow was translated
by Saifu D. Kiango with the title Kesho Wakati kama huu. The trial of Dedan Kimathi was
translated in 1978 by Raphael Kahaso as Mzalendo Kimathi. Tanzanian translators also
contributed to the translation of Ngligi’s masterpieces: the Kikuyu play Ngaahika Ndeenda (I
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Soyinka,?” Thomas Mofolo,® Ferdinand Oyono,?® or Obotunde ljimere.*
Tanzania was responsible for the import of works by Okot p’Bitek,* and
Sembene Ousmane.

The process of translation of African artistry into Swahili concerned also
those East African writers who initially used English as their literary lan-
guage. This is the case of Peter Palangyo, a professor and diplomat who
made his appearance on the East African literary scene in 1968 with the
novel Dying in the Sun. The text was translated into Swabhili by J. D. Mganga
in 1972 with the title Kivuli cha Mauti. Similarly, the Kenyan novelist and
short-story writer Grace Ogot, who resorted to either English or Luo for her
creative writings, has been translated into Swahili. Her debut collection of
short stories Land without thunder (1968) was translated in 1979 as Nchi
bila ya ngurumo. An interesting case of self-translation is that of the prolific
Tanzanian writer William E. Mkufya, who translated his The wicked walk
(1977) into Swahili as Kizazi hiki in 1980.

The translation of books by African writers was related to a general ten-
dency to “Africanize the cultural and intellectual environment” (Madumulla
et al. 1999: 318), which had a very high position in the agendas of the newly

will marry when | want), a collaboration between Ngiigi wa Thiong’o and Ngiigi wa Mirii,
was translated by Clement Kabugi as Nitaolewa nikipenda in 1982. In the same year, Kabugi
translated another of Ngiigi’s Kikuyu novels, Caitaani Mutharabaini (Devil on the Cross) as
Shetani Msalabani.

%5 No longer at ease was translated by M. M. Adam in 1972 as Hamkani. Si Shwari Tena.
In 1977, Douglas F. Kavugha translated A Man of the People as Mwakilishi wa Watu. Arrow
of God was translated in 1978 by Shamte Hafid M. as Mshale ya Mungu.

% Rebel was translated by N. Zaidi in 1972 as Mwasi. Maurusi J. Sichalwe translated The
stubborn into Majuto in 1975.

27 The trials of Brother Jero was translated by A.S. Yahya in 1974 as Masaibu ya Ndugu Jero.

28 Chaka, the historical novel depicting the rise and fall of the king of the Zulus, was
translated in 1975 by Muhsin S. Attas with the title Chaka Mtemi wa Wazulu.

29 Kahaso Raphael and Nathan Mbwele translated Une vie de boy as Boy in 1976.

30 The Imprisonment of Obatala and other Plays was translated in 1978 as Kifungo cha
Obatala na Michezo Mingine. No mention is made of the translator.

31 In 1975 Nyerere’s press secretary, Paul Sozigwa, translated Song of Lawino as Wimbo
wa Lawino.

32 Cecil Magembe translated in 1981 Voltaique, La noire de... as Chale za Kikabila. In
1984, the distinguished Tanzanian actor, playwright, theatre historian, and scholar Amandina
Lihamba translated Le Mandat with the title Hawala ya Fedha.
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independent nation states. However, following the boom of the 1970s, and
part of the 1980s, the translation of African texts came to a halt, and was
followed by a rise in the number of literary translations from Russia and
China.

Translating literature from Russia and China

Literary imports from Russia and China concerned predominantly Tanza-
nia.®® Translations of literary texts from the Soviet bloc appeared as early as
1962, when the Nobel laureate Michail Aleksandrovi¢ Solochov was trans-
lated into Swahili by Omar Juma, who rendered Sudba cheloveka (Destiny
of a Man, 1957) as Ajali ya mwanamume. In addition, a number of what
Geider (2008: 76) refers to as “Russian humanistic classics” were accommo-
dated in the Swahili literary field, including works by Lev Nikolayevich
Tolstoy,* Alexander Sergeyevich Pushkin,® Maksim Gor’kij® and Nikolaj
Vasilevic Gogol.*’

Mazrui (2007: 147), Geider (2008: 76) and Hadjivayanis (2011: 38) as-
cribe this outburst of translating works of Soviet literature following inde-
pendence to support for the ujamaa ideology dominating in Tanzania. Al-
though | cannot deny the interplay between the political field and the dy-

3 Mazrui (2016: 44) reports that in Kenya books published by the Russian publisher
Progress were banned in the 1980s.

34 The collection of children’s short stories Rasskazy dlja detej (Stories for Children) was
translated in 1979 by A. Pahomov as Hadithi za watoto; Muravej i golubka (Ant and Dove) was
translated by Herman Joseph Matemu as Siafu na manga in 1988. In 1991 C. G. Mung’ong’o
translated Smert” lvana llyicha (The Death of Ivan Ilyich) as Kifo cha Ivan wa lliya.

35 1n 1967 Povesti Pokojnogo Ivana Petrovica Belkina (Tales of the late Ivan P. Belkin)
was translated as Masimulizi ya Belkina. In 1983 Husein Abdul-Razak translated Gorjascee
serdce Danko (Danko’s flaming heart) as Moyo uwakao wa Danko. In the 2000s, other works
by Pushkin were translated into Swahili. The poem The Tale of Tsar Saltan (Hadithi ya
Mfalme Saltan na Mwanawe Guidon), and the fairy tale in verse The Tale of the Golden
Cockerel, translated as Hadithi ya Jogoo wa Dhahabu, were published in one volume by
Marcus M. Mbingili in 2001. In the same year Joshua Madumulla translated the versified
fairy tale The Tale of the Fisherman and the Fish as Hadithi ya Mvuvi na Samaki ya
Dhahabu.

36 In 1970 Badru Said translated Maz’ (Mother) as Mama.

87 In 1979 Christon S. Mwakasaka translated Revizor (The Government Inspector) as
Mkaguzi mkuu wa serikali.
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namics of cultural reproduction, 1 would like to add that most of the texts
imported from the Soviet Union did not appear in the immediate post-Arusha
period, but after 1979. As observed above, Tanganyikan independence, the
Arusha declaration and the establishment of ujamaa led to the translation of
works by Shakespeare, and only at a later stage did translations of Russian
literary works appear on the Swabhili literary market. In other words, the
translations of Russian texts were undertaken in great numbers towards the
end of Nyerere’s regime. This raises the question whether the socialist-ori-
ented texts were translated as an aid to constructing the nation, or in order to
reiterate a message which was losing its efficacy.

As a matter of fact, apart from a limited number of literary translations
which appeared during the 1960s, after 1979 the majority of texts from the
Soviet bloc that were translated were political and economic texts, such as
most of Vladimir II’i¢ Lenin’s writings, or Karl Marx’ and Friedrich Engels’
philosophical treaties. Russia — together with China — subsequently became
the exporters of an array of genres which included historical chronicles,
works on agronomy, literacy, sport, and school textbooks.

Nevertheless, literary translations did continue to appear. These transla-
tions were generally of children’s literature by writers like Cingiz Ajtmatov,
Alexander Borisovich Raskin, Arkadij Petrovic Gajdar, Vitalij Valentinovic
Bianki, Nikolaj Nikolaevic Nosov, Grigore Vieru, and Kornej Ivanovi¢
Cukovskij.

Most of the translations were done in the Soviet Union by publishing
houses like Progress Publishers, Novosti or Raduga. The translators of these
texts were usually East Africans residing in the Soviet Union for study pur-
poses, or working in broadcasting or publishing houses, like Husein Abdul-
Razak, Herman Matemu or Ben Ombuoro (Gromova 2004: 121). In other
cases, they were Russians who had learnt Swahili, like Vladimir Makarenko
(ibidem). The translations were preferably inserted in collections. An exam-
ple is the collection Mfululizo wa vitabu: Maoni ya urusi (Book series: Rus-
sian views).

Following the 1990s, translations from Russian experienced a remarkable
drop. Nevertheless, there was a renewed interest in Russian literature during
the 2000s, thanks to the establishment of the Russian-Tanzanian Cultural
Centre (Kituo cha utamaduni cha Urusi na Tanzania) in Dar es Salaam,
which sponsored a number of translations to be part of the collection
Maktaba ya fasihi ya Kirusi (Russian literature library) (ibidem: 121-122).
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Furthermore, the cultural centre has played a role by supporting the Ndanda
Mission Press in the translation and publication of prose and poetry works
by classical Russian writers, in addition to Russian folk-tales (Reuster-Jahn
2008: 111).

A similar destiny — in terms of genres, location of publishing houses, and
geographical provenance of translators — applies to translations from Chi-
nese. As in the case of the Soviet Union, most of the texts selected for trans-
lation from the People’s Republic of China pertained to the field of political
and economic science and children’s literature or folktales, by authors such
as Kuan Hua, Guo Xu, Huang Cheng or Geng Geng. The translations were
usually done in Beijing by the Idara ya Uchapaji wa Lugha za Kigeni, and
by Chinese translators like Guanglian Si. Hadjivayanis (2011: 38) reports
that it was not rare for translations from China, as well as from the Soviet
Union or North Korea, to be “distributed free of charge in a number of cul-
tural centres.” However, following the translation of the memorable Ballad
of Mulan in 1986,® literature from China seems to disappear from the
Swahili literary scene.

Literary translations from the 1990s

The contemporary landscape of literary translations into Swahili offers a va-
riety of views merging local, national, inter-national and global dynamics of
literary imports. Although the publication of translations occupies a tiny
space in publishing policies oriented towards the consumption of textbooks
(Bgoya 2008: 90), the field of literary translation in Swahili from the 1990s
has increased in dynamism and diversity.

From the middle of the 1990s, and especially in the 2000s, there has been
a renewed interest in the translation of classics. In 1993, the Nairobi branch
of Macmillan undertook a huge project with the aim of publishing European
classics in the series Hadithi za kukumbukwa (Tales to remember). The titles
included translations (and retranslations in some cases) of Robert Michael
Ballantyne’s The Coral Island,® Charles Dickens’s Oliver Twist* and David

38 Cai Baomei, Maua ya Malan: mchezo wa kuigiza wa watoto translated by Deyao Ren.
39 Translated by Elizabeth Pamba with the title Kisiwa cha Matumbawe.
40 Translated by Amina Vuzo with the title Visa vya Oliver Twist.
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Copperfield,** Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels,*> Daniel Defoe’s
Robinson Crusoe,*® Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island,** Margery
Green’s Wonder tales from Greece,* Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Tom
Sawyer,* Jules Verne’s Le Tour du monde en quatre-vingts jours,*” and
Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Adventure of the Speckled Band.*® In 2010, the
Dar es Salaam publishing house Mkuki na Nyota published the Swabhili
versions of Marita Conlon-McKenna’s Under the Hawthorn Tree,*® and
Antoine de Saint-Exupery’s Le Petit Prince.>

Another trend in translation flows in the 1990s concerns their diversification
and internationalisation. In addition to the U.K, the U.S., France, Russia, China,
and other African countries, a broader range of sources of literary imports
appears, such as Norway,* Finland,®? or Egypt,>® to mention a few. The
internationalisation of the field of Swahili translations also has to do with recent
involvements in translation enterprises in the diaspora, at both institutional and
individual levels. The U.S.-based publishing house Genesis Press, for instance,
is devoted to the publication of translations into Swahili. So far, Genesis Press
Kiswahili has published a translation of Lucy Maud Montgomery’s Anne of
Green Gables,® and republished Nyerere’s Mabepari wa Venisi and Juliasi

4 Translated by Alfred Kagwe with the title Visa vya David Copperfield.

42 Translated by Alice Kasibwa with the title Safari ya Gulliver. Gulliver’s Travels had
already been translated in 1932 by Frederick Johnson.

43 Translated by Michael Waweru with the title Robinson Crusoe kisiwani. Robinson
Crusoe had already been translated in 1933 by Frederick Johnson.

4 Translated by Peter Kisia as Kisiwa chenye Hazina. Treasure Island had already been
translated in 1929 by Frederick Johnson. This latter translation was re-edited in a revised
version from M. Saidi by Longman Publishers.

4 Translated by Sultani Abdi with the title Ngano za Ajabu kutoka Ugiriki.

46 Translated by Benedict Syambo with the title Visa vya Tom Sawyer.

47 Translated by Yusuf Kingala with the title Kuizunguka dunia kwa siku themanini.

48 Translated by Leonard L. Muaka with the title Maajabu ya utepe wenye madoadoa.

4 Translated as Chini ya mti wa matumaini.

50 Translated as Mwana Mdogo wa Mfalme by Philipp Kruse and Walter Bgoya, the
director of Mkuki na Nyota.

51 In 1992 E.K. Maarugu translated Henrik Ibsen’s An Enemy of the people as Adui wa
umma. The translation was done via English.

52 In 1992 Jan Knappert translated Elias Lonnrot’s Kalevala as Utenzi wa Kalevala.

53 In 2004, Deogratias Simba translated, via English, Naguib Mahfouz’s Al-Tariq (The
Search) as Msako.

5 Translated as Msichana Anne wa nyumba ya paa la kijani.
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Kaizari, together with translations of Robinson Crusoe,® Gulliver’s Travels,®
The Swiss Family Robinson, and Oliver Twist.®® At the individual level, in
1999 Hassan Ali published The Hound of the Baskervilles, Mbwa wa familia ya
Baskerville in Shelburne with Battered Silicon Dispatch Box; in 2010, Mlenge
Fanuel Mgendi self-published Anton Chechov’s short story The beat as Tupinge
and in 2009 translated Charles and Mary Lamb’s adaptation of King Lear with
the U.S. publishing house Create; while in 2015, Ida Hadjivayanis, a Swabhili
expert from SOAS, retranslated Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland as Alisi
Ndani ya Nchi ya Ajabu. Like Hadjivayanis, a number of translators in the
recent Swahili literay scene are entrenched in the academic field. Emmanuel
Mbogo, professor of Dramatic Arts and Literature at the Open University of
Tanzania, apart from being the author of Ngoma ya Ng 'wanamalundi, Vipuli vya
figo, Watoto wa Mama Ntilie, in 2011 made a Swahili version of the Sundiata.
Alena Rettova, Reader in Swahili Literature and African Philosophy at SOAS
and Abdilatif Abdalla, one of Kenya’s most well-known poets and a retired
lecturer from Leipzig University, translated Vaclav Havel’s play Unveiling from
Czech in 2005 as Uzinduzi. Ayub Mukhwana, professor of Sociolinguistics at
the University of Nairobi and P.I. Iribe Mwangi, Chairman of the Department of
Kiswahili at the same university translated Othello in 2012. Marcel Kalunga
Mwela-Ubi, Professor of Bantu Linguistics and Swahili at the Université de
Lubumbashi et de Kalemie — with the help of L. Maliza Mwina Kintende and C.
Mutoba Kapoma — translated Victor Hugo’s Le Roi s’amuse and Jean-Luc
Lagarce’s Les Reglés du savoir-vivre dans la société moderne with the title
Tamthilia mbili za Kifaransa in 2013. Kalunga’s translation bears witness to the
involvement of Swahili-speaking countries from the “peripheries”, and to
translation practices designed to do justice to the multiple forms of Swahili. As
the editor comments in his preface, Mwela-Ubi decided to translate “katika
Kingwana” (into Kingwana) (Bgoya 2013: vii), with the clear intention to
legitimise a pluralistic view of Swahili.*

%5 Rohinson Crusoe Kisiwani.

5 Safari za Gulliver.

57 Jamaa Hodari Kisiwani.

%8 Visa vya Oliver Twist. It may be noted that, except for Nyerere’s translations, in all
other cases there is no mention of the translator.

5 The term Kingwana can, however, be a controversial label. Fabian (1986: 33) refers
that the term was used for the first time in 1910 by W. Millman to identify the Swahili spoken
in the Congo. Afterwards, it became popular among European scholarship to designate the
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Although, as Mazrui (2007: 150) has emphasised, there are still many
blank spaces left to be filled by literary imports in Swahili, in terms of
text types, and geographical spaces to be covered, the inclusion of a
broader range of source languages, the engagement of agents beyond the
space of the East African region, and the involvement of different forms
of Swahili, translation is a promising enterprise in making Swabhili a
gateway to world literature.
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DE L’UTENZI AU ROMAN: FILIATION MYSTIQUE DU RECIT SWAHILI

XAVIER GARNIER
(Université de la Sorbonne Nouvelle)

Dans le cas particulier de 1’ Afrique de I’Est, le développement d’une langue
et d’une littérature swahilies “modernes” a été le fait d’un projet colonial
occidental en rupture apparente avec une tradition mystique qui marquait en
partie la poésie manuscrite. Le passage a la transcription du swahili en ca-
ractéres latins, le choix du dialecte de Zanzibar comme swahili standard, le
développement d’une littérature swahilie en prose, tout converge pour
recentrer la littérature sur des préoccupations sociales, historiques et poli-
tiques. Le roman, qui nait de cette mutation prend rapidement une forme
réaliste, voire existentialiste, comme [’analyse trés tot Elena Bertoncini
Zubkova a propos de Kezilahabi. Toute la période socialiste qui a suivi
I’indépendance de la Tanzanie va générer une littérature réaliste qui semble
faire peu de place a la problématique religieuse. Le roman devra se mettre au
service de 1’émancipation du peuple. Pour autant, I’existence d’un genre
poétique traditionnel voué au récit ne peut étre resté sans influence sur la
production romanesque swabhilie. 11 n’est pas trop difficile de retrouver, sous
I’habillage réaliste des romans, une trame mystique sous-jacente.

C’est précisément dans la mesure ou le roman swahili est sujet a de fortes
contraintes étatiques et nationales que I’examen de la dimension mystique
me semble pertinente. L’axe mystique nous permet de faire apparaitre ce qui,
dans un grand nombre de ces ceuvres, échappe, et d’une certaine fagon ré-
siste, a cet “encadrement” de la littérature. Que ce soit sous le masque du
“roman ethnographique”, du roman d’apprentissage, ou encore du roman al-
légorique, le roman swahili véhicule un substrat mystique dont il est
intéressant d’observer de quelle maniére il parvient a gauchir les visées
culturelles, sociales ou morales affichées du propos. Sous les modeles
narratifs occidentaux, qui ont tant marqué 1’évolution du genre romanesque
sur tout le continent africain, nous pouvons détecter, dans le cas précis du
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roman swabhili, le sourd travail de la poésie narrative swahilie et de sa
dynamique mystique.

L’utenzi swahili: vitalité de la poésie narrative

L’examen de I’évolution du roman swabhili depuis le milieu du 20° siécle ne
peut faire 1’économie d’une questionnement sur sa coexistence avec 1’autre
grand genre narratif qu’est 1’utenzi (Vierke 2009). Ce genre poétique, hérité
de la trés ancienne tradition littéraire swahilie est encore extrémement
vivant, et semble le genre poétique par excellence de la narration. On peut
tout raconter sous forme d’utenzi. Il est utile de poser la question du champ
occupé par 1’utenzi, et par voie de conséquence de la place qu’il laisse au
roman.

L’utenzi se reconnait a ses contraintes formelles: des strophes de quatre
octosyllabes (le plus souvent), une rime commune aux trois premiers vers de
chaque strophe, une rime commune a tous les quatriémes vers tout au long
du poéme. Un double principe d’atomisation et de continuité préside a la
composition de 1’utenzi. Chaque strophe forme une cellule, mais toutes les
strophes du poéme — et elles sont souvent trés nombreuses — sont reliées les
unes aux autres par une méme rime finale.! Ce type de strophe est appelée
kisarambe, mot a I’étymologie incertaine qu’Alice Werner fait remonter a
I’arabe kissa murabba’ (récit en quatrains), inscrivant ainsi dans
I’étymologie la vocation narrative de ce type de strophe.

L’étymologie du mot utenzi renvoie au mot “action”: le narratif semble
donc inscrit a I’origine du genre, au point que 1’on a pu parler a propos de
I’utenzi de “narration rimée”. Aucune coupure n’existe entre ’activité poé-
tique et 1’action, la poésie est action. La meilleure illustration de ce phéno-
méne est Fumo Liyongo, le guerrier-poéte légendaire du monde swahili,
dont les poémes ouvrent toutes les anthologies de poésie swahilie, et dont les
exploits ont été racontés sous forme d’utenzi. Cette solidarité de la poésie et

1 Une autre caractéristique importante de ’utenzi est son statut intermédiaire entre ’oral et
I’écrit puisqu’il est traditionnellement chanté, mais que son introduction comprend
immanquablement une ou deux strophes sur la nécessité pour le poéte de se munir de papier et
d’encre pour inscrire le poeme. Les tenzi dont nous allons parler sont inscrits, pour les plus
anciens en caracteres arabes, depuis un siecle en caracteres latins, mais la multiplication des
manuscrits pour un méme poeme, dans la “période classique”, nous permet de comprendre
I’inscription comme une étape dans un processus de création complexe.
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de I’action est d’une grande importance pour notre analyse de 1’évolution du
genre romanesque.

Dans le monde swabhili, I’orientation islamique de la poésie classique a
été identifiée avec insistance par un chercheur comme Jan Knappert. Selon
lui, les trois grandes catégories de la poésie épique, de la poésie d’édification
morale et de la poésie religieuse sont profondément marquées par la réfé-
rence islamique. Les deux grands types de récits pris en charge par 1’utenzi
sont d’une part le récit épique et d’autre part le récit d’inspiration religicuse
mettant en scéne des figures comme Adam et Eve, Job et principalement
Mahomet.>

Vers une sécularisation de I’utenzi épique?

Les plus importants manuscrits swahilis sont des tenzi épiques qui racontent
les guerres de Mahomet contre les infidéles.® Ces récits sont caractérisés par
un trés fort conditionnement religieux qui gere tout le récit au nom d’une ré-
férence unique a Allah. L’entrelacs narratif d’actes de bravoures, de ruses,
de trahisons est soumis a un impératif politico-religieux unique: la nécessité
de I’expansion de I’Islam. Ce genre de 1’utenzi épique va étre repris dans des
contextes non islamiques tout au long du 20¢ siecle. Les guerre coloniales,
les guerres d’indépendance des différents pays d’Afrique de I’Est, du Kenya
au Mozambique font 1’objet de récits épiques sous forme de tenzi.

L’utenzi n’aura aucun probléme pour adopter la graphie latine, mais les
grands poétes swabhilis de la premiére moitié du 20° siécle, restent associés a
une tradition islamique plus ancienne. Le regard que Shaaban Robert porte

2 Notons cependant que ce genre poétique est également utilisé pour des textes moins
narratifs orientés vers 1’édification morale, notamment deux poémes extrémement célebres:
Al-Inkishafi (Hichens 1939) est une méditation sur la vanité des choses de ce monde a partir
de ’exemple de la chute du sultanat de I’ile de Paté; 1’Utendi wa Mwana Kupona (Werner
1917) est un guide de bonne conduite pour les jeunes filles swahili, notamment du point de
vue de leurs rapports avec leur mari.

3 Par exemple, pour citer les manuscrits les plus anciens: Herekali (Heraclios), un des plus
anciens manuscrits de poésie swahilie retrouvé, qui date de 1728 et se trouve a Hambourg.
Raconte une guerre menée en Syrie contre les armées de I’empereur byzantin Heraclios
(Knappert 1958). Rasi’lghuli (La téte de goule), le plus long utenzi retrouvé (4585 strophes)
composeé vers 1850. Raconte une guerre menée par Mohammed au Yemen contre les armées
d’un roi paien injuste et cruel surnommé “la téte de goule” (Faqihi 1979).
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sur la seconde guerre mondiale dans son immense poeme Utenzi wa Vita vya
Uhuru, rédigé au fur et a mesure du déroulement des événements, est com-
plétement imprégné d’un moralisme religieux issu des grands récits épiques
racontant les guerres de Mahomet.

La référence religieuse est occultée dans des récits d’inspiration nationa-
liste de la période qui suit les indépendances, mais la dynamique narrative
reste la méme. La guerre que la Tanzanie de Nyerere va mener contre le ré-
gime d’Idi Amin Dada fait I’objet d’un utenzi (Muhanika 1981) qui cherche
a se démarquer du point de vue formel de sa matrice religieuse islamique,
tout en reprenant des motifs narratifs caractéristiques.*

Le maintien d’une tradition d’édification spirituelle dans le roman

Le roman swahili s’est principalement développé en Tanzanie dans la mou-
vance nationaliste liée aux Indépendances. Adopté par Nyerere comme
langue nationale, le swahili devient le véhicule d’une littérature nationale
moderne en voie de constitution. Dans ce contexte, le roman est appelé a
remplir globalement une double mission: enregistrer le patrimoine culturel
national (mission culturelle); accompagner le peuple dans 1’aventure mo-
derne (mission didactique). Cette double mission reléve d’une littérature na-
tionale telle qu’elle s’est écrite sous I’impulsion des institutions étatiques. La
société tanzanienne, dans ses traditions et dans son développement semble
I’horizon indépassable d’une littérature qui est partie prenante de 1’aventure
nationale (Ricard 2009). A moindre échelle, le développement du roman
swahili au Kenya répond aux mémes impératifs idéologiques dans un con-
texte ou la question nationale se pose en termes sensiblement identiques et se
transmet plus directement dans la production littéraire en kiswahili que dans
la production en anglais.

La distinction entre “ceux de la cote” et “ceux de I’intérieur” dans le
monde swahili a quelque chose a voir avec la rivalité entre I’islam et le
christianisme. Les écrivains de I’intérieur sont le plus souvent passés par les
missions. lls écrivent des romans qui portent en eux le souci de réformer la
société. Le genre romanesque dans le monde swahili ne nait pas de la tradi-
tion islamique. Un des soucis des “modernisateurs” de la langue swabhilie est

4 Sur la reprise de I’utenzi épique classique dans le contexte des guerres modernes lire
Garnier 2008.
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de susciter une littérature en prose. C’est au niveau des romans que
“I’écrivain modern” est attendu. On lui demande d’écrire de la prose. Le
premier roman swahili, paru en 1932, est, de facon tres caractéristique,
explicitement anti-arabe et anti-musulman: il raconte le combat des mission-
naires de la Church Missionary Society contre la traite d’esclaves au profit
du monde arabo-musulman. C’est au nom du dieu des chrétiens qu’est écrit
ce roman, dans le cadre d’un projet d’évangélisation de la cote swahilie. En
contexte swahili on essaie de faire rimer modernité avec christianisation.

La tentative de créer une prose narrative d’inspiration chrétienne va per-
durer sous la forme du roman d’éducation morale, qui sera comme le symé-
trique en prose de la poésie religieuse didactique islamique. Mais le passage
a la prose sécularise le propos et le lien entre le message et sa source reli-
gieuse se fait plus distant. Beaucoup plus tot que dans le cas des littératures
africaines en langues coloniales, 1’écriture en prose en kiswahili échappe au
contr6le missionnaire et le message se détache de sa source religieuse.

La littérature didactique d’inspiration chrétienne trouvera un aboutisse-
ment naturel dans le réalisme socialiste qui sera la ligne de la littérature
swahilie aprés I’indépendance de la Tanzanie. Une littérature qui parle au
nom du peuple prend le relais d’une littérature qui parle au nom des en-
fants de Dieu: dans les deux cas il est question de libérer les plus humbles,
de combattre 1’oppression sous toutes ses formes. La veine du récit mys-
tique reste sous-jacente, autant dans le roman d’influence chrétienne, que
dans le roman d’influence marxiste.

Deux exemples de narration romanesque mystique

A P’exception notable de Ziraili na Zirani, ® assez peu de romans swahilis
ont jusqu’ici eu recours au registre épique. Si nous avons pu montrer
I’influence des dynamiques mystiques sur 1’utenzi épique moderne, il nous
faut chercher des structures narratives dans des tenzi qui ne relévent pas de
la tradition épique pour éclairer certains traits mystiques du roman swahili.
Prenons comme exemple de poésie narrative a vocation mystique deux
grands types de récits religieux sont les Maulid, qui racontent la naissance du

5 Un des plus volumineux romans swahilis récent, intitulé Ziraili na Zirani (Mkufya
1999) raconte sur un mode épique la guerre apocalyptique que se livrent le camp des athées
contre Dieu, et I’explosion nucléaire qui résulte de leur victoire.
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prophéte et les Miiraji, qui relatent le voyage du Prophéte dans le ciel et sa
rencontre avec Allah (Knappert 1971).

Maulid: une vision cosmique propice a l’enquéte policiere

La naissance du Prophéte est un phénoméne cosmique parce qu’elle
introduit dans le monde un personnage porteur de la régénération du monde.
Amina n’enfante pas un homme, mais un monde. C’est toute la création qui
est concernée par la naissance et la vie de Mahomet. La naissance du
Prophete ouvre 1’espace dans lequel s’installe le poéme, voila pourquoi elle
est un événement biographique déterminant. Toutes les actions, tous les mi-
racles, tous les enseignements que le personnage fait exister dans le monde
découlent de cette naissance. Le moment précis de la naissance est toujours
collectif et engage le monde dans sa totalité:

Représente-toi les traits de Mohammed, notre Prophéte,
Place les devant toi, imagine que tu les contemples

Peu importe la place qu’on lui réserve, il sera présent,
Notre Seigneur et Maitre va se méler a nous.®

Les signes annonciateurs de la naissance se multiplient en amont, les con-
séquences sont recensées en aval. Il y a derriére un récit comme le Maulid
une conception des signes et de leur interprétation qui va intéresser le roman
policier.

La grossesse d’Amina est une affaire publique. Les signes annonciateurs
proliférent. Le monde sent qu’un événement se prépare, que les uns (les mé-
chants) tentent de conjurer et les autres de célébrer. L’image de 1’astre irra-
diant est une constante de toutes les versions du Maulid. Amina va accou-
cher d’une lune ou d’une étoile, en tous cas d’un astre qui propage autour de
lui une lumiére bénéfique: cette lumiére, c¢’est de la poésie. Mais elle plonge
dans I’obscurité tous ceux qui ne veulent pas la reconnaitre: cette lumicre,
c’est aussi du récit. La lignée d’ou est issue le Prophéte est pure, les en-
trailles d’Amina sont pures, comme purifiées par les rayons de 1’astre a ve-
nir. Ce que la naissance du Prophéte inaugure, c’est un partage narratif et
poétique du monde, prospectif autant que rétrospectif, entre les croyants et

¢ Hudhurisha sura za Mtume wetu Nabia/ ziwe mbee yako uwe kama huzangalia/ kwa
kulla kitako apatacho hudhuria/ hutangana nasi sayidina wa maulana (Knappert 1971 : 294).
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les incroyants. L’événement de la naissance du Prophéte n’a de raison d’étre
poétique et narrative que pour ceux chez qui elle fait sens.

Les romans policiers de 1’écrivain zanzibarite Muhammed Said Abdulla,
écrits entre 1960 et 1984 partagent cette vision cosmique du monde. Bwana
Msa, I’enquéteur amateur surdoué, tient des propos qui permettent de douter
de la scientificité de ses enquétes:

Pourquoi I’humanité se trompe? continua Bwana Msa. Voila une
question difficile. Mais si nous y réfléchissons bien, nous prenons
conscience du fait que I’homme est doté d’un cerveau. L’homme
tombe dans I’erreur a cause de son cerveau. Les anges ne font pas
d’erreur; ils font les choses qu’on leur dit de faire — c’est ce que dit le
Coran. lls ne pensent pas ceci ou cela; si I’'un d’eux recoit 1’ordre
d’enlever la vie a une créature, il s’exécute ; il ne se pose pas la
question de savoir pourquoi il devrait, précisément lui, interrompre la
vie des creatures. La raison de ceci est que les anges ne sont pas dotés
de I'instrument de la réflexion, ils n’ont pas recu de cerveau comme
nous autres humains. Nous qui sommes dotés d’un cerveau, lorsque
nous voyons ou les entendons les choses, notre esprit nous entraine a
nous représenter ces choses dans le sens qui lui convient. Moi j’irai
dans ce sens; toi tu iras dans un autre sens ; un autre ira dans une autre
sens — pour une seule et méme chose. Notre errance vient de ce que
nous inventons des traductions multiples pour une unique chose. Cette
errance est la source de nos erreurs.”

La position mystique de Bwana Msa est au cceur de sa pratique policicre.
Le refus de sélectionner et surtout d’interpréter les indices, la disponibilité
totale qu’il développe a 1’égard des signes émis par le monde, le ménent in-
failliblement a la révélation finale. Les énigmes les plus mystérieuses trou-

7 Kwa nini hinadamu anakosa? Bwana Msa aliendelea na maelezo yake. Labda swali hili
ni gumu kulijibu. Lakini tukifikiri sana kwa nini binadamu anakosa, tutaona kuwa binadamu
kapewa akili. Binadamu anakosa kwa sababu ana akili. Malaika hawakosi; wanafanya jambo
lile lile walioambiwa kulifanya — kama inavyosema Kurani tukufu. Hawafikiri nini wala nini;
ameambiwa kutoa roho viumbe, anatoa tu; haimpitikii kufikiri kwa nini mimi nitoe roho
viumbe? Na hayo ni kwa sababu malaika hawakupewa chombo cha fikira, hawakupewa akili
ya kufikiri kama tuliyopewa sisi binadamu. Sisi wenye akili, tukiliona jambo au tukilisikia
jambo, akili zetu zinatupelekea kulisawirisha jambo lilie kwa namna inavyotuelekeza akili
yetu. Mimi nitalielekeza hivi; wewe utalielekeza vingine; na mwingine atalielekeza vingine —
jambi lile lile moja. Tunapotea, maadam zitazuka tafsiri nyingi kwa jambo moja tu.
Nakupotea kuna maana ya kukosea (Abdulla 1984: 63).
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vent leur solution dans des derniers chapitres qui voient Bwana Msa établir
un lien d’évidence entre des détails qui n’avaient pas été relevés comme in-
dices par les enquéteurs professionnels de la police. Les romans de
Muhammed Said Abdulla retrouvent la veine mystique des récits d’Edgar
Poe, I’inventeur du genre du roman policier, dont I’enquéteur Dupin est lui
aussi bien éloigné des méthodes positives et rationnelles d’un Sherlock
Holmes. La composante mystique affleure ici directement par le biais de
I’enquéte, qui a tot fait de se transformer en quéte dans les romans de Said
Abdulla. Bwana Msa, le Sherlock Holmes zanzibarite, double la tradition-
nelle méthode déductive, fondée sur la sélection et ’interprétation d’indices,
d’une méthode intuitive qui fait toute ’originalit¢ de I’ceuvre de Said
Abdulla. S’il faut chercher un ancétre occidental 8 Bwana Msa, c¢’est du coté
d’Edgar Poe avec le personnage de Dupin, cet enquéteur non conventionnel
qui se méfie des interprétations. L’¢lucidation mystique des énigmes passe
par une expérimentation intense du réel et sur lequel se crée tout un pan de la
littérature initiatique.

Le contexte culturel islamique est partie prenante de ce retour aux sources
mystiques du roman policier. Un épisode caractéristique du troisieme roman
d’Abdulla met en scéne Bwana Msa plongé pendant plusieurs jours dans la
lecture du coran, alors qu’il est en pleine enquéte. On comprendra par la
suite que 1’exemplaire du Coran qu’il avait entre les mains était une picce a
conviction indispensable pour 1’élucidation de 1’énigme. Ce face a face entre
le texte sacré et le détective est une image emblématique du recentrage
mystique du roman policier: 1’¢lucidation de 1’énigme est de I’ordre de la
Révélation.

Miiraji: le roman initiatique sur les décombres du désordre mondial

Alors que le Maulid raconte la naissance d’un monde, le Miiraji raconte
la possibilité d’une régénérescence du monde, par le biais d’un contact avec
le Dehors. Le voyage du Miiraji est une mise en image généralisée du
monde, selon un axe géographique ou spatial (axe horizontal), puis selon un
axe historique ou temporel (axe vertical). La Rencontre avec Dieu n’a lieu
qu’a I’issue d’un tour d’horizon global du monde passé et présent, mis en sé-
rie sous forme d’une succession de tableaux. Le monde doit étre représenté
dans sa totalité, morceaux par morceaux. La narration égréne toutes ces re-
présentations non pour elles-mémes, mais pour tracer un chemin jusqu’au
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principe premier, fondamentalement irreprésentable. Ce parcours initiatique
a travers les images pour atteindre ce qui est hors-image sera un ressort
puissant pour le roman swahili post-ujamaa, profondément préoccupé par la
question du sens d’un monde qui a perdu ses références.

Le récit de la naissance de Mahomet est complété par le récit de sa ren-
contre avec Allah, le seul interlocuteur possible pour le Prophete, cette
rencontre sera 1’événement central des Miiraji. Ces poémes racontent le
voyage de Mahomet a travers les sept cieux qui enveloppent notre monde
jusqu’a la cité sacrée ou réside Dieu. Le voyage de Mahomet vers son Dieu
suit une ligne narrative trés claire. Le déplacement n’a rien d’erratique: une
traversée horizontale du monde d’ici-bas jusqu’a son centre, Jérusalem; puis
une montée verticale a travers les sept cieux, jusqu’au palais du Créateur.
Enfin le retour au sein du monde et la nécessité pour le Prophéte de
témoigner.

Le Miiraji est I’archétype du récit initiatique avec ses deux temps de
I’échappée et du retour, de la rencontre et du témoignage. Le roman de cri-
tique sociale, et notamment la critiqgue de la corruption, prend une place
grandissante dans le roman swahili des années quatre-vingt dix. Les grands
idéaux sociaux s’effondrent au profit d’une course individuelle au pouvoir et
a I’argent. Les romanciers populaires, autrefois méprisés pour leur propen-
sion a parler des criminels et autres grands corrompus, se retrouvent au
centre des préoccupations littéraires. Le roman découvre qu’il doit s’écrire
sur fond de désordre, voire de chaos. Les sociétés africaines sont ouvertes
aux quatre vents de la mondialisation, elles sont traversées par des flux
d’argent qui font éclater leurs structures profondes. Cette nouvelle donne
mondiale libére le roman des contraintes politiques et sociales qu’il
semblaient avoir acceptées depuis 1’époque coloniale et ’ouvre a nouveau
sur une dimension explicitement initiatique. Le chaos du monde est a la fois
un point de départ et un défi pour I’écriture.

Ce schéma initiatique est le substrat des derniers romans d’Euphrase
Kezilahabi: Nagona (1990) et Mzingile (Le labyrinthe, 1991). Le monde d’aprés
I’explosion nucléaire prend la forme d’un labyrinthe que les survivants arpentent
en quéte d’un sens nouveau. L’explosion nucléaire est I’événement indicible qui
désoriente le monde, elle est le trou noir qui interdit tout récit historique, elle est
comme une force d’appel qui condamne les personnages a I’errance. Le point de
vue mystique déborde la lecture religieuse du réel, chez Kezilahabi: le Coran est
un livre qui s’est lui aussi engagé dans I’aventure historique, au méme titre que



92 De ['utenzi au roman: filiation mystique du recit swahili

la Bible ou le Capital de Marx. S’il y a un sens a retrouver, c’est au dela de tout
texte dans un voyage initiatique qui s’apparente a une errance labyrinthique.

Ces deux courts récits de Kezilahabi, qui ont ouvert la voie a la veine du
réalisme magique dans le roman swabhili, restent trés ancrés dans une quéte
de I’unité mystique du monde (Kezilahabi 2010: 123):

“LE MONDE a besoin d’une lumiére nouvelle!” cria le fou. Puis il
ajouta: “Mais cette lumiére sera précédée de destruction et de
malheur!” Nous étions au club en train de boire de la biére. Les gens
rirent. Moi aussi j’ai ri, mais ces paroles éveillérent en moi le désir de
connaitre 1’origine de la lumicre. Je regardai les planétes et les étoiles
et me réjouis de leur nombre. Je regardai la lune et appréciai sa
lumiére qui ne dispensait pas de chaleur. Puis je pensai au soleil et aux
planétes qui ne cessaient de tourner autour.®

Le flux désordonnés de visions, parfois baroques, que I’on trouve dans
les romans des années 2000, relévent d’un regard apocalyptique dont on
percoit clairement le substrat mystique:

C’est comme un désert, ¢’est-a-dire que c’est un espace culturellement
vidé de tout. Méme la vérité et I’illusion sont fondues et ne forment
plus qu’une chose unique. Les frontiéres entre le bien et le mal ont été
balayées, radicalement. Cette dualité qui a informé toute 1’histoire a
disparu. Cette dualité qui était la cause du CHAOS ORIGINEL a
disparu et a la place nous héritons de I’ UNITE DU CHAOS.®

La nouvelle littérature swahilie qui s’écrit apres 1’échec de 1’expérience
socialiste et sur fond de mondialisation économique, fait affleurer a la
surface des textes un fond mystique et initiatique qu’elle n’avait jamais

8 “ULIMWENGU unahitaji mwanga mpya!”Kichaa alipiga kelele na kisha akaongeza,
“Lakini hiyo haitakuwa kabla ya uharibifu na naafa! ”Tulikuwa kilabuni tukinywa pombe.
Watu walicheka. Mimi pia nilicheka, lakini maneno yake yaliamsha ari ya kutaka kujua
asili ya mwanga. Nilizitazama sayari na nyota nikafurahia uwingi wake. Niliutazama
mwezi nikapendezewa na mwanga wake isiotoa joto. Halafu nikalifikiria jua na sayari
zinazolizunguka daima (Kezilahabi 1991: 5).

% Hili ni kama jangwa, yaani ni uwazi mpana wa kitamaduni usiokuwa na chochote.
Hapa ukweli na usiokweli vimeunganishwa na kuwa kitu kimoja. Mipaka iliyoko kati ya
wema na ubaya imefutwa kabisa, haipo asilani. Uwili uliokuwako Kkatika historia
umetoweka. Uwili uliosababisha FUJO ASILIA umetoweka na nafasi yake kutwaliwa na
UMOJA WA FUJO (Wamitila 2002 : 23).
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vraiment oublié et qui est une composante importante de toute sa tradition
narrative.
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MAUA YENYE FUMBO, NJOZI ZILIZOPOTEA NA WAHENGA WALIOFUFUKA:
UKARIBIANO NA UANUWAI WA RIWAYA YA KISWAHILI BAADA YA UHURU
WA MIAKA HAMSINI*

LuTZz DIEGNER
(Humboldt University Berlin)

Miaka hamsini baada ya uhuru wa nchi za Afrika Mashariki riwaya ya
Kiswahili imejiimarisha vya kutosha katika uwanja wa sanaa za Afrika
Mashariki kwa ujumla. Katika makala hii! nitazungumzia riwaya ya kisasa
nikimaanisha riwaya za kuanzia enzi za baada ya uhuru.? Nikifanya hivyo,

* Tabaruku: “Bibi Lukasi Pandu mpendwa, Mama mheshimiwa wa Taaluma ya Fasihi ya
Kiswahili, naomba upokee makala yangu hii nyonge kama mchango mdogo sana wa kukuenzi
wewe na kuuenzi mchango wako usio na kifani katika uwanja wa taaluma yetu ya fasihi ya
Kiswahili. Nakushukuru kuwa ulipoanza kunifundisha miaka 1998/1999 huko ‘Langues O’
mjini Parisi ulikuwa umenipa mwanga wa kutosha sana nijenge hamu ya kujitosa katika bahari
hii tamu sana ya ulimwengu wa fasihi ya Kiswahili nikazidi kuizamia na kujitahidi kuzipigia
mbizi lulu na vijilulu vya sanaa hii ya kutuvutia na kutuchocheshea tafakuri nzito daima. Asante
sana Mama, na kila la heri, baraka na wema kwako na kwa familia yako nzima, watoto,
wajukuu, vitukuu, vilembwe, vilembwekeza na vinying’inya. Miye na wenzetu wengi
tumejifunza mengi sana kutoka kwako ukiendelea kutuelimisha na kutupa nasaha zako. Srde¢na
vd’aka! Grazie mille! Vielen lieben Dank!”.

! Wasomaji wengine watanisamehe nikiyaafiki matumizi ya “makala hii/hizi” (badala ya
“makala haya/haya”), kama J. Kiango alivyoyajadili na kuyapendekeza (Kiango 2006: 76ff).

2 Makala hii imetokana na wasilisho kwenye kongamano la Miaka 50 ya Kiswahili
kama Lugha ya Ukombozi na Umoja wa Afrika iliyoratibiwa na Aldin Kaizilege
Mutembei, Taasisi ya Taaluma za Kiswahili (TATAKI), Chuo Kikuu cha Dar es Salaam,
04-06/10/2012. Tafsiri ya kichwa chake ni Mysterious Flowers, Lost Dreams and
Ancestors Risen from the Dead — Convergence and Diversity in Fifty Years of Post-
Independence Swahili Novels. Kuhusu istilahi ya “ukaribiano” taz. sehemu husika ya
makala hiyo chini. — Kwa vile muswada wa awali wa makala hii uliandikwa mwaka
2012/2013 nilikuwa nimezingatia kazi zote za taaluma zilizochapishwa au zilizokuwa
zimekubaliwa kwa kuchapishwa hadi mwaka 2012, siyo za hivi karibuni zaidi. Namwomba
msomaji azingatie hitilafu hii na kuichukulia makala hii kama ilivyo ikiwa kijihatua cha
kitaaluma cha mwaka 2012. Asante sana.
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bila ya shaka ninatambua mchango mkubwa usio na kifani wa “baba wa
fasihi ya kisasa”, Shaaban Robert, aliyeweka misingi thabiti ili baadaye
riwaya ya kisasa iweze kuendelezwa.® Kwa upande wa taaluma ya fasihi ya
Kiswahili, makala hii ina nia ya kuuenzi mchango wa Elena Bertoncini
ZUbkova aliye gwiji wa siku nyingi wa taaluma hiyo barani Ulaya.* leleweke
kuwa kuandika historia ya fasihi wakati hiyo fasihi yenyewe inaendelea
kuandikwa ni changamoto ya aina yake, na tena ingestahili kuandikwa kwa
urefu wa kitabu, kwa hivyo jaribio hili langu katika makala hii halina budi
livikubali vikwazo vya ufupi wa makala ya aina hiyo. Natumai wasomaji
watavumilia hali hii.

Katika makala hii nitaiangalia riwaya ya Kiswahili ya miaka hamsini
baada ya uhuru katika vipindi vitatu vya maendeleo yake.® Suala kuu ninalo-
jiuliza ni je, maendeleo haya yanaweza kuainishwa vipi? Je, riwaya za
Kiswahili zinaelekea kukaribiana zaidi kifani na kimaudhui wakati wa
miongo hii mitano, au zinaelekea kutofautiana zaidi? Yaani, kuhusu
vipengele gani kuna kufananafanana zaidi, na kuhusu vipengele gani
uanuwai wa riwaya hizo umejitokeza zaidi? Halafu na mwisho, mustakabali
wa riwaya ya Kiswahili utakuwa upi?

Tapo la kwanza: Uhalisia wa kisasa (miaka ya 1970-1987/1990)

Kipindi cha kuanzia mwishoni mwa miaka ya sitini, hasa hasa nd’o miaka ya
sabini mwanzoni, ndicho kipindi ambacho waandishi wapya wa Kiswahili
ambao ningependa kuwaita “warasimi wa kisasa” au waandishi wa urasimi

8 Hilo linahusu fasihi ya Kiswahili kwa ujumla wake. Kufuatana na Elena Bertoncini
Zubkova (1989; 2009) ni vizuri kuzingatia maendeleo mahsusi ya uandishi wa fasihi ya
Kiswahili wa waandishi watokao Tanzania Bara, Tanzania Visiwani na Kenya (kwa jumla).
Kuhusu waandishi waliosaidia sana kunyoosha njia ya kuelekea riwaya ya kisasa kwa upande
wa Zanzibar, ndiye Mohamed Said Abdulla, na kwa upande wa Kenya ndio akina John Ndeti
Somba na wengineo kama Peter Kareithi na Peter Ngare.

4 Kazi yake kuu nyeledi na inayojulikana zaidi ndiyo Outline of Swahili Literature. Prose
Fiction and Drama aliyoichapisha mwaka 1989 kwa mara ya kwanza. Toleo lake la pili la
mwaka 2009 liliandikwa naye akiwashirikisha wenzetu Mikhail Gromov, Said Ahmed
Mohamed Khamis na Kyallo Wadi Wamitila. Namshukuru sana kuwa alitaka anishirikishe
katika toleo la pili, lakini kwa bahati mbaya haikuwezekana.

5 leleweke kuwa makala hii inakusudiwa iwe mchango mnyonge tu yaani muswada wa
mawazo kuhusu historia ya fasihi ya Kiswahili ya kisasa ambao hauwezi wala haunuii kuvuka
mipaka ya makala.
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wa kisasa (modern classics) walianza kuandika na kuchapisha kazi zao. Hizo
kazi zote ziliandikwa kwa kufuata mkabala na misingi ya uandishi wa uha-
lisia. Tukitumia istilahi hii ya “uhalisia”, tunamaanisha kazi za sanaa zi-
zingatiazo kwa kiasi kikubwa (1) “usawiri wa uhalisi katika ukamilifu
wake”, na (2) uchunguzi wa “undani wa picha inayoonekana ya uhalisi”
(Wamitila 2003: 272ff; akimrejelea hasa mwananadharia wa fasihi George
Lukacs). Kwa kazi ya sanaa ya ki-uhalisia, kipengele kikuu cha kisanii
chenyewe ndicho muhakati (mimesia) yaani mwigo wa moja kwa moja ili
yale yanayosimuliwa yaonekane kabisa yakalingane na yale yanayodhaniwa
ndiyo ya ukweli ama uhalisi ama hali halisi ya mambo (ling. papo hapo).

Maua yenye Fumbo

Riwaya ambayo ningeiona ni ya kifani (paradigmatic) kwa miaka ya
sabini mwanzoni ndiyo ile inayozungumzia ua lenye fumbo. Kuchapisha
kwa Rosa Mistika ya Euphrase Kezilahabi mwaka 1971 kulikuwa kama
mwanzo wa kuandika kazi za uhalisia ambazo hazichelei kukosoa jamii,
hata mada zilipokuwa za kuvunja miiko ya wakati ule kama hasa masuala
ya jinsia likiwemo la ukombozi wa mwanamke kwa ujumla. Euphrase
Kezilahabi na waandishi wenzake George Mhina, Cuthbert Omari,
Ndyanao Balisidya na wengineo waliweka misingi ya riwaya ya uhalisia
ambayo ipo karibu sana na maendeleo ya jamii, tena jamii ya wakati ule
ule, yaani walikuwa ndio waandika tarikhi (contemporary
chronographers) ambao wakati mwingine waliziandikia mada fulani kwa
kasi iliyokaribiana na kazi za waandishi wa habari. Ingawa katika kazi za
mwanzo za Kezilahabi, ikiwemo pia Kichwamaji (1974), masuala ya
nafsi ya binadamu yalikuwa yametawala kwa kiasi kikubwa, mwelekeo
wa kazi zilizo nyingi za wakati huu ulikuwa wa kuandika riwaya za
uhalisia zinazozungumzia masuala ya jamii nzima, hasa za kitamaduni na
za kisiasa. Zilikuwa enzi za kujenga ujamaa, na waandishi wengi
waliokuwa wasomi hawakutaka kukaa nyuma Kkatika juhudi hizo;
kinyume chake, walitaka waijenge jamii mpya ya kijamaa kwa kutumia
sanaa yao ya kuandika riwaya.® Mkabala huu ulitawala kwa kiasi

6 Hoja ya kuiandikia jamii ya wakati ule ule inahusu hasa waandishi wa Tanzania Bara,
wawakilishi wa mkabala huu wakiwa akina Mhina, Omari, Kezilahabi, Balisidya, na
wengineo. Tanzania Visiwani/Zanzibar na Kenya ilikuwa vyingine — huko kote waandishi
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kikubwa ile miaka ya muongo wa pili wa baada ya uhuru tulipolishuhudia
ongezeko la kifasihi la aina yake (literary boom).

Njozi Zilizopotea...?

Muongo wa tatu wa maendeleo ya riwaya ya Kiswahili baada ya
uhuru, yaani miaka ya 1980, ukashuhudia kama si kuvunjika bali
kutikisika kwa matumaini ya kujenga jamii hiyo mpya. Riwaya ambazo
ni mifano mizuri ya mkondo huu ndizo Njozi Illiyopotea (1980) ya Claude
Mung’ong’o, Nyota ya Huzuni (1981) ya George Liwenga, na Pepo ya
Mabwege (1981) ya Harrison Mwakyembe.” Katika Njozi Iliyopotea,
tunaona jinsi matini ya kiuhalisia inavyoweza kukidhi matarajio mawili
tofauti: Kwanza, inafanikiwa ku-zungumzia masuala ya kijamii na Kisiasa
na kuwafikia wasomaji walio wengi. Pili, kwa kuingiza vipengele vya
kielimunafsi, vya fasihi simulizi kidogo, na kwa kusimulia msuko kupitia
miono ya wahusika tofauti, inaonyesha jinsi mbinu tofauti za usimulizi
zinavyoweza kutumika katika riwaya iitwayo ya kisasa (taz. Bertoncini
Zubkova et al. 2009: 112-114). Kimaudhui, riwaya hiyo iliakisi
kuangushwa na wakati mwingine kushtushwa kwa wasomi na wananchi
wengi kuhusu sera mojawapo za enzi zile zilizokuwa za kulazimisha,
kama “Operesheni Sogeza” inayosawiriwa katika riwaya hii ikiwa ni

walishughulikia zaidi enzi za ukoloni wakikosoa mfumo huo wa utawala na kuwakumbusha
watu kuwa ukatili wa enzi hizo haukuwa mbali, na dalili zake zilionekana baada ya uhuru,
nyinginezo zikionekana hata leo. Wawakilishi wa waandishi walioshughulikia ukoloni zaidi
ndio Peter Kareithi na Peter Ngare upande wa Kenya, halafu na Said Ahmed Mohamed (hasa
Dunia Mti Mkavu, 1980) na Adam Shafi upande wa Zanzibar. Bila ya shaka tusisahau
kutambua mchango mkubwa sana kwa riwaya ya kisasa kwa ujumla wa Mohamed Suleiman
Mohamed na riwaya zake za Kiu (1972) na Nyota ya Rehema (1976). Riwaya zake za kipekee
ndizo za uhalisia kwa hakika; walakini, sidhani sifa ya kuiandikia jamii ya wakati ule ule wala
sifa ya riwaya ya kihistoria zinajitokeza kama sifa kuu. Hoja hii pia inahusu riwaya ya
kwanza ya Said Ahmed Mohamed ya Asali Chungu (1977).

" Ndizo riwaya hizo hizo za Mung ong’o na Liwenga ambazo Profesa Madumulla anaziita
riwaya za uhalisia-teti (taz. Madumulla 2009: 49ff). Katika utafiti wangu wa kuzungumza na
kujadiliana na wataalam wengi wa fasihi ya Kiswahili Tanzania (ha Kenya) niligundua kuwa
hasa riwaya ya Pepo ya Mabwege iliyochapishwa upya mwaka 2009 inasifika sana kwa hoja
ya kwamba inaiakisi hali ya kisiasa ya hivi sasa kama ilivyoiakisi ile ya mwaka 1981 kwa
kiwango cha kushangaza. Kulingana na hilo — kijamii, siyo kitaaluma hasa — tungeweza kuiita
riwaya hiyo “riwaya-tabiri”.
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96).8 Mbali na kukosoa vipengele fulani vya sera za enzi hizo, mkabala
wa ujumla wa riwaya za tapo hili ulikuwa kuutetea na kuupigania ujamaa
wa kweli.

Tapo la pili: Uhalisia-baadaye (kuanzia 1987/1990)
Uasisi: Tuupuuze ama tuutukuze U-Nagona?

Maendeleo ya riwaya ya Kiswahili kuanzia mwisho wa miaka themanini
yalishuhudia kuzuka kwa tapo jipya la uandishi wa riwaya: Tapo la riwaya
ya uhalisia-baadaye. Mwasisi hapo, kwa mara nyingine, alikuwa ndiye Baba
Rosa Mistika, Euphrase Kezilahabi, aliyeamua aanze mambo mapya tena.®
Kwa kuandika riwaya za Nagona (1987/1990) na Mzingile (1991), alijitenga
kabisa na tapo la uhalisia, akiamua kuandika kwa kutumia mchanganyiko wa
fasihi simulizi, vipengele vichache vya uhalisia wa kawaida, uhalisia-
mazingaombwe,®®  uhalisia-fifi ~ (surrealism),!*  njozi/fantasia’> na
njozi/utopia.’®* Hapa natumia ‘“uhalisia-baadaye” kama istilahi inayovipa
vipengele hivi “paa” ya kwa pamoja na inayo‘tunza” riwaya nyingine pia
zilizochapishwa baadaye (taz. mjadala wa pili chini).

8 Maana yake NI V 89-96 “riwaya ya Njozi lliyopotea, sura ya tano, kurasa 89-96”
(hutumia kanuni zifuatazo za kunukuu kazi ya fasihi: kifupi cha anwani, nambari ya sura iwe
nambari ya Kirumi, halafu za kurasa ziwe nambari za Kiarabu yaani za kawaida).

9 Mbali na “upya” wa maudhui na mtindo wa Rosa Mistika, Kezilahabi ajulikana sana kwa
kuwa alikuwa miongoni mwa waasisi wa mashairi aina ya masivina mwanzoni mwa miaka sabini.

10 Kipengele kikuu cha ‘“uhalisia-mazingaombwe” ni kuuchezea mpaka baina ya yale
yanayochukuliwa kama ndiyo ya ki-halisia na yale yanayochukuliwa kama ni ya “ki-
mazingaombwe”, kufuatana na miono na desturi za jamii husika. Wengine hupendelea
“uhalisa-ajabu” ama “uhalisiajabu” (taz. pia Wamitila 2003: 274). Kwa mjadala wa “umri”
wa “uhalisia-mazingaombwe” katika fasihi ya Kiswahili ling. Senkoro 2007.

11 “Uhalisiafifi” ndio unashuku kabisa dhana ya uhalisi wa kimantiki. Unasisitiza
kuyaachia huru mawazo yote ya binadamu, yawe ndoto, ama mchezo wa mawazo tu, na
kuyatumia katika sanaa bila kujali “mantiki” ya “hali halisi”. Taz. pia papo hapo: 273.

12 “Njozi/fantasia” inamaanisha sifa na vipengele vyovyote vinavyoonekana vikiuke
uhalisi (au kile kinachodhaniwa kuwa uhalisi) (taz. pia papo hapo: 170ff).

13 “Njozi/utopia” ndiyo utanzu wa kazi ya fasihi ambayo misingi yake yote ndiyo njozi,
na inayotaka kujenga jamii mpya ama kusawiri kielelezo ama kifani cha jamii mpya (na
ambayo mara nyingi inamdai binadamu mpya). (taz. pia papo hapo: 336ff).
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Mjadala motomoto ukaibuka maana wasomaji wengi, hata wasomi wengi,
waliona kuwa riwaya hizi hazieleweki na kwa mwelekeo wake mwandishi
amejitenga mno na jamii na hadhira yake. Hilo limethibitika Kkatika
mazungumzo mengi na ya kina na wataalam mbalimbali wa fasihi ya Kiswahili
vyuoni Dar es Salaam, Unguja na Nairobi (ling. Diegner 2007: 302-307).

Mjadala mwingine ulijitokeza kuhusu kuainisha kazi hizo — je, ndizo
riwaya au la?'* Tukiikubali istilahi ya “riwaya” iwe dhana pana, basi kazi
hizo ndizo riwaya, lakini tata za kuziainisha haziishii hapo. Jambo hili
laonekana wazi tukiangalia istilahi walizozitumia wataalam mbalimbali —
wengine wakipendelea kuziita fasihi ama riwaya za (ki)majaribio (taz.
Senkoro 1988: 178 & 2011: 81; Wamitila 2008: 127-129),%° riwaya za
mkondo wa tafakuri (taz. Madumulla 2009: 53-56), au riwaya ama kazi za
usasaleo, usasa-baadaye au ‘“baadausasa” (postmodernism; taz. miongoni
mwa kazi nyingine Bertoncini Zubkova 1996: 147; Gromov 1998: 78;
Diegner 2007: 57; 72; 295; Wamitila 2008: 126).1® Pendekezo jingine lili-
kuwa kuziita “riwaya mpya” zishehenizo vipengele mbalimbali vya istilahi
zilizotajwa hapo juu (taz. Khamis 2005 & 2007: mote). Kwa mujibu wa
makala hii, ambayo dhamira yake kuu ndiyo kuchangia katika kuandika
historia ya fasihi ya Kiswahili, nitateua na kusisitiza kipengele kimoja
kikuu: Kwa vile riwaya hizi zimejitenga na uhalisia, nitaziita riwaya za
uhalisia-baadaye kwa maana ya post-realism.!” Kazi ya kipekee katika tapo
hili jipya ndiyo riwaya ya ki-utenzi ya Ziraili na Zirani (1999) ya William
Mkufya inayosheheni tafakuri nzito za kifalsafa kuhusu mgogoro wa dini

14 Hapo sitarudia mjadala huu — tafadhali rejelea Diegner 2005: 25.

15 “Fasihi ya (ki)majaribio” katika muktadha wa fasihi za ulimwengu mzima huhusishwa
hasa na dhana pana ya fasihi ya usasaleo ama usasabaadaye — rejelea tanbihi ifuatayo.
Walakini, kuna hoja kuihusisha istilahi hii katika muktadha wa fasihi ya Kiswahili hasa na
dhana ya “makutano ya fasihi simulizi na fasihi andishi”, ling. Senkoro 2006.

16 Usasaleo ama usasabaadaye wa kifasihi una sura nyingi. Msingi wake muhimu ndio
dhana ya sanaa kama uwanja wa majaribio kuliko sanaa kwa manufaa ya kutafuta na kupata
maana (moja). Sifa kuu za fasihi ya kisasaleo mara nyingi ni vipengele vya msuko vya
kinjozi/kifantasia, kuvunja mipaka ya tanzu, kuvunja kanuni za kisarufi, kubuni maneno
mapya na kuichezea lugha, halafu na kutumia sana sifa za “metabunilizi” (metafiction), hasa
vidokezo-vijirejeshi (self-referential elements). Taz. pia Mayer 2004: 590 & Wamitila 2003:
311ft; 120. Kwa uchambuzi wa “vipengele vya ki-usasaleo” katika riwaya za Kiswahili za
kuanzia Nagona hadi Bina-Adamu! (2002) ling. Gromov 2004.

17 Dhana ya “postrealism” ni mfano mzuri wa mada ambayo imeanza kuchambuliwa
zaidi baada ya makala hii kuandikwa. Tafadhali zingatia tanbihi 2.
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katika historia ya mawazo ulimwenguni.*® Waandishi wengine nao walifuata
nyayo hizo za Nagona na Mzingile wakaliendeleza tapo hili la riwaya la
uhalisia-baadaye.

Wahenga waliofufuka

Ndipo hapo wahenga walipofufuka tena: Said Ahmed Mohamed, kwa
kuandika Babu Alipofufuka (2001), ingawa kuna tofauti zake na hizo mbili
hasa upande wa mkabala wa uandishi (taz. hapo chini), aliendeleza tapo hili
akiandika kwa kutumia hasa mbinu za uhalisia-mazingaombwe yaani
mchanganyiko wa fasihi simulizi vikiwemo visaasili, uhalisia, na mambo ya
“mazingaombwe” na/ama ya uhalisia-fifi. Upande wa waandishi wa Kenya,
ndiye Kyallo Wamitila ambaye hasa na riwaya zake za Bina-Adamu! (2002)
na Musaleo! (2004) alitumia mbinu hizo hizo. Halafu, Clara Momanyi katika
riwaya yake ya Nakuruto (2009), naye kafuata nyayo za waandishi hawa. Kwa
ujumla malengo ya riwaya kama hizi yalikuwa ni mawili: Kwanza, riwaya hizi
zina lengo la kujaribu kitu kipya upande wa ujumi (aesthetics) na kwa kufanya
vile kuonyesha kuwa riwaya ya Kiswahili inaendana kabisa na maendeleo ya
riwaya za lugha nyingine yoyote duniani. Pili, kwa makusudi mazima riwaya
hizi zinatumia mbinu za kuvunja uhalisia kwa kushikilia hoja ya kwamba hali
ya kijamii na ya kisiasa ya nchi za Afrika Mashariki inayojidhihirisha katika
uongozi mbaya na kuongezeka kwa tofauti baina ya matabaka, imefikia
kiwango kinachovuka mipaka ya hali ya kawaida ambayo ni ya kihalisia.
Hapo nina maana ya kwamba ubwege (absurdity)'® wa hali hiyo unadai aina
mpya ya fasihi inayoiakisi hiyo hali yenyewe kwa ubwege wake.?

Sasa, tatizo kuu la tapo hili, kama nilivyokwisha dokeza, ndilo upokezi
(reception) wake.?! Nilipofanya utafiti wangu wa shahada ya tatu mnamo

18 Kwa kipengele cha mwingilianomatini baina ya Nagona na Ziraili na Zirani taz.
Diegner 2005.

19 Natumia istilahi hii ya “ubwege” kama inavyotumika hadi leo, ingawa siiafiki, kwa
sababu “absurdity” haina vidokezo (connotations) hasi kama ‘“ubwege” (ling. k. mf.
Wamitila 2003: 245; 376; 232; 189).

20 Bila ya kurejelea dhana ya “ubwege”, Said A. M. Khamis alitoa hoja inayofanana ya
kwamba enzi mpya zenye maafa ya Kkijamii na kisiasa zinadai sanaa mpya vilevile (taz.
Khamis 2005: 95ff, 2007: 63ff).

21 Bila ya shaka nikizungumzia suala la upokezi wa riwaya kama hizi (ambazo huitwa
“riwaya-dhati”) sizungumzii upokezi “mpana” sana wa wananchi walio wengi. Hali hii
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2003 na 2004 kuhusu hasa Nagona, Mzingile na Babu Alipofufuka vyuoni
huku Afrika Mashariki yaani Chuo Kikuu cha Dar es Salaam, Chuo Kikuu
cha Nairobi, cha Kenyatta, cha Kikatoliki Afrika Mashariki, na cha Kitaifa
Zanzibar, niligundua kuwa hata magwiji wengi wa fani ya fasihi ya
Kiswahili hawajalikubali tapo (paradigm) hilo jipya wakisema halifai kwa
jamii za huku.??

Kwa maoni yangu ni swali la kusikitisha kidogo maana upande wa ujumi
hapo tumepata mambo mapya ambayo ni magumu, ni changamano, lakini
yanatupa changamoto ya kisomi, basi ndiyo ya kuvutia kisomi. Vilevile
naona kuzuka kwa tapo hili jipya la riwaya lilichangia kwa kiasi kikubwa
uanuwai wa mandhari ya riwaya ya Kiswahili. Kwa hivyo, waandishi
wakiendelea kuandika hivyo, kama Said Ahmed Mohamed alivyofanya ali-
poandika Dunia Yao (2006), naona sisi wahakiki tuwapongeze kwa juhudi
zao, tuzithamini kazi kama hizi tukajikaze kuzihakiki kwa uangalifu, la
sivyo tunawakatisha waandishi jasiri tamaa.

Miaka ya 2000: Kurudi na kuendelea kuwepo kwa uhalisia ama tapo la
tatu la “uhalisia-baadaye-baadaye” lililo ndilo mwingiliano wa matapo?

Tukiangalia riwaya za Kiswahili zilizoandikwa yaani kuchapishwa
kuanzia miaka ya 2000, swali linalojitokeza ni je, tapo la uhalisia
umeendelea kuwepo au umerudi, na umezidi kukua au kurudi? Au je, kuna
mwingiliano wa matapo mawili ya kabla tunaoweza kuuita (kwa utani fulani
wa kitaaluma) “uhalisia-baadaye-baadaye”?

Naona tukilitafakari suala hilo, hakuna jibu jepesi. Inavyoelekea, kuna
mielekeo yote miwili: kuendelea kuwepo au kurudi kwa uhalisia, na
mwingiliano wa matapo.

inahusu suala la kutofautisha “riwaya-dhati” na “riwaya-pendwa”. Kwa matokeo ya
utafiti kuhusu riwaya-pendwa za Kiswabhili, ling. Gromov 2008 & Reuster-Jahn 2008.
Vilevile, hali hii inahusiana sana na hali ya usomaji wa kawaida, lakini hususan usomaji
wa riwaya. Ling. Madumulla 2006. Inavyoonekana “upana” wa upokezi wa riwaya za
Kiswahili ziitwazo “dhati” unategemea sana uteuzi wa vitabu vya kiada shuleni, lakini
hasahasa upokezi huu ndiyo discourse ya wasomi. Hapo ieleweke kwamba bila ya shaka
masuala ya kiuchumi yanachangia katika suala hilo la hali ya usomaji, lakini vilevile
tunashuhudia hali kama hii katika jamii nyingi duniani, zikiwemo zile za nchi tajiri.

22 Kama tulivyosema hapo juu, kwa mjadala huu pamoja na marejeo yake yote tazama Diegner
2007: 302-307. Kwa muhtasari wa hoja ya ukosoaji wa tapo hili jipya taz. Mbatiah 2006: 143ff.
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Maua ya Faraja na Almasi za Matumaini

Kujitokeza kwa tapo la pili la uhalisia-baadaye hakumaanisha kuwa tapo
la kwanza umekuwa haupo tena, ama umepoteza nguvu. Mifano ya riwaya
za muongo uliopita zilizoandikwa kwa kufuata mkabala wa uhalisia ndiyo
hii:

Jedwali 1: Tapo la uhalisia kuendelea (riwaya teule)

Chachage Chachage Makuadi wa Soko Huria (2002)
Adam Shafi Haini (2003)

Zainab Burhani Kipimo cha Mizani (2004)
William Mkufya Ua la Faraja (2004)

Clara Momanyi Tumaini (2006)

Kyallo Wamitila Msimu wa Vipepeo (2006)

Ken Walibora Ndoto ya Almasi (2007)
Mwenda Mbatiah Vipanya vya Maabara (2007)
Daudi Shayo Adha ya Heri (2008)

Ninafikiri waandishi hao wanaendelea kuandika katika tapo hili, au
walirejea katika tapo hili la uhalisia, kwa sababu wanaona umuhimu wake
kijamii. Yaani kwanza, waandishi bado wanaukubali sana mkabala wa
littérature engageée, yaani fasihi yenye msimamo thabiti wa kijamii, na ha-
waoni tatizo lolote ikiwa uhusiano wa kazi ya sanaa na jamii yenyewe ni wa
karibu sana; kinyume chake, wanaudai uhusiano huu wa karibu kama sharti
linalokadiri ubora wa kazi ya sanaa hasa.?®

Pili, kutokana na mabadiliko makubwa ya siasa na jamii ulimwenguni,
katika enzi zinazoliliwa na kujadiliwa sana za utandawizi/wazi,?* waandishi
hao wanadhani uhalisia wa kijamii ndio unatakikana hata zaidi kuliko ku-
livyokuwa kabla ya “ufunguzi wa milango”. Wanashikilia kuwa uhalisia
unatoa mwelekeo kwa wanajamii wanaotisika na kuteseka sana kutokana na
mabadiliko hayo ya kuelekea zaidi na zaidi na kwa kiasi kikubwa katika
“utamaduni” mpya, utamaduni wa pesa, yaani uyakinifu unaoegemea upande
mmoja tu.

23 Ingawa istilahi ya “littérature engagée” ilitumika hasa na Jean-Paul Sartre (ingawa siye
aliyeibuni), mwakilishi wa falsafa na fasihi ya udhanaishi, hapa hatuna maana ya kwamba
fasihi ya aina hii ihusike na udhanaishi.

24 Rejelea Diegner 2004: 227; 230ff, Chachage 2004: 3, Khamis 2007: 47ff. Mbali na ukosoaji
wa “utandawizi”, rejelea ukosoaji wa “kutunduwaza” badala ya ‘“kutandawaza” (Masele 2007).
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Je, Dunia yao ndiyo yao tu?

Tapo la uhalisia-baadaye kwa sasa inavyoonekana limekufa ganzi.
Baada ya riwaya ya Dunia Yao (2006) kutoka, hatukuona tena riwaya
jasiri za aina hii, isipokuwa riwaya ya Nakuruto (2009) ya Clara
Momanyi.?® Jinsi Dunia Yao (2006) inavyotumia misingi ya usasaleo
kama kuvunja mipaka ya tanzu, kuvunja kanuni za kisarufi, kubuni ma-
neno mapya na kuichezea lugha, halafu na kutumia sana sifa za
“metabunilizi”, hasa vidokezo-vijirejeshi, haina kifani katika mandhari ya
riwaya ya kisasa.?

Kwa nini sasa tapo hili limekufa ganzi ama angalau linaonekana kuwa
umekufa ganzi? Tunahisi sababu yake inaweza kuwa jinsi upokezi wa
riwaya kama hizi hadi sasa ulivyokuwa hafifu, yaani wahakiki hawaziandikii
riwaya hizi vya kutosha. Basi dialogue ya mwandishi na mhakiki ikiwa
haipo ama haipo vya kutosha na kuridhisha pande zote mbili, lakini hasa
kumridhisha vilevile mwandishi anayehitaji kuhakikiwa ili apate motisha ya
kusonga mbele, tapo hili haliwezi kuendelea kuzaa matunda.

Nyuso mpya, upeo mpya? Unaitwaje?

Walakini, waandishi hao hao wa tapo la pili, Kyallo Wamitila na
Unaitwa Nani? (2008) na Said Ahmed Mohamed na Nyuso za Mwanamke
(2010), kwa mujibu wa uhakiki wangu, wamefanikiwa kuunda
mwingiliano wa matapo hayo makuu mawili. Huu mwingiliano wa uhalisia
na uhalisia-baadaye ndilo tapo jipya la tatu ambalo ki-dayakronia
(kihistoria) tungeweza kuliita ‘“uhalisia-baadaye-baadaye”, walakini,
tunapendelea kuliita mwingiliano wa matapo (ama usanisi wa matapo).
Maana yake ni kwamba, riwaya hizi zinasimuliwa katika tapo la kihalisia
kwa kiasi kikubwa, lakini vilevile zina vipengele vingine vya njozi/fantasia
(Nyuso za Mwanamke) ama za kidhahania, ama zinaleta umbo na muundo
mpya wa riwaya kwa ujumla (Unaitwa Nani?). Mfano wa kipengele cha

% Riwaya zijazo zitadhihirisha kama jambo hilo litajwe kama “hakuna nadharia tete isiyo
na mwanya” ama kuwa Nakuruto (2009) ndiyo dalili ya tapo hili kuendelea kushamiri.

% Ling. Diegner 2016, na makala nyingine kadhaa za mkusanyiko huu. Kuhusu
uchambuzi wa kimaudhui na kimkabala wa uandishi wa Dunia Yao likiwemo suala la utata
wa “dunia yao na dunia yetu” ling. Waliaula 2010b.
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njozi/fantasia ni sura ya tatu katika Nyuso za Mwanamke iitwayo “Nana
Nimezaliwa Upya” ambapo mhusika mkuu anaota ndoto ya kuzaliwa upya
inayoanza kwa kutoweka kwa vitu vyake vyote, hadi kuta, chumbani
mwake (cf. NzM 111 24-28). Mfano mwingine ndio umbo na muundo wa
Unaitwa Nani? ambao ni wa kipekee: Kuna usambamba wa sehemu kuu
mbili ambazo kila moja ni mkusanyiko wa hadithi fupi sita. Hadithi sita za
kwanza zinasimulia visa vya wahusika wakuu wa kike, halafu hadithi sita
za pili zinasimulia visa vya wahusika wakuu wa kiume. Licha ya hizi
hadithi fupi kuna “fremu” na sehemu ya katikati ambazo ni visa vya
kidhahania ambapo wahusika (wa kike na kiume tena) hawana hata jina —
ndicho kielezo kimojawapo cha kichwa chenyewe cha riwaya: “Unaitwa
Nani?” (ling. pia Diegner 2014).

Ukaribiano na Uanuwai wa Riwaya ya Kiswabhili

Suala la ukaribiano?” wa riwaya linaweza kuangaliwa kutoka kwa mitazamo
tofauti: kwanza, kuhusu suala la matapo, lakini vilevile, pili, kuhusu suala la
riwaya za Tanzania tukizitofautisha na zile za Kenya. Tena, ni suala la
kihistoria, maana kila muongo wa enzi za baada ya uhuru una tabia yake,
mfumo wake wa fikra, Zeitgeist yake.

Ukaribiano na Uanuwai wa Riwaya ya Kiswahili kuhusu matapo matatu
ya riwaya

Kuhusu tapo la uhalisia ningesema mwelekeo wa kukaribiana upo sana
tangu awali, hasa ukihusu maudhui ya kijamii. Katika mlolongo mrefu wa
riwaya za uhalisia zihusuzo jamii, na ambazo tungeweza kuziita riwaya za
kijamii, kazi za kifani (paradigmatic) zingekuwa Mwenda Kwao (1971) ya
Cuthbert Omari, Dunia Uwanja wa Fujo (1975) ya Euphrase Kezilahabi,

27 JIstilahi ya “ukaribiano” ni matokeo ya tafakuri za muda baada ya kutumia
“kukaribiana” wakati wa kuwasilisha makala hii, na kuzingatia pia mapendekezo ya
“ukutano”, halafu na “uelekeano”. Namshukuru sana Aldin Mutembei kwa ushauri wake
katika suala hilo na masuala mengine ya kiistilahi yanayohusu makala hii. Ingawa niliwahi
kufundishwa kuwa kutumia ngeli ya “u-* mno katika kuunda istilahi mpya inaweza kuwa aina
ya “U-kiingereza-shaji”, hatimaye nimechagua “ukaribiano” kwa sababu niliambiwa sivyo, na
kwa sababu neno lenye umbo hili linaonekana kufaa zaidi katika kufinyanga makala ya
kitaaluma.
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zikifuata Njozi lliyopotea (1980) ya Claude Mung’ong’o, Kiza katika Nuru
(1988) ya Said Ahmed Mohamed, Upotevu (1999) ya Mwenda Mbatiah,
Makuadi wa Soko Huria (2002) ya Chachage Chachage, hadi Msimu wa
Vipepeo (2006) ya Kyallo Wamitila.?®

Hata hivyo, tukiangalia kwa undani zaidi, ndani ya tapo hili, tunaona
uanuwai wa Kiasi kikubwa tukizikuta riwaya za kijamii hasa, za kisiasa, za
kielimunafsi, za kipelelezi, na hata za kifalsafa?® (taz. mifano ya jedwali
lifuatalo).

Jedwali 2: Riwaya za uhalisia zihusuzo jamii, walakini, kipengele fulani kinajitokeza zaidi

Riwaya za kisiasa George Mhina, Mtu ni Utu (1971)

Euphrase Kezilahabi, Gamba la Nyoka (1979)
George Liwenga, Nyota ya Huzuni (1981)
)Adam Shafi, Haini (2003)

Riwaya za kielimunafsi Euphrase Kezilahabi, Rosa Mistika (1971)

Said Ahmed Mohamed, Tata za Asumini (1990)
Kyallo Wamitila, Msimu wa Vipepeo (2006)

Riwaya za kipelelezi Riwaya mbalimbali za akina Aristablus Elvis
Musiba na Marehemu Ben Rashidi Mtobwa
Riwaya za kifalsafa Euphrase Kezilahabi, Kichwamaji (1974)

William Mkufya, Ua la Faraja (2004)

Tumeshasema kabla katika makala hii kwamba kurudi au kuendelea
kuwepo kwa tapo hili ni wazi. Kwa nini? Tapo hili linaendelea kuwepo kwa
sababu inavyoelekea jamii mbalimbali za Afrika Mashariki zinathamini kwa
kiasi kikubwa uhusiano wa karibu wa fasihi na jamii. Tapo hili la uhalisia
linaendelea kuwa mbinu muhimu ya kumulikia na kujadili masuala nyeti ya
jamii, na kuikosoa jamii kwa nia ya kuleta ukombozi (emancipation) na
mwamko mpevu wa kijamii.

Waandishi ninaowaita jasiri (kisanii), walio*“thubutu” kujitenga na uha-
lisia, wao kwa uchache wao kazi zao zilikaribiana wakisomeana na

28 Kuziainisha kazi hizo kama riwaya za kijamii hakumaanishi kuwa haziwezi kutiwa
katika mikondo mingine ya riwaya pia. Zote nilizoziorodhesha hapa pia zingeweza kuingia
katika mkondo wa riwaya ya kisiasa.

29 Maana riwaya ya kifalsafa si lazima iandikwe katika tapo la uhalisia-baadaye, kama
mifano ya Kichwamaji (muongo wa pili, 1974) na Ua la Faraja (muongo wa tano, 2004)
inavyoonyesha.
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kuathiriana — “mtu si kisiwa”, basi kazi yoyote ya sanaa wala si kisiwa.*
Lakini hata hivyo, kazi hizo chache — furaha na raha ya mhakiki —
ukizihakiki kwa undani, zinatofautiana si haba, basi ndani ya tapo
lenyewe la uhalisia-baadaye uanuwai upo ingawa kazi ni chache.

Ili kutoa vipengele angalau vichache kuelezea zaidi jinsi riwaya hizi®
zinavyotofautiana, ningesema katika Babu Alipofufuka (2001) kipengele
Kikuu cha uhalisia-mazingaombwe cha kuufuta na kuuchezea mpaka
baina ya uhalisia na mazingaombwe (taz. hapo juu) kinajitokeza kwa
kiasi kikubwa zaidi kuliko katika Nagona (1987/1990) na Mzingile
(1991). Bina-Adamu! (2002), kwa namna yake, inatokeza zaidi mada ya
ukosoaji wa utandawazi — kama Babu Alipofufuka — lakini vilevile
inatokeza zaidi kipengele cha safari ya mhusika mkuu kama “fremu” ya
msuko mzima — kama katika Nagona. Maana yake, ukitafuta tofauti baina
ya hizi riwaya, ningesema hivi: Katika Nagona na Mzingile ndivyo
vipengele vya falsafa na usasaleo (postmodernism) vinatawala, wakati
katika Babu Alipofufuka ndivyo =zaidi vipengele vya uhalisia-
mazingaombwe (magical realism), usasaleo na Umarx mpya. Katika
Bina-Adamu! sifa kuu ndiyo jinsi uhalisia-mazingaombwe na usasaleo
zinavyounganishwa na ukosoaji wa utandawazi, halafu katika Dunia Yao
(2006) vipengele hivi vyote vipo,®? kipengele kitawalacho kikiwa ndicho
usasaleo uliokomaa (taz. Diegner 2016).

Kwa vyovyote vile, kuhusu tapo hili na tapo la tatu la mwingiliano
ningesema ni mapema mno kuweza kujua kama yataendelea kuwepo kwa
kiasi gani na kuonyesha ukaribiano wa kuunda tapo lenyewe, kwa upande

30 Jambo la wazi ni kwamba uandishi wa Nagona (1987) na Mzingile (1991) ulikuwa
wa kifani kabisa ukiathiri sana uandishi wa kazi kama Babu Alipofufuka (2001) na Bina-
Adamu! (2002). Taz. pia Bertoncini Zubkova 2006: 85. Hata hivyo, mwingiliano-matini
huu haumaanishi kabisa kuwa zile za mwisho hazina ubunifu wa kipekee. Kwa maoni
yangu, Babu Alipofufuka inasheheni ukwasi wa lugha ya Kiswahili kwa kiwango cha juu
kabisa katika historia ya riwaya ya Kiswahili hadi sasa. Jinsi lugha, fani na maudhui
zinavyoendana katika riwaya hiyo, na kuunda ujumi wa aina yake, haina kifani. Bina-
kimoja tu” katika muktadha wa utandawazi kwa umahiri na ustadi wa kipekee.

31 1li hoja yangu kuu ieleweke vizuri zaidi, hapa sitajadili tofauti za riwaya zote za
tapo hili, kwa hivyo sitazungumzia Ziraili na Zirani (1999), Musaleo (2004) na Nakuruto
(2009).

32 Kwa uchambuzi wa kipengele cha uhalisia-mazingaombwe katika Dunia Yao ling.
Waliaula 2010a.
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mmoja, na uanuwai wa kutosha ndani ya kila tapo, kwa upande
mwingine. Hilo linahusu hasa tapo la mwingiliano ambamo tumeainishia
riwaya mbili tu za Unaitwa Nani? (2008) na Nyuso za Mwanamke (2010;
taz. aya ya “Nyuso mpya, upeo mpya?”” hapo juu).

Ukaribiano na Uanuwai wa Riwaya ya Kiswahili kuhusu riwaya za
kutoka Tanzania na Kenya

Pili, tukiangalia suala la ukaribiano ama uanuwai kuhusu riwaya zitokazo
Tanzania na zitokazo Kenya naona “mandhari ya fasihi” imebadilika kwa kiasi
kikubwa. Tangu katikati ya miaka tisini, riwaya ya Kiswahili nchini Kenya ilishu-
hudia ongezeko kubwa sana hadi leo, “boom” ya aina tuliyoishuhudia Tanzania
katika miaka ya sabini (taz. Diegner 2014). Leo hii, katika kila tapo nililokwisha
kuelezea utakuta kuna waandishi wa kutoka Tanzania na Kenya. Mifano ya
waandishi wa Kenya na Tanzania katika matapo yote matatu ndiyo hii:

Jedwali 3: Riwaya za Tanzania na Kenya (mifano teule)3?

I Tapo la uhalisia (wa “kirasimi”)

Tanzania Kenya
Euphrase Kezilahabi, Rosa Mistika (1971) Katama Mkangi, Ukiwa (1975)
Claude Mung’ong o, Njozi lliyopotea (1981) Zainab Burhani, Mali ya Maskini (1981)
Said Ahmed Mohamed, Kiza katika Nuru (1988)

1. Tapo la uhalisia-baadaye

Tanzania Kenya
Euphrase Kezilahabi, Nagona (1987/1990) Kyallo Wamitila, Bina-Adamu! (2002)
Euphrase Kezilahabi, Mzingile (1991) Kyallo Wamitila, Musaleo! (2004)
William Mkufya, Ziraili na Zirani (1999) Clara Momanyi, Nakuruto (2009)

33 Nasisitiza sifa ya “uteule” ama uteuzi wa mifano hii, hasa ya matapo ya I na III A. Bila ya
shaka zipo riwaya nyingi sana za maana sana ambazo sijaziorodhesha hapa, na bila ya shaka
uteuzi wa wataalam wenzangu wengine ungekuwa tofauti. Kwa mfano, katika tapo la I,
tungaliweza kuainisha vilevile riwaya ya Walenisi (1995) ya Katama Mkangi. Walakini, naiona
riwaya hiyo zaidi kama riwaya ya kinjozi/ya ki-utopia “ya kirasimi”, jadi iliyoanza na riwaya za
kiistiara za Kufikirika (1967; written in 1946) na Kusadikika (1951) za Shaaban Robert.
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Said Ahmed Mohamed, Babu Alipofufuka (2001)
Said Ahmed Mohamed, Dunia Yao (2006)

111 A. Tapo la uhalisia (unaoendelea)

Tanzania Kenya
Chachage Chachage, Clara Momanyi, Tumaini (2006)
Makuadi wa Soko Huria (2002) Kyallo Wamitila, Msimu wa Vipepeo (2006)
Adam Shafi, Haini (2003) Ken Walibora, Ndoto ya Almasi (2007)
William Mkufya, Ua la Faraja (2004) Mwenda Mbatiah,
Daudi Shayo, Adha ya Heri (2008) Vipanya vya Maabara (2007)

111 B. Tapo la uhalisia-baadaye-baadaye

Tanzania Kenya

Said A. Mohamed, Nyuso za Mwanamke (2010) | Kyallo Wamitila, Unaitwa Nani? (2008)

Baada ya kuona maendeleo hayo yanavyoakisiwa katika jedwali, swali
ndilo je, mustakabali utakuwaje? Nadhani zipo dalili za kutosha kuwa
ukaribiano huu utazidi maana waandishi wenyewe wameanza kusomeana
zaidi kazi zao kuliko hali ilivyokuwa zamani.?* Bila ya shaka suala la
usambazaji na kupatikana kwa vitabu pande zote mbili za mpaka
linachangia hapa si haba.

Hitimisho

Katika makala hii nilijaribu kufafanua maendeleo ya riwaya ya Kiswabhili
katika miongo mitano ya tangu uhuru upatikane. Ili kubainisha taswira
kamili ya “mandhari” hii ya riwaya ya Kiswahili niliweza kugusia tu hatua
kubwa kubwa za maendeleo hayo bila ya kuelezea mifano mingi, na kwa
undani. Kwa ufupi, nadharia tete kadhaa zilizotolewa hapa ndizo:

34 Ingawa hapo, inavyoonekana, Kenya wasomaji walikuwa wameanza mapema zaidi
kusoma riwaya za kutoka Tanzania. Siku hizi ninahisi Watanzania wengi zaidi wameanza
kusoma riwaya za wenzao Wakenya, ingawa bado si kwa kiwango cha Wakenya kuzisoma
riwaya za Watanzania.
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Jedwali 4: Nadharia-tete za makala hii

() Yapo matapo matatu makuu ya riwaya ya Kiswabhili:
(1) uhalisia
(2) uhalisia-baadaye
(3) mwingiliano wa matapo hayo mawili
(“uhalisia-baadaye-baadaye”)

(U)) Ukarlblano wa riwaya za Kiswahili upo:
katika kuweza kuainishwa katika matapo hayo makuu
*  kuhusu mikondo ya riwaya ndani ya kila tapo, kwa mfano
riwaya ya Kisiasa
* umezidi kuongezeka ukilinganisha riwaya za Tanzania na
Kenya kimaudhui na kifani

(111) Uanuwai nao upo:
* Kkipaji cha lugha ama mazoea yatamwezesha msomaji kutofautisha
riwaya za Kenya na za Tanzania; halafu, uanuwai unajitokeza kuhusu
matumizi ya lugha ya watu wa pwani/visiwani na bara pande zote
mbili za mpaka
* ndani ya kila tapo:
v" riwaya ya uhalisia ina mikondo mingi: ya kijamii, ya kisiasa,
ya kijinsia, ya kielimunafsi, ya kimazingira, ya kifalsafa
v’ riwaya za uhalisia-baadaye, ingawa ni chache, zinatofautiana
si haba
v’ riwaya za mwingiliano wa matapo hayo ambazo hadi sasa ni
chache sana, nazo zinatofautiana sana

Kwa kuhitimisha makala hii, wito wangu ndio tuendelee kuchambua
ukaribiano huo, lakini tutambue, tukaheshimu na kufurahia uanuwai vilevile,
maana uanuwai ndio unaoipa fasihi ladha yake, tusije tukawa tumechoka na
kusoma riwaya za aina ama tapo moja tu. Ili kufanikisha hilo, tuzisome na
kuzichambua zaidi riwaya za tapo la pili na la tatu, ili tuwatie waandishi hao
moyo wasije wakakatishwa tamaa na ilhamu yao ya kuandika mapya.

Kwa maoni yangu, hali ya maisha ulimwenguni kote imekuwa
changamano kiasi cha kwamba kupend(ele)a kazi za matapo hayo siyo
Umagharibi(-magharibi, Westernism) wala Ukaskazini(-kaskazini wa
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kilimwengu, Global Northernism), yaani upendeleo wa wasanii na wataalam
wa janibu hizo za dunia. Hapo nakubaliana kabisa na nadharia tete ya Said
Khamis (taz. hapo juu) anayesema dunia imebadilika kiasi cha kwamba
sanaa mpya inahitajika kote. Mbali na hayo, ninashikilia hoja ya kuwa
uanuwai wa sanaa unanufaisha sana jamii yoyote ile, iwe ni jamii yenye
watu maskini wengi au la. Kimsingi kinachohitajika ni walimu wazuri na
wahakiki wazuri ambao wataelezea na kusaidia kuchambua na kuhakiki kazi
za aina hiyo.

Hata hivyo, vilevile tusisahau kuchambua na kuhakiki pia riwaya za
uhalisia za hivi karibuni, maana yapo maua mengine mapya mengi
yasheheniyo mafumbo yatusubiriyo tuyafumbue.
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SoclAL DIMENSIONS OF KENYAN SWAHILI NOVEL
AFTER THE YEAR 2000

MIKHAIL GROMOV
(United States International University, Nairobi)

The importance of literature as a social institution, creating to a large extent
what is popularly referred to as a public consciousness of a specific society,
has always attracted the attention of the scholars of literature. As the wider
theoretical ground for this study we hold the view that literature is, first, a
mirror of the society — the view which, emerging basically after the French
revolution of the 18™ century, has repeatedly been expressed by various
scholars of literature and found its detailed theoretical substantiation in such
recent works as, for example, Holger Kiesow’s Literature as a Mirror of
Society (Kiesow 2006). Also, we agree with popular assertion that literature
is a watchdog of the society who must bark at all the injustices committed by
and against its members. Thus we assume, that literature, on the one hand,
reflects in different ways all the processes going on in a society it belongs to;
on the other hand, by disclosing the social wrongs being committed in these
processes, it increases the awareness of the society’s members, and by doing
S0 increases their commitment to improve the social conditions they live in.
It must be added, that speaking about the ability of literature to reflect in dif-
ferent ways the social processes, “different” should be deemed as a key word
— for, with a considerable unity of their general task, the authors use striking
variety of artistic methods, devices and principles.

The above fully applies to modern African literatures, which since their
formation period have demonstrated a very high rate of “social charge”. It is
true for literatures in both European and African languages — and among the
latter, Swahili literature obviously holds the first place.

Swahili writers have demonstrated their commitment to write about so-
cially topical issues already in the late colonial period — suffice it to remember
the prose works of Tanganyikan writers Shaaban Robert and Mohamed Said
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Abdulla, which are now considered to be the founding texts of modern Swahili
writing. In its later periods, Swahili writing in Tanzania has multiply increased
its social engagement, remaining a very precise “chronicler” of the country’s
social history. Lutz Diegner in his PhD thesis wrote about “the responsibility
of a Swahili writer to act as kioo cha jamii ‘mirror of society’ if not mwalimu
wa jamii ‘teacher of society’as a common viewpoint among the Tanzanian
authors” (see Diegner 2007: 302-307).

In Kenya, social potential of literature was initially mainly realized by its
English-language stratum, which from the onset has gained a conspicuous
place on the palette of modern African literatures. Kenyan literature in
Swabhili, being “overshadowed” by its English-language counterpart (and thus
not enjoying the “privileged” position of Swahili writing in Tanzania, where
Swahili has been by and large the only literary language), was undergoing a
rather unsteady and slow development in the 1960s-1980s. However, since the
1990s, when Kenyan literary scene was entered by a new generation of writ-
ers, Swabhili literature in Kenya has received a previously-unheard-of impetus
in its growth, largely facilitated after the year 2000, during the present period
of political liberalisation in the country, which tangibly expanded the range of
the issues that the authors are trying to address.

This new generation of Swahili writers brought to the literary arena such
names as Omar Babu, John Habwe, Elijah Kaberia, Emmanuel Kariuki, Jeff
Mandila, Josphat Makori, Mwenda Mbatiah, Swaleh Mdoe, Clara Momanyi,
Sinjiri Mukuba, Geoffrey Mung’ou, Anduvate Mwavali, Juma Namlola,
Alex Ngure, Ali Hassan Njama, George Ong’ang’o, Francis Otuche, Sheila
Ryanga, Ken Walibora, Kyallo Wadi Wamitila. However, of these writers
only Walibora and Wamitila appear to receive considerable attention from
literary critics — see, e.g., Bertoncini Zubkova et al. 2009, Diegner 2014,
Gromov 2015. The critical regard towards other writers appears to be much
less profound — for example, some novels of Habwe, Mbatiah, Momanyi,
Mdoe and Njama were analysed by Wamitila (Bertoncini Zubkova et al.
2009), the works of Mbatiah also by Diegner (2014); other writers seem to
be still waiting for their critical assessment and appraisal.

Seeking to at least partially fill this gap, we in this paper will try to focus
on three writers, who, despite acquiring a prominent position in contempo-
rary Swabhili literature in Kenya during the recent years, still remain more or
less unnoticed by the local and international literary criticism — John Habwe,
Tom Olali and Clara Momanyi. We have chosen these writers not only be-
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cause of their prominence and artistic qualities of their works, but also owing
to the fact that each of these authors appears to represent a specific trend in
modern Kenyan Swahili writing — social critical realism, “new” novel and
women’s writing respectively.

John Habwe: social criticism from the stance of enlightenment

John Habwe, the most established and the most prolific of the writers chosen
for this study, also seems to have gained the highest attention from the
critics.! His first three novels were reviewed, among others, by Kyallo Wadi
Wamitila in his survey of Kenyan novel in the new edition of Outline of
Swahili Literature (Bertoncini et al. 2009). In that survey Wamitila notices,
along with other traits, Habwe’s tangible inclination towards “Enlighten-
ment-type” didacticism. Already in his first novel Maumbile si huja (Ap-
pearances do not matter, 1995), telling the story of “Said, a farmhand
involved in an illicit affair with his employer’s wife, Amina, who feels ne-
glected by her husband, Juma [...], a chauvinistic racist who looks down on
anyone who does not have the same light pigmentation as he”, Habwe
“examines, albeit in passing, the issue of race in the coastal towns of East
Africa. Amina later abandons her husband and marries Said by whom she
bears a blind son, vindicating the novella’s title” (Bertoncini Zubkova et al.
2009: 61).

Maisha kitendawili (Life is a puzzle, 2003) “examines the trials and trib-
ulations besetting a modern young person. At the centre of this story is
Farida, an easy-going and astute female character who sails through her uni-
versity studies by relying on her hard-working male colleagues, whom she
however spurns, opting instead for the rich men who hover around the
University’s female lodgings. Farida is brought back to her senses by the
harsh realities that confront her at the end of her university education, when

1 Kenyan author and linguistics scholar, born 12 December, 1962 in Vihiga, Western
Kenya. Studied for his degrees at the University of Nairobi where he teaches in the
Department of Linguistics and Languages. Author of the novels Maumbile si huja (1995),
Maisha kitendawili (2000), Paradiso (2005), Cheche za moto (2008), Fumbo la maisha
(2009), Safari ya Lamu (2011), Pamba (2011), Kovu moyoni (2014), Pendo la karaha (2014).
He also wrote several short stories and children’s stories.
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she is unable to get a job. She ends up living a life of squalor before she is
rescued by Juma, the old university friend she had once looked down upon.
Farida immerses herself into religion, which serves as her liberating force”
(Bertoncini Zibkova et al. 2009: 61).

The theme of religion is furthered in Habwe’s third novel Paradiso
(2005), although in that book Habwe offers “a biting indictment of religious
hypocrisy and the commercialization of religion.” The novel tells the story
of Michael Mango, a young Mombasa dweller, who after his recovery from
a dangerous ailment becomes a devoted church person, soon making a
preaching career. However, he soon “comes face to face with the religious
gangsterism and greed [...] and the adulterous escapades of religious leaders
like Musa Bosire” (Bertoncini Zubkova et al. 2009: 62). After the conflict
with these leaders Michael founds a new church, the Bethany Bible, and
soon himself becomes subjected to all those ills that he previously hated his
foes for.

Although, as it was mentioned above, Habwe’s novels have attracted
certain attention from the critical realm, the critics have claimed that his
novels “do definitely deserve more attention than what has been published
on them so far” (Diegner 2014: 344). Having acknowledged his achieve-
ments in various aspects of form (“rich in its use of language and realistic
descriptions” — Wamitila, “his ‘minimalist’ linguistic style, his formal ex-
perimentalism” — Diegner), the critics also point at Habwe’s aspiration to
write about topical social issues, at the same time combining in his texts two
distinctive artistic methods — social criticism, which is mostly presented
through “richness of realistic descriptions” and elements of social satire, and
moralistic didacticism, which is brought through moralising dialogues and
authorial sentences (e.g. Wamitila, writing about Maisha kitendawili, noticed
that in the novel bears “some elements of didactic melodrama” — Bertoncini
Zubkova et al. 2009: 61).

In the recent decades Habwe produced six more novels — Cheche za Moto
(Sparks of fire, 2008), Fumbo la maisha (Riddle of life, 2009), Safari ya
Lamu (Journey to Lamu, 2011), Pamba (2011), Pendo la karaha (Love of
abhorrence, 2014), Kovu moyoni (Scar in the heart, 2014). In this study we
will focus on two of the latest novels by Habwe — Pamba (2011) and Pendo
la karaha (Love of abhorrence, 2014), since, in our view, these two texts are
marked with pronouncedly “Habwean” combination of social documentary,
with realistic and impartial depiction of urgent social problems, with certain
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devices and methods that appear to be “borrowed” from the classical works
of European enlightenment.

Habwe’s novel Pamba (titled by the name of the main character) is in fact
a long and bitter lament about the miserable state of public universities, rep-
resented in the novel by a certain Chiromo Centre (presumably its prototype
being the University of Nairobi) and one of its lecturers, a talented mathe-
matician Professor Pamba. Pamba, a locally and foreign-educated scholar,
initially gets a profitable position at a prestigious NGO, but resigns from it
when he gets an opportunity to head a newly founded centre for mathemati-
cal research at Chiromo which “was hoping to change the ways of con-
structing computer devices in its mathematical calculation. It is the devel-
opment which was intended to influence the whole world and to bring to the
country of Kenya big reputation worldwide” (Habwe 2011: 48). The center
works successfully, but the state of the university and its lecturers becomes
more and more destitute; even foreign-financed projects, no matter how well
done, do not bring desired increments — everything is taken by the state
structures. Classes and laboratories do not have equipment, lecturers lack
money; Pamba is thrown out of his house in Kileleshwa and can not pay his
old father’s medical bills. But when the teachers decide to defend their
rights, the repressive machine strikes, and their efforts go in vain.

Brought to the end of their tether, the teachers decided to organize an all-
university strike. The government responded by the insertion of spies into
their ranks and by the arrest of ten important members of the teacher’s or-
ganization — among them Miheso, the secretary, who disappeared without a
trace. The forthcoming strike was joined by the students, who organized
their own protest action against the pitiful state of the teachers — and were
dispersed and harassed by the police. By the bitter irony of fate Pamba, who
was all the way expressing cautiousness towards the actions of his col-
leagues, was arrested that same evening and accused of inciting the students
to join the strike of the dons. Eventually he is released, and now decides to
participate in the strike; the strikers are also brutally scattered by the police,
Pamba is arrested again, and spends three days in police cells. The strike
goes on, with threats to withhold the teachers’ salaries and more sackings —
among the sacked ones now is Pamba himself. His further efforts to get em-
ployed in private and foreign universities go in vain. In the end, desperate
Pamba, who is deprived of his lifetime work and deserted by his family,
commits suicide in his Chiromo office.
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Habwe’s latest-to-date novel Pendo la karaha (Love of abhorrence,
2014) also deals with one of the crying problems of the “global south” —
modern slavery, disguised as employment. The novel’s main character, a
young school graduate Kudra, comes from a humble family of Mombasa
residents. Her father, a brave policeman, was killed by a local gang of drug
dealers, and since his death her mother, a petty vendor, is struggling for the
survival of her family. Kudra, like many other girls, is seduced by the adver-
tisements about easy and profitable employment abroad, posed by a local
agent. She pays her last money for the arrangements, and soon finds herself
employed by a well-off family in Dubai. Employed — but, rather, enslaved,
because her masters, the rich businessman Amini and his wife Nayrat, soon
inform her that her salary will not be paid until she repays them her air ticket
expenses; her passport is withdrawn, and poor Kudra finds herself in the
state of a real “mtumwa wa kisasa” — a modern slave. She tries to deny this
painful reality even to herself, hoping that things will straighten up one day.
However, the situation is getting only worse, which pushes Kudra towards
decisive actions in search of solution and salvation. After being harassed by
Amini, Kudra flees his house with some stolen money — only to find herself
as a mistress of another wealthy local dweller named Salim, who later
pushes her out of his house in favour of a new flame. Having her last em-
ployment at a “massage parlour”, whose owner tries to push her into prosti-
tution, Kudra only by chance — or, rather, lucky concurrence of circum-
stances — manages to return to Kenya.

Parallel to the saga of “modern slavery” the novel highlights another burn-
ing problem of today’s Africa — drug addiction among the young; using sev-
eral secondary characters, the author shows devastating effect of drugs over
the younger generation. Poverty and the absence of life perspectives push the
younger people toward enslavement abroad and drug addiction at home — this
conclusion, severally proclaimed by different characters in the book, commits
Kudra and her mother to seek solution through their own effort: they intend to
set up in their native Mombasa a private poultry farm and a hairdressing salon,
employing local destitute youth in order to fight poverty together.

Habwe’s striving to address in his books the topical issues of modern
Kenyan (and, on a wider scale, African) society is obvious; in fact, of the two
novels Pamba appears to have a higher degree of social criticism. However,
even in Pamba — ands to a much higher extent in Pendo la karaha — the author
uses methods and devices reminiscent of the classical works of Enlightenment;
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namely, he asserts the power of self-purification and positive example (e.g.
Kassim, a drug addict youth in Pendo la karaha, after realizing his miserable
state comes to his senses, becomes a successful businessman and sponsors the
local drug-fighting campaigns), furnishes the text with his own moralising pas-
sages, and fluently exploits the figure of raisonneur (e.g. mzee Simba in Pendo
la karaha, who lectures the local youth about the danger of drugs; Belgian
philanthropist in Pamba, who initially sets the main character on the right track).
But the strongest source of moral strength and self-awareness lies within the
personality of the main characters themselves; that is why Habwe constantly en-
gages his heroes in the dialogues with the nafsi — their “inner self”, who, sharply
criticising the character’s current state, thus opens their eyes and commits them
to corresponding actions. It was nafsi that made the last attempt to push
Professor Pamba into changing his life, revealing to him the neglected state of
true scientists in Kenya:

“Dunia ina maonevu makubwa sana,” aliwaza Pamba. Alipowaona wale watoto
hakuelewa kuzaliwa kwao kulinuiwa nini katika dunia.

“Na wewe?”” Mara nafsi yake ilimwuliza.

“Mimi ni mtafiti, bwana,” Pamba alisema hapo kwenye kitanda alichokuwa
amekilala.

“Mtafiti wa nini? " Nafsi ilimwuliza tena.

“Mimi ni mtafiti mkubwa wa mambo ya hisabati,” Pamba alisema huku
amekazia macho kitabu alichokuwa alikisoma.

Pamba alisikia mcheko mkubwa kutoka kwa nafsi yake.
“Je, dunia inajua?”’ Nafsi iliuliza kwa ihadi.
“Inajua, nimetuzwa mara kwa mara,” Pamba alijitetea.
“Utatuzwa vipi uwe huwezi kumudu chakula na nyumba ya kukaa ya starehe?”
Nafsi ilimwuliza.
Pamba alishangaa hiyo daiolojia ilivyoendelea. Ilimuudhi, ilimkera moyo.
(Habwe 2011:112-13)?

2 “The world has a lot of oppression,” thought Pamba. When he saw those children [of
the slums], he did not understand for what intention were they born into the world./ “And
you?” his Nafsi asked him immediately./ “I am a researcher, bwana,” Pambo said from the
bed on which he was laying./ “Researcher of what?” Nafsi asked him again./ “I am a big
researcher of the matters mathematical,” said Pamba, shifting his eyes to the book he was
reading./ Pamba heard a big laughter from his Nafsi./ “And does the world know?” asked
Nafsi with contempt./ “It does, I was rewarded from time to time,” Pamba defended himself./
“How were you rewarded if you can not afford food and a decent house to live?”” Nafsi asked
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Likewise, nafsi opens Kudra’s eyes to her state of enslavement:

“Kwa nini walifanya vile?” Siku zote Kudra alijiuliza alipopata fursa ya
kupigia makini maisha yake. Hakupata majibu. Siku moja, Nafsi ilimweleza
kimasomaso.

“Huo ndio utumwa, dadangu. Utumwa uliotaka wewe,” Nafsi ilisema.
“Utumwa?” Kudra aliuliza kwa mshangao.

“Feeh utumwa. Modern slavery,” Nafsi ilipambana kumfafanulia kwa
Kiingereza.

“Mimi si slave lakini. [...] Mimi ni mtu wa uwezo wangu. Nina akili. Nina
msimamo. Nina maono.” [...]

“Wewe ni mtumwa. Hii ndiyo sababu wafuta nyumba usilipwe mshahara
ukufaao,” Nafsi ilisema na ikacheka kicheko kikubwa cha kitashtiti. [...]
“Nitatoka,” Kudra alisema.

“Kutoka ni vigumu. Kwataka moyo,” Nafsi ilisema.

“Moyo ninao. Nguvu ninazo na mikakati ninayo,” Kudra alisema. (Habwe
2014: 119-20)°

These dialogues with inner self, which permeate the texture of both
novels, vividly remind of moralistic dialogues (including dialogues with
self) as one of the most popular genres of Enlightenment (suffice it to
recall the works of Rousseau, Diderot and Crébillon). Habwe appears to
use these dialogues for the same purpose — to provide their characters,
confronted by the hostile social forces and abandoned, for different
reasons, even by their family members, with the last hope of getting a
voice of support — although a very critical one. It did not help in the case
of Pamba, whose suffering was too much to defeat; but it mobilized
Kudra towards decisive actions.

him./ Pamba was surprised how this dialogue continued. It annoyed him, it troubled his heart.
(All the translations from Swahili are mine).

3 “Why did they do that?” Kudra was always asking herself when she had a chance to look
carefully at her life. She was not getting the answers. One day, Nafsi pretended to explain it to her./
“This is slavedom, my sister. Slavedom that you yourself wanted,” Nafsi said./ “Slavedom?”
Kudra asked with surprise./ “Eeeh, slavedom. Modern slavery,” Nafsi struggled to elucidate
in English./ “But I am not a slave though.[...] I am a person with my ability. I have intellect. |
have a stand. I have imagination.” [...] “You are a slave. That is why you clean houses, not
being paid a salary that fits you,” Nafsi said, and laughed a big sarcastic laughter./ “T will get
out,” said Kudra./ “Getting out is difficult. It needs a heart,” Nafsi said./ “I have a heart. I
have strength and I have plans,” said Kudra.
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Tom Olali: “new” novel at the “extreme”

Tom Olali* may well be regarded as the youngest adept of the so-called
“new” novel in Swahili, a form of the novel genre that “declared a conscious
formal and thematic split with the previous tradition of novel writing in
Swahili. The novels by Tanzanian and Kenyan authors written in 1970s-
1980s mainly were of realistic social-critical type and were dealing solely
with local problems of these countries. The “new” novels in their formal and
stylistic aspects are marked by tangible links with post-modern writing [...]
and such forms as parabolic and allegorical prose. In terms of contents, the
main concern of the authors appears to be not only the local developments in
East African region, but also their fear for the future of Africa in particular
and the human race in general” (Gromov 2014: 40).

The setting that these novels depict is usually a very innovative merge
between a realistically painted “earthly” social situation (mostly that of an
African state) and a fantastic “other-world”, into which the main character
goes on a quest for a specific mission. Likewise, their characters vary from
human types of various social stands and spheres, to fantastic creatures, such
as giants, spirits, prophets etc., depicting in the allegorical, metaphorical,
parabolic ways various social trends and political orientations.

These features are fully present already in Olali’s first novel Mafamba
(Underhand doings, 2008), that so far gained the highest critical attention
(see, e.g. Diegner 2018, Gromov 2014, Rettova 2017). Lutz Diegner, com-
paring Mafamba with Katama Mkangi’s novel Walenisi (1995), one of the
first “sci-fi” texts in Kenyan Swabhili writing, wrote as follows:

Taking a look at the genre of science fiction, Mkangi’s Walenisi and
Olali’s Mafamba are, on the surface, conceived as intrinsically post-
nation, even “post-global” (“post-earth”), as they take the reader to other
planets. In the former case, the other planet is conveyed as an ideal
antithesis to the unequal society on our earth; in the latter, different

4 Tom Olali (born in 1969 in Nairobi) studied for his first two degrees at the universities of
Maseno and Nairobi, worked for the Kenya Times newspaper and later as a columnist for the Taifa
Leo (1995-2000), where he wrote Lugha Yetu, a weekly column which debated the science of
linguistics. Also made a brief acting career in a popular TV series Tausi. After winning the Aga
Khan International Scholarship Award went for doctoral studies at the University of London’s
School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS). Currently teaches at the University of Nairobi.



124 Social Dimensions of Kenyan Swahili Novel after the Year 2000

planets with different rulers illustrate political conflict and turmoil to the
detriment of the “common man” living in poverty. However, the type of
“post-nation” which can be discerned here proves to be innovative
Verfremdung in the sense of a nation-writing in disguise: Whereas
Walenisi seems to be consciously designed as an implicit critique of
Kenyan politics embracing capitalism, the more specific references to
Kenyan politics in Mafamba, once you begin to decode them, turn out to
be abundant. (Diegner 2018:19-20)

These references are really abundant — suffice it to say, that the novel
ends with what seems to be a rather comprehensive, although concise, ac-
count of Kenyan post-election crisis of 2007/2008, thinly disguised as the
elections on the planet of Nuka. In the final passage of the novel the author
expresses his hope of getting out of the vicious circle of “Nukian” (read —
Kenyan) politics by eliminating the mentality of mafamba, which, as under-
stood from this and the subsequent texts by Olali, is the authorial term for
(mainly) corruption and tribalism:

Panahitajika hatua saba. Na haitahitajika hatua ya nane. Hatua hizo sita
ndizo hatua zilizotimizika kabla kufikia hii hatua ya saba [...]

Hatua hii ya saba haitatokea maishani mwa mwanasayari yeyote akiwemo
wewe msomaji wa hadithi hii. Na haijulikani kwa yakini kama itatokea.
Labda imetokea. Na ikitokea, jambo moja litatokea. Tokeo hilo ni hili: Kifo
cha shetani — shetani mafamba.

Na baada ya kifo cha mafamba, sayari zote zitafinyangwa upya. Wanasayari
wapya watafinyangwa. Labda wewe msomaji utakuwa mmojawapo wa
wanasayari wapya — lakini kwa sharti moja: Usishiriki ama kuwa na hata
chembe ya fikra ya umafamba.

Ole wao watakaojitosa kwenye sakata hii! Adhabu yao itakuwa ni kutoswa
kwenye gehenna.

Nawaulizeni swali la mwisho. Jibu silitaki. Mjijibu ndani ya nafsi zenu. Je,
hatua hii ya saba ilitimizika, itatimizika, inatimizika au imetimizika? (Olali
2008: 252-254)°

5 Seven steps are needed. And the eighth step is not needed. These six steps are the ones
that were fulfilled before reaching this seventh step [...] This seventh step will not happen during
the lifetime of any child of the planet, including you, reader of this story. And it is not known with
certainty whether it will happen. Maybe it has happened. And if it happens, one thing will happen.
This outcome is: death of the satan — satan of mafamba./ And after the death of mafamba, all the
planets will be moulded anew. New children of the planet will be moulded. Maybe you reader
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Olali’s next novel Watu wa Gehenna (People of Gehenna, 2012), in its
“architectonics” differs from the previous one and bears much closer resem-
blance to the texts by Olali’s peers and predecessors (such as Wamitila),
since its structure is based on the same main elements — the human world
(again, the world of the future — the action spans from the year 2045 to 2050)
and another world, the Gehenna.

The earthly world of 2040s has practically no difference with that of the
second decade of the century. Africa, in the novel shown under the name
Kiafra, is suffering from never-ending misuse of power, poverty and exploi-
tation, thus many “Kiafrans” are fleeing to the rich countries like England to
be faced there with even harsher exploitation and abuse of rights. On the
whole, the world of 2040s is ruled by the devil and his bonnets, who are re-
cruited from among unscrupulous politicians and other criminals, the future
population of Gehenna. Apparently, the devil’s aim is to increase the amount
of evil in the earthly world, with the long-term task of turning the whole of
the earth’s people into the dwellers of Gehenna. This aim he tries to attain by
involving humans into all the possible unlawful and immoral activities; this
especially is helped by establishing in the world’s countries (especially these
of Kiafra) the rule of the devil’s accomplices, the worshippers of Satanic
Code. Gehenna, to which the “converts” are transported, is situated around
four big volcanoes, each bearing the name of one of the earth’s (and specifi-
cally Kiafran) social ailments — Korrapzion (Corruption), Traibbolizim
(Tribalism), Landdigrraba (Landgrabbing) and Burnt for rest (this one looks
as extinguished, but certain activity is going on inside). The space around
these volcanoes is reserved for those who in the earthly world was engaging
in these vices.

However, the malicious plans of the devil and his henchmen, both earthly
and unearthly ones, can be ruined by the unity and courage of the people.
This is described in various episodes of the novel, one of the most notable
being the chapter about the rebellion in one of Kiafran universities. The stu-
dents and most of the lecturers, drawn to the end of their tether by the

will be one of these new children of the planet — but on one condition: don’t you partake or
have even a grain of the thought of mafamba./ Woe be to them who will plunge into this
commotion! They will be punished by being thrown into gehenna./ | am asking you all the
last question. The answer | do not want. Answer yourselves inside your own selves. This
seventh step was fulfilled, will be fulfilled, is being fulfilled or has been fulfilled?
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outrage of the university authorities (namely, by their decision to make the
studying of the Satanic Code the compulsory part of the curriculum and to
transfer instruction into the “Gehennic” language), are burning down the of-
fices in the university and the suburbs; to justify their actions, they fluently
use such “devilish” devices as Facebook and Twitter, thus successfully
fighting the fiend with its own weapon. Soon, their enthusiasm causes the
wave of similar rebellions around Kiafra against the evil rules in many of its
countries. According to the author, this “new force of the old united with the
young in [...] the fight against evil” (Olali 2012: 125) would terminate the
expansion of mischief and eventually prevent the transformation of humans
into the dwellers of the evil world” (Gromov 2014: 47-48).

In an interview given to Daily Nation newspaper, Olali confesses that “I
loathed and never enjoyed what | call structured plots. Instead | wanted to
read anti-structured plots. Every time I took a book to read, I would say, ‘I
wish this character died twice’ or ‘Oh no, why can’t this character bleed
green blood instead of red’” (Olali 2014). Generally, he defines his creative
method as “hallucinatory realism, which has some connections to the con-
cept of magical realism” (ibidem). It seems that in this novel his method in
fact stands much closer to the latter, because all throughout the text a reader
finds well-known supernatural creatures, such as genies from the coastal
folklore, acting along with the mythical figures of the authorial creation (e.g.
the infernal Mzee, alias the Voice, who discloses to one of the characters the
“underhand doings” of the modern world order — chapter 3), and the charac-
ters representing various groups and strata of modern African society. And it
is among these latter characters that the author tries to find his ideal figures:
despite the author’s dislike towards “structured plots”, a closer look at the (in
fact quite entangled and “unstructured”) vicissitudes of the story reveals that
it, again, is based on the quest motif — namely, the quest for humaneness,
which is performed by the characters of the youth — a serious, modest and
self-sacrificing girl Siyawezi, her brother Baingana, student leader Hikmat,
emigrant Faki and layman Yunasi. Olali’s hope for the younger generation is
obvious — all the above mentioned characters are young people. Thus, no
matter how “hallucinatory” the author’s method may be claimed, it finally
appears to perform a rather definite task — to paint a frightening dystopian
picture of the not-so-distant future of the human race, and specifically Africa
(which is supported by the motif of dream-reality, repeatedly mentioned in
the text), and to give a hint of how this future could possibly be avoided. It is
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also notable, that among the recipes for salvation Olali assigns a considera-
ble role to religion; Siyawezi, a Muslim, in her quest for humaneness calls
upon her Christian compatriots for the observation of Christian virtues
(chapter 16); the story of Yunasi and his wife in chapter 17 also highlights
religion as one of the possible means of fighting Gehenna and its influence.

Olali’s latest-to-date novel Mashetani ya Alepo (Devils of Alepo, 2015)
contains not only direct references to his previous books (Mafamba and
Watu wa Gehenna are mentioned several times in the text), but also rather
straightforward allusions to the reality which the author portrays in the novel
in a much thinner disguise compared even to his previous books. The coun-
try of Alepo, where the action of the novel is set, strikingly resembles Kenya
— not only the outskirts of Alepo’s capital are called Mlolongo and Kitengela
(which are the real names of Nairobi’s outskirts), but even the country’s
motto — “vision 3020” — closely resembles the current Kenyan “vision
2030”. Most of the apocalyptic events described in the novel take place
during this year:

Ni mwaka wa 3020. Ni mwaka ambao ulishuhudia siku mbaya kuwa
binadamu. [...] Mwaka ambao unatarajiwa maendeleo yote nchini
Alepo yatakuwa yamekamilika. Wengine wanasema vision 3020.
Mwaka huo wa 3020 umefika. Ni sasa. Kila mtu alijiona ni alwatani
na kubinganya starehe na kazi. (Olali 2015: 10)®

The quest motif, which lies as the backbone of the most of the “new”
novels, is also presented in Olali’s latest book, in whose first part the quest
for the blood of their compatriots, performed by the youth militia called
“sisimizi” (ants) and their leader Megido (they are seeking to exterminate the
village of their rival tribe of Wamaya — and succeed in this) turns the future
life of the people of Alepo into a quest for their lives. People involved in
inter-tribal wars — both the victims and the perpetrators — through the inter-
ference of mysterious virus are turned into the zombie-like “living dead”
(wafu), who attack the remaining humans, eating their flesh, until the very
existence of the country of Alepo comes at stake.

6 It is the year of 3020. The year that witnessed the bad day for being a human. [...] The
year when it is expected that all the advancement in the country of Alepo will be complete.
Some say [it is] vision 3020. This year of 3020 arrived. It is now. Everyone was seeing
himself as a patriot and expecting comfort and work.
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The lamentable state in which the country of Alepo eventually finds itself
is caused by same types of mafamba — corruption and tribal wars. These are
perpetuated by mashetani (the devils), hireling state officials and business-
man of Alepo, incited by their foreign masters — “people of X-ray” (watu wa
eksirei), another symbolic representation of the world’s imperialist powers.
In fact, “people of X-ray” are preparing for the rest of the world an even
more dreadful future, which one of the novel’s characters sees in his dream
(again, the motif of dream-reality is recurrent in the novel) — in that future,
humans will be used by “people of X-ray” literally as a raw material, their
life substances being extracted from their bodies by a conveyer-like device,
after which their eviscerated bodies are utilized as garbage. “People of X-
ray” are also responsible for the creation of the deadly virus, which trans-
forms the people of Alepo into “living dead.”

The motif of divine (supernatural) punishment, unobvious in Olali’s pre-
vious novels, in this book becomes a leading one — the whole apocalypse of
wafu appears to be designed by an ancient African god named Obong’o
Nyakalaga (the name apparently “appropriated” from the oral tradition of
Western Kenya — see, e.g. The Strange Bride by Grace Ogot). Obong’o
Nyakalaga does not spare neither the vicious nor the righteous — everyone in
this or that way is guilty of the decline of the country of Alepo from “the
land once blessed in every way — by milk and honey” (nchi iliyobarikiwa
kwa kila namna — asali na maziwa, Olali 2015: 9) into a place deserted by
mafamba — corruption and tribalism.

Another notable trait of the novel is its stylistic palette — which is the
combination of features characteristic for various textual styles. For
example, the first part of the novel — the march of Megido’s “sisimizi” across
the magic forest to the village of the Wamaya — is quite reminiscent of oral
tradition, with folktales as embedded narratives (e.g. the tale of frogs and
lizards, 2015: 55-60), animals (cobra, crocodile, owls) used as bad omens
(sent by Obong’o Nyakalaga), the god himself being present as a mysterious
voice. The middle part of the book, telling about the infernal future built by
the “people of X-ray” — the conveyer consuming humans — looks like a “sci-
fi” dystopia (again, reminding, among others, of Huxley and Zamyatin),
whereas the final part of the book, telling about the advent of wafu over the
country’s capital, reads like a popular zombie novel (or, again using a differ-
ent art analogy, as a low-budget horror movie — which effect is enhanced by
the fact that the author’s descriptions of fights between wafu and humans are
very ‘“cinematographic”). Such mixture of styles is also a characteristic
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feature of “new” Swahili novel, but Olali seems to elevate it onto a new
level, stressing with the help of it the phantasmagoric reality of Alepo — so
closely and lamentably resembling the reality of his native land.

With all the innovations and inventive interpretations found in the novel,
it appears that the author strives to perform the task more or less related to
his previous books: to draw an apocalyptic picture of the future in order to
issue a serious exhortation to the reader — even the worst nightmare can be-
come a reality, unless something is done about that. In the final paragraph of
the novel, the author warns the reader straightforwardly — “Important thing is
that, all these things were done, are done and will be done. Dream or no
dream. Dream is alive!” (Muhimu ni kuwa, mambo haya yote yalifanyika,
yanafanyika na yatafanyika. Njozi ama si njozi. Njozi ina uhai! — Olali 2015:
275).

Clara Momanyi: feminism “unbound”

Clara Momanyi,” a prominent scholar and teacher of Swahili, started her
career as a novel writer with Tumaini (Hope, also the name of the main char-
acter, 2006). According to Bertoncini Zubkova et al. (2009: 68):

Tumaini is a beautifully narrated and lyrical Erziehungsroman that
centres on a young girl, Tumaini; her father, Mzee Masumbuko, wants
her married off while still at primary school rather than seeing her
continue with her education. Her mother, Bi. Amina, seems resigned
to the patriarchal ethos symbolized by her irrational and selfish
husband. Tumaini, however, does not want to give in to her father’s
wishes. She runs away from home to her aunt’s place. Her aunt, Bi.
Halima [...], has devoted her life to agitating for change and to
liberating young girls from the shackles of tradition and demeaning
rites like female circumcision. This puts her on a collision course with
Masumbuko, a man who is prepared to do anything to satisfy his
egoistic desires. Bi. Halima and her husband are however determined
to support young Tumaini in her education. Tumaini excels in her
primary education and wins a government scholarship, despite

7 Kenyan novelist, short story writer, poet and scholar, born 1953 in the Taita area of
Coastal Kenya. Obtained her PhD in Kenyatta University in 1998, currently is the head of the
Department of Kiswahili at the Catholic University of East Africa in Nairobi. Has published two
novels, Tumaini (2006) and Nakuruto (2009), a children’s book, Siku ya wajinga (2005) and
authored several short stories, published in different collections. Has written a book on riddles,
Tamathali katika vitendawili (2004), as well as a biographical reader on Ronald Ngala.
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attempts by her father and the vengeful Chief Andrea to deny her the
award. Chief Andrea’s wish for revenge stems from the time when
Tumaini, briefly employed by him as a house-help, rejected his
lecherous advances; also, during the same period, the Chief’s son,
Majuto, a miscreant and a delinquent, attempted to rape Tumaini. His
father initially succeeds in saving him from arrest, but Majuto is
eventually charged. Chief Andrea has been entrusted with the task of
compiling a list of needy children in his area, which he tries to
manipulate. Tumaini courageously confronts the vetting board headed
by the District Commissioner, who overturns Chief Andrea’s short
list. The story ends with Tumaini going to university to pursue a
medical degree, as does her friend, Sifa. This novel is set in the coastal
area of Kenya and is narrated in lyrical prose rich in compelling
figurative language and powerfully evocative realism. Notable
features of the narrative are its sometimes emotive prose and pointed
symbolism, both serving to advance the strong feminist ethos.

As could be seen even from this brief narration of the plot, female em-
powerment surely stands out as the central theme of the novel. Two central
characters — Tumaini and her aunt Halima — stand as two equally powerful
embodiments of feministic ideas of the novel. They in fact epithomise two
generations of feminists, and thus, despite their difference in age and life ex-
perience, hold very similar views on the issues related to the rearing and the
future of a girl child, and women’s choices and perspectives. This is how Bi
Halima formulates her vision of Tumaini’s life:

Mama mdogo wake alimshika kwa bega na kumwambia, “Nafahamu
una wasiwasi mwingi kuhusu hatua atakayochukua babako. Nataka
kukujulisha kuwa hapa ni kwenu pia. Utaishi na kusoma ukiwa hapa.
Hutalazimishwa kutahiriwa wala kuolewa ukiwa hapa. Mimi na
babako mdogo tuliyazungumza haya hapo awali. Tuliafikiana kuwa
endapo babako atakufukuza nyumbani kutokana na msimamo wako,
utakaa hapa nasi. Tutakusomesha kama tulivyomsomesha binti yetu
Riziki, na hutapungkiwa na chochote hapa. Mimi mamako mdogo
nakuhakikishia haya, kwa hivyo usihofu vitisho vya babako.”
(Momanyi 2006: 30)8

8 Her aunt held her by the shoulder and told her, “I know you have a lot of worries about
the steps that your father took. I would like to inform you that here [with us] is your place as
well. You will study while you are here. You will not be forced to get circumcised or married
while you are here. Me and your uncle have already discussed this before. We agreed that if
your father expels you from home because of your stand, you will stay here with us. We will
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The views of Bi Halima, who at one point was even the member of the
delegation of Kenyan women to international women’s congress in Beijing,
all throughout the novel are echoed by her niece Tumaini. Tumaini, for ex-
ample, tries to inspire her fellow female students, among them her more
conformist classmates:

Tumaini aliwatazama wenziwe na bila kuwaficha, alitamka, “Mwajua
babangu mdogo aliniambia kuwa wanafunzi wa kike kama kawaida
hawapendi masomo ya sayansi. Lakini akaniambia pia kuwa sio ati
hawawezi kufaulu, bali wanaamini tu kwamba hawatafaulu kabisa.
Hivi ndivyo nyinyi sasa mnavyodhania. Mkiamini kuwa masomo haya
ni ya wavulana peke yao, ndivyo itakavyokuwa. Lakini mkiamini kwa
dhati kuwa sayansi siyo masomo yaliyotengwa wavulana pekee, bila
shaka mtafaulu. Hivi ndivyo ninavyoamini.” (Momanyi 2006: 24)°

As also could be seen from the passage above, the male characters of the
novel are supported in their feministic stand by their male counterparts —
Halima by her husband, Tumaini’s uncle Shabani, and Tumaini herself by
her classmate Sifa. However, when Sifa after their school graduation comes
to woo Tumaini, she also straightforwardly (with English insertions, as she is
an educated girl!) declares her views on marriage:

“No, Sifa, I am sorry. Tuzidi kuwa marafiki kama kawaida, lakini kwangu
mimi ndoa si mwisho wa kila kitu. /...] Mimi nataka muda zaidi ili nijijue
mimi ni nani, na uwezo wangu maishani ni upi. Sipendi kuwategemea watu
wengine waniamulie hatima zangu. I want to shape my own destiny.”
(Momanyi 2006: 136)*

educate you, as we are educating our daughter Riziki, and you will not be denied anything
here. I, your aunt, am assuring you of this, so do not fear threats of your father.”

® Tumaini looked at her friends and without concealing, told them: “You know my uncle
told me that female students usually do not like lessons of science. But he also told me that it
is not as if they can not succeed, only they believe that they will not succeed no matter what.
This is exactly what you think. If you believe that these lessons are for boys only, it will be
so. But if you believe sincerely that sciences are not reserved only for boys, no doubt you will
succeed. That is what I believe in.”

10 “No, Sifa, I am sorry. Let us remain friends as usual, but for me marriage is not the end
of everything. [...] I want more time so as I know who am I, and what is my ability in life. I
do not like other people to make conclusions for me. I want to shape my own destiny.”
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In the novel’s last chapter, Tumaini has a dream, in which she is climbing
a big mountain, on whose top there is a forest full of trees with fruits. There
are two groups of people at the mountain’s bottom, one group encourages
her, other sends her curses. In the end, she makes it to the top.

Alifahamu kuwa katika kujenga, wabomoaji hutokea. Wabomoaji hao
huwa wengi zaidi iwapo ni mwanamke anayejitahidi kujenga. /...J
Alikata shauri kuwa watu kama hao kamwe hangewaruhusu kumtia
shemere ili wampelke kule wakutakako. Hangewaruhusu kumwendea
maisha yake. Yeye mwenyewe ndiye angekuwa nahodha wa dau la
maisha yake. (Momanyi 2006: 157-158)!

Clara Momanyi’s second novel Nakuruto (2009) may be labeled as the
first female contribution to the realm of the so-called “new novel” in
Swahili. As mentioned above, many novels of this type follow the quest
structure, and Nakuruto is not an exception. The female heroine
Nakuruto, assisted by mysterious powers (and herself possessing magical
abilities), is sent through the history of Africa from the pre-historic to
pre-colonial and then — to colonial and post-colonial times. Nakuruto
declares that her aim is “to search for the lost way” (kuisaka njia
iliyopotea) (Momanyi 2009: 11) and “to change things which are not
pertinent to human nature” (kubadilisha mambo yasiyotaalaki utu wa
binadamu) (31). But if for that purpose in the pre-colonial days she has to
deal with the destructive forces of nature (she saves the people of the
village that accommodated her from the impending flood), then in
colonial time she has to lead the people’s rebellion against the invaders,
who in the novel are called Wanguzu (anagram of Wazungu). Nakuruto’s
desire to liberate people is strengthened by the atrocious deeds that the
Wanguzu commit against the indigenous inhabitants of her land.
Nakuruto leads people to victory, Wanguzu are forced away — but after
the victory it proves that the riches that they were using, and which
belong to the people, are now appropriated by the former henchmen of
the colonizers. These new rulers use their freshly acquired powers to grab

11 She knew that while building, destroyers come. These destroyers usually are even more
if it is a woman who endeavours to build. [...] She decided that she would never allow people
like these to subdue her so that they bring her where they want. She would never allow them
to lead her life. She herself would be the captain of her life’s ship.
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people’s lands, close schools and burn churches that impede their self-
enriching exertion.

Equally transparent is the author’s allegory of neo-colonialism — the people,
especially those who were supporting the Wanguzu in colonial days, are poi-
soned by the wax that Wanguzu had, but took with them, leaving only its scent —
and even this allows them now to dictate their terms to the people of formerly
colonized lands, because the scent makes them addicted. This wax is the symbol
of advanced technology and higher living standards, which the neo-colonizers
only allow the Africans “to smell”. Understanding the necessity of the wax itself
for the decent living, people of the country of Maboni (a symbolic name for
Africa) decide to build a high stairway, which will allow them to reach the wax;
but even at the initial stage the building is complicated by discordances and
theft; moreover, the building is supervised by the specialists from the land of
Wanguzu and their leader nicknamed Quick Buck. In the end, those are the
women (especially the young ones) who manage to mobilize the people of
Maboni to continue the construction against all odds; Nakuruto expresses her
hope that these women will manage to help the people to find their lost ways.

The central woman character of Nakuruto, along with other female charac-
ters who support Nakuruto in her commitment to improve people’s lives, again
are used by the author to vocalize her concepts of woman’s stand and perspec-
tive in the new society. When the people of Maboni, after repeated attempts, fail
to reach the concord about the building, Nakuruto calls upon the younger gener-
ation to join and head the process; her keenest supporter is the young woman
called Maridhia, whose mother Nakuruto met in her previous journeys in time —
she was the only woman in the village to take seriously Nakuruto’s flood warn-
ing, which later led to the salvation of many people.

Katika umayamaya ule, [Nakuruto] aliweza kumwona msichana
mmoja aliyekuwa akiongea kwa ukakamavu mkubwa. Msichana huyo
alimshangaza kutokana na jinsi alivyokuwa akiwatolea wenziwe kauli
zilizonata masikio yao, wakabaki wakimsikiliza kwa tuo. /...J

“Ni kweli, jamii ya Quick Buck hujali maslahi yao tu. Hata tukifaulu
kuunda programu zetu wenyewe huenda wakazitupia virusi. Kwanza
hawatakubalu sisi tumliki nta au hata tutengeneze yetu wenyewe. Hata
tukajiundia kingavirusi, watahakikisha wameharibu programu hizo au
hata kutoweza nyenzo za kuufikia wavu wa mawasiliano,” Maridhia
akadokeza akiwa mwenye wasiwasi. [...] “Tutumie wjuzi wetu kwa
kujiheshimu ili kuuvinjari wavu wa Quick Buck. Kwa njia hii, tutaijua siri
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iliyofundikwa kwenye utando huo wa nta. Tusikubali kuamini kuwa sisi
wenyewe hatuna wataalamu wa kutuongoza au kuamini kuwa kilicho
kizuri lazima kitoke kwa akina Quick Buck.

“Taib. Hapo umenena,” Nakuruto alikubaliana naye.

Wakati wote huu, Nakuruto alikuwa anatazama Maridhia na
kushangaza na alama ya kuzaliwa aliyoona shavuni mwake.
[...] “Ama kweli, maisha ni mduara wa kushangaza,” alitamka kimya
maneno haya. Mwishowe, alimwita Maridhia pembeni na kumuuliza,
“Unaitwa Maridhia ama sivyo?”

“Naam, ndivyo”, Maridhia alimjibu.

“Mama yako anaitwa nani”

“Anaél‘wa Nash,” Maridhia alimfahamisha. (Momanyi 2009: 143-
145)!

Intelligence and fighting spirit run through generations — that assumption
appears to be illustrated by the above episode. Moreover, the intelligence of
her mother and other ancestors will help Maridhia — and Nakuruto, and other
women — to head successfully their people’s struggle for a new and better
life, against Quick Buck and his local henchmen.

Conclusion

As could be seen from the above, three authors selected for this study depict
in their writings some of the most topical and burning problems of contem-
porary Kenyan society — however doing it in a tangibly different manner. Of

2 In that crowd, [Nakuruto] was able to see one girl who was speaking with great

determination. This girl amazed her by the way she was giving to her friends opinions that
stuck to their ears, they were listening to her silently. [...] “It is true, the community of Quick
Buck care about their own interests only. Even if we succeed in creating our own programs,
they throw viruses into them. First, they will not agree if we own the wax, or even create that
of our own. Even if we create virus protection, they will make sure to have ruined these
programs or even the applications for accessing the communication networks,” Maridhia
refrained worriedly. [...] “Let us use our skills for self-respect, so that we scout the nets of
Quick Buck. This way, we will know the secret of this web of wax. We shall not agree to
believe that we ourselves do not have experts to guide us, or that everything which is best
shall come from the kin of Quick Buck.”/ “Right. You have said,” Nakuruto agreed with her./
All this time, Nakuruto was watching Maridhia and getting surprised at the birthmark on her
cheek. [...] “Or is the life really a surprising circle,” she said silently. In the end, she called
Maridhia aside and asked,/ “Your name is Maridhia, or not?”/ “Yes, this is so,” Maridhia
answered./ “How is your mother called?”’/ “She is called Nash,” Maridhia informed her.
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the three, John Habwe appears to stand the closest to conventional social
criticism — he addresses the societal issues in a straightforward way, gives
realistic depiction of social ailments and their consequences, indicates the
reasons and, increasing the level of plausibility, puts the events into familiar
geographical and cultural settings of Kenya and other countries, such as
Nairobi and Western Kenya in Pamba and coastal Kenya and Dubai in
Pendo la karaha. At the same time, he tries to propose possible solutions to
these problems in a markedly “Enlightenment-style” fashion — through posi-
tive examples and moralistic sententia.

Unlike Habwe, Tom Olali in his novels creates phantasmagorical allegoric
pictures of the unspecified future — but, in full compliance with his self-labeled
“hallucinatory realism”, these fantastic pictures actually serve as a rather feeble
disguise — or, rather, method of depiction — of the very recognisable problems of
modern societies, first of all those of Africa. Presenting the urgent social issues in
a camouflage of “intellectual puzzle”, Olali apparently intends to stimulate the im-
agination of his audience, so as they may comprehend better the world-wide scope
and importance of these issues. In other words, Olali seems to successfully use the
method of “estrangement” in a way characteristic of the “new” Swahili novel, the
trend which owes its current development to Olali’s works.

Clara Momanyi, addressing in her novels one of the most urgent issues of
modern Kenyan society — the gender parity and emancipation of women,
demonstrates the commendable variety of approaches: from traditional critical
realism in Tumaini to obvious inclination towards the methods of “new” novel
in Nakuruto. This allows her to view the discussed problems from different an-
gles and on varied scales — from a small coastal village in Tumaini, where the
issues under consideration are presented as a “case study” of a family under
transition, to large-scale allegorical plans in Nakuruto, where the gender-related
problems are embedded into a wider context of historical development and the
future of African continent.

With all these tangible differences in their creative approaches and artistic
methods, the three writers, representing some of the main trends in modern
Kenyan Swahili novel — critical realism, “new” novel and women’s literature —
appear to follow one and the same main task: to depict, in the way each of them
considers the most convincing, topical and urgent problems of modern Kenya,
Africa and the whole wide world, and even to hint at possible solutions — thus
adding up to elaborate and complicated mosaics of the social dimensions of
Kenyan Swahili novel of the recent decades.
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STUDI ANALITICI SUL ROMANZO SWAHILI

ANALYTICAL INSIGHTS INTO THE SWAHILI NOVEL






“KIPIMO CHA MIZANI”

SAUDA A. BARWANI & RIDDER H. SAMSOM
(University of Hamburg)

Katika kitabu chake Vamps and Victims, Women in modern Swabhili
literature (1996) Bi Elena Bertoncini Zibkovad amechambua na kueleza
nafasi na hali ya wanawake katika riwaya za siku hizi za Kiswabhili. Riwaya
zote alizozichambua zilikuwa zimeandikwa na wanaume tu. Utangulizi wa
kitabu chake umetoa udhuru wa kuwepo kwa waandishi wanawake
wachache tu ambao hawashughulikii matatizo ya wanawake na juu ya hayo
ameeleza kutokuwepo fasihi ya kifeministi (kinisai) kwa Kiswabhili.

Naye Alamin Mazrui katika Swahili Beyond the Boundaries: Literature,
Language, and Identity (2007) vile vile ameonesha kuwa wako waandishi wa-
nawake wachache tu kati ya waandishi wa fasihi ya Kiswahili ya siku hizi
ingawa nao walikuwa wa kwanza kwa kuhifadhi fasihi simulizi yaani wao ndio
ni watungaji na wahifadhi wa nyimbo na tenzi na mashairi. Hata hivyo ameeleza
Bi Zainab W. Burhani [Zainab B. Abdul Wahab] ndie mwandishi mwanamke
pekee anayejaza hilo “pengo la kijinsia” katika fasihi-andishi ya Kiswabhili.

Makala yetu yanachambua kitabu Kipimo cha Mizani (2004) cha Bi
Zainab Burhani kwa kutumia vipimo vya matumizi ya lugha alivyotumia Bi
Elena Bertoncini Zubkova katika Vamps and Victims pamoja na vipimo vya
kijamii, kama vile migogoro vya jinsia, vizazi, mila na utamaduni, na jamii
kwa jumla inavyojitokeza kutoka katika sura na hali za wahusika wanawake
katika Kipimo cha Mizani.

Mwandishi

Kitabu Kipimo cha Mizani kimeandikwa na Bi Zainab W. Burhani na ku-
chapishwa mwaka 2004 na Sasa Sema Publications ambayo ni chapa ya
Longhorn Publishers huko Nairobi, Kampala na Dar es Salaam. Kitabu
chenyewe kina sura nane na kurasa 234.
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Vitabu vingine viliandikwa na Bi Zainab kwa kutumia majina yake ta-
fauti kidogo, kama vile: Z. B. Abdul-Wahab, Ulimbo (1976); Z. Burhani,
Mali ya maskini (1981); Zainab B. A. Wahab, Kikulacho (1985); na Z.
Burhani, Mwisho wa kosa (1987).

Vilevile Bi Zainab ameandika hadithi fupi jina lake Sina Rafiki kilicho-
toka 1977 katika mkusanyiko Kinywa jumba la maneno (Bertoncini Zubkova
1989: 67; Bertoncini Zibkova et al. 2009: 235, 238).

Kutokana na Bertoncini Zubkova 2009: 235/238 Bi Zainab Burhani ame-
zaliwa Zanzibar mwaka 1937 na kusoma digrii ya kwanza huko Chuo Kikuu
cha Khartoum kabla ya kupata stashahada ya Elimu huko Chuo Kikuu cha
London. Pia akasoma Kifaransa huko Sorbonne, Paris, na baadaye kusome-
sha Chuo Kikuu cha Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. Halafu aliishi Arabuni, UAE, na
kwa sasa yuko Moroni, Ngazija.

Wahakiki wawili wa maandishi ya kifasihi, Elena Bertoncini na Said
Ahmed M. Khamis wametoa maoni yao kuhusu maandishi ya Zainab
Burhani. Bertoncini akihakiki Ulimbo (1975) na hadithi fupi katika Kinywa
jumba la maneno (1977) aliandika: “Ingawa hadithi zimeandikwa kwa lugha
ya kuvutia zimeingia doa kwa vile mwandishi alitegemea filamu za Kimare-
kani za hali ya chini na riwaya rahisi.”?

Naye Khamis katika Bertoncini Zibkova et al. 2009 akiandika kuhusu
Kipimo cha Mizani kaeleza maoni yake yafuatayo: “Riwaya mpya ya
Burhani ina sifa zote za ‘hadithi zake za kusisimua’ alizowahi kuandika ka-
bla zinazoelimisha na kujenga maadili, nayo ina muundo wa riwaya uliobu-
niwa vizuri na wenye mfululizo wa matukio ulio na kasi.”?

Kipimo cha Mizani - Mukhtasari wa kisa
Wahusika wakuu

Halima - mshiriki mkuu; Amini - mumewe Halima; Umari - ndugu
yake Amini; Mariyamu - mkewe Umari; Selemani - rafiki yake Amini;

! Though written in colourful language, the stories are vitiated by the author’s reliance on third-
rate American movies and paperback novels (Bertoncini Zbkova 1989: 67; tafsiri zote ni zetu).

2 Burhani’s new novel retains all the characteristic features of her previous ‘edifying
thrillers’, such as lively characterizations and a well-constructed, fast-paced plot (Bertoncini
Zubkova et al. 2009: 170).
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Bi Riziki - jirani wa Halima; Mzee Hasani - rafiki wa ukoo wa Amini;
Ali, Uledi na Baraka - watoto wa Halima na Amini; Salama - muuguzi
hospitali aliyolazwa Halima; Dk Isa - rafiki wa Salama; Dk Juma -
mkuu wa hospitali; Bakari - muuza duka; Bi Rehema - mhisani wa
Bakari

Hadithi yenyewe

Halima aliishi na mumewe Amini na watoto wao watatu kwa mapenzi
na furaha. Ghafla Amini alipatwa na ajali akafariki. Umari, ndugu yake
Amini, na mkewe Mariyamu wamejaa uchu wa mali. Waliogopa kama,
ikiwa Halima ataolewa tena, mali aliyoacha Amini yatapotea. Mariyamu
aliweza kumshawishi mumewe Umari wamnyang’anye Halima watoto na
mali naye Halima wamtie katika hospitali ya wagonjwa wa akili. Walifani-
kiwa kumhonga Daktari Juma kutekeleza uovu wao. Basi Halima alichu-
kuliwa kwa nguvu na kufungwa hospitali. Watoto walinyanyaswa na
Mariyamu na walikuwa katika dhiki kubwa.

Tangu alipofika hospitali Halima alifungwa na Daktari Juma.
Hakutibiwa wala hapakuwa na habari zozote kuhusu maradhi yake.
Halima alipoteza kumbukumbu zake na hawezi kusema. Muuguzi
Salama alianza kumshughulikia na kujaribu kutambua kwa nini Halima
hasemi. Salama hakujua jina lake wala maradhi yake na Daktari Juma
alimwambia asiingiliane na kadhia hiyo. Daktari Isa, rafiki yake
Salama, anampa shauri vipi aweze kumsaidia Halima kumbukumbu
zake zirudi. Baada ya Salama kugombana na Daktari Juma alishinda
kesi nao Salama na Halima wakahamishwa na kwenda kwenye hospitali
mpya ambapo Halima anaanza kupata nafuu kwa vile kumbukumbu
zake zilianza kurudi.

Mariyamu hakuwatesa tu watoto bali alifaulu pia kumshawishi mu-
mewe wachukue mali yote ya Amini. Watoto walidhulumiwa nyumbani
kwa Umari na Mariyamu kisha wakafukuzwa na Mariyamu. Walisaidiwa
na mwenye duka Bakari ambaye Ali baada ya kutoroka alikuwa amekutana
naye kabla kwa bahati tu. Bakari aliwapeleka kwa Bi Rehema ambaye ali-
kuwa ni mhisani wake. Watoto hawakujua mama yao alipo.

Selemani, rafiki yake Amini, alimwajiri askari mstaafu Sefu kutafuta
habari ya Halima. Kwa msaada wa Mzee Hasani na Bi Riziki walipata ku-
tambua Halima alipo. Huko hospitali mpya Halima alianza kutembelewa na



142 Kipimo cha Mizani

Bi Riziki. Hali ya Halima ilianza kutengenea na akatolewa hospitali.
Alisindikizwa na Bi Rizika na Salama na kwenda nyumbani kwa Bi Rehema
na kuungana na watoto wake.

Mwishowe aliolewa na Selemani na kuhamia kwake pamoja na watoto.
Umari na Mariyamu walisamehewa na kupewa nyumba waliyokuwa waki-
kaa Amini na Halima kabla Amini hajafariki.

Uchambuzi wa wanawake wahusika

Halima katika kisa hiki ndiye aliyedhulumiwa, hata hivyo haina maana
kwamba hakuwa na sauti katika ndoa yake na kuonewa tu. Kabla yake ali-
kuwa mshauri mkuu wa mumewe katika kazi na biashara zake zote. Mara
zote Amini alimsikiliza mkewe na kufanya vile alivyomshauri. Katika Kitabu
Halima si mwathirika bila sauti (as a character not a speechless VICTIM).

Bi Riziki ambaye aliishi peke yake pamoja na mtoto wake Rajabu ali-
yekuwa mgonjwa kidogo alikuwa mwanamke mwenye nguvu nyingi za
kuweza kuendesha maisha yake katika dhiki kubwa. Pia alikuwa mwema
sana na msaidizi wa Halima katika dhiki zake zote.

Mariyamu ambaye alikuwa na kazi na gari yake mwenyewe hukoto-
sheka kabisa kwa kile alichokuwa nacho. Wakati wote aliendelea kum-
shawishi mumewe Umari kupata mali zaidi, naye alifanikiwa kumwathiri
mumewe kwa kiasi kwamba alifanya yote aliyoyataka mkewe.

Salama ambaye alikuwa nasi mdogo na ndiyo kwanza alianza kazi,
hata hivyo hakukubali kuonewa na daktari Juma. Alifanya jitihada kuu
kumsaidia Halima, kinyume na amri za mkuu wake. Hata mwishowe ali-
fanikiwa kumshtaki daktari Juma.

Bi Rehema aliyekuwa mjane na kuendesha pekee maisha yake ya bia-
shara na ya binafsi, alikuwa mwema kupita kiasi na kuwalea watoto.
Alimpokea Halima na wanawe nyumbani kwake.

Tukiwatizama hao wanawake watano walioshiriki katika kisa cha Kipimo
cha Mizani tunaweza kuona kwamba walikuwa wanawake waliokuwa na
athari kubwa katika maisha yao na ya wale waliokuwa karibu nao. Hata
Halima ambaye kwa kiasi kikubwa alionewa na Mariyamu alipofiwa na
mumewe, alikuwa msaidizi na mshauri mkuu wa mumewe.

Katika kisa hiki ni dhahiri kwamba wanawake wahusika wote wana
nafasi muhimu katika jamii yao na hapana hata mmoja anayekubali ku-
kandamizwa au kuonewa na mwanamme.
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Ingawa katika hadithi yenyewe Halima ni mwathirika wa uovu wa
Umari na Mariyamu, siye mwathirika wa hali yake ya kuwa mwanamke,
yaani ya kijinsia. Kwa upande mwengine si uovu wa Umari tu, ulivyoele-
zwa na Mikhail D. Gromov katika muhtasari wa kisa katika toleo jipya la
Outline of Swahili Literature (Bertoncini Zubkova et al. 2009: 352), bali
ndiye mkewe Mariyamu anayemshawishi mumewe kumnyang’anya
Halima watoto wake na mali yote. Hata kabla hajafariki Amini, Mariyamu
alikuwa akijaribu mumewe Umari adai mali (sehemu ya nyumba, shamba na
duka) aliyoacha baba yao Amini na Umari.

Vile vile tunakubaliana na mtizamo wa Mavisi Rose (2007: 103)
aliyeandika katika tasnifu yake: “[Burhani] Amewasawiri wanawake walio
na uwezo wa kuijitegemea, kikazi na hata kupitia biashara ndogo ndogo”,
ingawa anatustaajabisha akiandika kabla (Rose 2007: 102) kuwa “Burhani
anajitokeza na vizazi tofauti vya wanawake. Kile kichanga kina shime ya
kupambana ili waweze kujikomboa na kupata haki zao. Kwa upande
mwingine kizazi kikongwe kimekubali hali ilivyo. Wameichukulia hali hii
kuwa ni majaaliwa. Asasi kama dini na ndoa zinapulizia sumu hii.” Kwa ha-
kika tunajiuliza wapi katika kitabu amepata uthibitisho wowote kwa tamko
hilo.

Kuna mhakiki mwengine aliyechambua Kipimo cha Mizani kutokana na
vipengele vya migogoro ya kijinsia na hasa migogoro ya vizazi. Alivyo-
andika Magdaline Wafula katika tasnifu yake:

Juu ya hayo ukidhaniwa muktadha wa kidume ambao Kipimo cha
Mizani kimewekwa, mtu anaweza kusema kama kwamba, mgogoro huu
baina ya vizazi unaendelea kwa kuongeza mapambano ya mamlaka Kkati
ya wahusika wa kiume na wa kike. Katika mgogoro huu maalum
yanajitokeza chini chini mapambano ya kijinsia yaliyofichika katika
matakwa ya heshima kwa mamlaka.?

Kwa hakika mgogoro mkuu ulio dhahiri katika Kipimo cha Mizani ni
mgogoro wa cheo na vipi hicho cheo na uwezo wake unavyotumiwa na

3 Furthermore, taking into account the patriarchal context in which Kipimo cha Mizani is
situated, it can be argued that this inter-generational conflict goes further to reinforce a power
struggle between the male and female characters. Subtle undercurrents of gender power struggles
disguised in the demand for respect of authority can be inferred in this particular conflict (Wafula
2013: 110).
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Daktari Juma, Umari na Mariyamu kwa jinsi ya ufisadi kwa ajili ya
kutajirika. Wahusika wanawake walivyotokea kutoka katika riwaya hii
hawapigani na udume wa wanaume wala mila na desturi ya kizazi
kikongwe, bali wanapambana na uwezo wa cheo pamoja na rushwa na
ufisadi.

Mtindo wa mwandishi

Bi Elena Bertoncini Zubkova katika kazi zake nyingi alikusudia
kuchambua mitindo ya uandishi wa riwaya za siku hizi za Kiswabhili kwa
kutumia vipimo vya umbuji wake maana ufasaha na uzuri wa uandikaji
wenyewe: “[...] nimekusudia hasa kushughulikia umbuji wa mitindo ili-
yotumiwa katika vitabu husika.”*

Katika kitabu chake cha Vamps and Victims (1996: 149-171), amba-
cho kinawalenga wanafunzi, amekusanya mitindo mbalimbali katika
matini 18 ya kifasihi ya waandishi kumi kutokana na vipimo kama 25
hivi. Baada ya kutoa picha kwa jumla ya sifa na mtindo wa uandikaji wa
mwandishi, ameorodhesha mifano ya vipimo hivyo kutoka katika
maandishi ya huyo mwandishi. Kwa njia hii msomaji anapewa nafasi
kulinganisha kazi za waandishi hao kumi.

Vipimo hivyo alivyotumia kwa kupimia mtindo wa uandikaji au
mwandishi fulani, vinatafautiana kwa vile vingine vinatokana na ta-
thmini ya Bertoncini Zubkovd mwenyewe, kama vile “maneno yasiyo
ya kawaida” (uncommon words), “lugha ya kuvutia” (colourful speech)
au “tafsiri ya kifasihi” (literary translation).

Vipimo kadhaa tumeviorodhesha hapa chini pamoja na mifano yake
inavyotokea katika Kipimo cha Mizani. Hatukuorodhesha mifano ya vi-
pimo vyote alivyotumia Elena Bertoncini Zibkova maana vingine havi-
kutokea, wala mifano yote ya kipimo fulani tuliyoikuta.

Tumejaribu kutafsiri kwa Kiswabhili kila istilahi ya Kiingereza aliyo-
tumia Bertoncini Zubkova, lakini mara nyengine hatukufanikiwa. Istilahi
za Kiingereza alizotumia Bertoncini Zubkova tumeziweka kati kati ya
alama za mabano. Kila mfano unatoka moja kwa moja kutoka katika
matini yenyewe na unafuatwa na nambari ya ukurasa.

4 [...] one of my main concerns has been with the stylistic qualities of the titles discussed
(Bertoncini Zubkova et al. 2009: vii).
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KIUNGUJA (ZANZIBARI FEATURES)
Kwa jumla Kiswabhili anachoandika Zainab Burhani.

Msamiati
e siku ya ljumatano (18) tarishi (36)
e [Halima] rangi yake ya maji ya kunde (58)
e [nywele] zile zilizoitwa “mwanaharamu wa singa” (58)

Sarufi
e mwenye kustaajabu (2)
sitosahau hata kidogo (20) lakini “sitakuwa” ipo pia (49)
Haitokuwa shida kubwa kwake (65)
bila ya (14, 26, 45)
miye (57)
simjui jina (14)

Lahaja nyengine
Yako matokeo machache ya lahaja za kaskazini:

e -enda miguu tupu (71)
e Lazima mumtafute haraka! (141)

TAHAJIA / UANDIKAJI WA MANENO (SPELLING)
Mara nyingi kitenzi cha “kuwa” kimeandikwa “kua”:

e Piaalikua amevaa vizuri
e Alikua akirejea mchana (63)

MANENO YASIYO YA KAWAIDA (UNCOMMON WORDS)

Vipi mtu aamue neno au msamiati fulani si wa kawaida? Kwa jumla
tumeamua neno ni “si la kawaida” likiwa halimo katika makamusi, kama
vile Sacleux 1939, Johnson 1939, Bakhressa 1992, OXFORD 1981/2004,
Kamusi ya Visawe 1998, BAKIZA 2010, Knappert 2010, Mohamed 2011
pamoja na Kamusi Kuu ya Kiswahili ya BAKITA 2015. Hata hivyo ikiwa
neno fulani sisi tumehisi “si la kawaida”, ingawa linapatikana katika
makamusi moja mbili, tumeliorodhesha hapa chini:

o hadharani — rangi yake ilikuwa hadharani (2);
e -enda miguu tupu (71) (badala ya: -enda miguu chini)
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e senenesenene (232)
e Umari naye alijitia simanzi na kukaa tutwe bila kushiriki (80)

MISHANGAO (EXCLAMATIONS)
e Hiari yako! (30, 50)

e Dunia inapita! (62)

e La, Mungu apishe mbali! (64)

LUGHA YENYE HISIA (EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE)

Tumeongeza kipimo cha “uradidi” (maneno marudufu) kwa vile unatokea
sana na unaongeza hisia nyingi katika lugha. Vile vile matumizi ya miundo
“isiyoachanishika” (kama vile “njaa inamwuma” huongeza lugha kujieleza
kwa nguvu):

Usijitawanye namna hiyo (65)

Na kwa hakika hilo ndilo nililolijia leo (38)

moyo ulimdunda kwa hofu na miguu ilimtetemeka (8)
midomo inamcheza na moyo ukimdunda kwa hasira (9)
damu ilimchemka (9)

huko akili yake ikimzunguka (15)

hata chakula kilimtumbukia nyongo (61)

miguu ilimtetemeka (76)

URADIDI (MANENO MARUDUFU) (REDUPLICATIONS)
e Wwananyatianyatia (10)

o anapofungafunga maofisi (11)

e ukajaribu kumwuliza, na pengine huenda kidogokidogo, akaweza
kukumbuka, ingawa jambo mojamoja (20)

kidogokidogo, kipandekipande (25)

kujinyofoanyofoa, hurandaranda, kumbabaishababaisha (25)
zungukazunguka (26)

kuzinyooshanyoosha nguo juu ya kamba (37)

kuangalia magazeti na kufuatiliafuatilia! (53)

Wakienda kimyakimya mpaka wakafika (63)

Alikumbuka kidogokidogo (65)

Halima alikuwa akiandikaandika (66)
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MPANGILIO WA MANENO (MARKED/FOREGROUNDED WORD
ORDER)
e  Fikira hizo ambazo akili yake ilimletea kama picha mbele ya macho yake (65)
e Alinyamaza daktari (211)
e  “Unafikiri, daktari,” aliuliza Selemani (214)

USAMBAMBA WA KISARUFI (SYNTACTIC AND VERBAL

PARALLELISM)

e Alipokuwa akihangaika akienda na kurudi jikoni akipika na kutayarisha
chakula (42)

e Namjua ndugu yangu. Analo analolifikiri (43)

e Mwili una sehemu na roho ina sehemu (53)

e Halima hakuwa mrefu, lakini hakuwa mfupi pia (58)

KUNYAMBULIKA (POLYPTOTON AND DERIVATION)
o aliwaza na kuwazua (33)

TABAINI / KINYUME (ANTITHESIS)
e Halima hakuwa mrefu, lakini hakuwa mfupi pia (58)
o Kwa Halima [...] wakati huu ulikuwa wa nafuu na wa shida pia (65)

TASHBIHA (SIMILE)

huzuni ilikuwa kama pazia machoni mwake (4)

akili wakati huo huwa kama mwanajeshi anayepewa onyo (17)

lakini ni kama ramani (20)

akili ya mtu ni kama hizi kompyuta (21)

hima yake ilikuwa kama ni kengele iliyomwamsha (23)

Ghafula alikumbuka, kama mtu aliyefunguliwa mlango, na mkururo wa

picha mara hii uliendelea bila ya kusita (26)

e Alipenda kujifaharisha na kujitawanya, kama ambaye siku zote alitaka
kutangaza kwa wote, “ni nani kama miye?” (57)

e (jicho alilokuwa [Mariyamu] akimwangalia) alihisi kama kisu chenye ncha
kali (60)

e huwa kama ni kiamsho na akili yake huzidi kufunguka (65)

o  Fikira hizo ambazo akili yake ilimletea kama picha mbele ya macho yake (65)

e maisha ni kama shule (231)

SITIARI (METAPHORS)
e akili huvuta pazia (17)
o Kila siku pazia lilifunuka na kupitisha mwangaza (24)
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kila siku pazia lilisogea (25)

amepata kipenyeo cha kupita, katika ule ukuta alioujenga (5)

alimwona kama mtu aliyefungika Kkatika jengo lisilokuwa na mlango wa
kutokea (7)

usigongane pembe na nyati (10)

mshale wa mwangaza umegusia lile tatizo lake (12)

anasafisha uwanja ili kuokota matunda (12)

huenda ikawa ndio ufunguo (20)

baada ya muda akili yake ikachanganya herufi fulani na kumpa ufunguo
anaoutafuta (23)

mlango uliofunguka upenu (24)

Kama unavyomjua, hana wizani (38)

asikae nazo hizo pesa [...] kabla hazijapururika (52)

pengine huenda na yeye akafanya mambo mparazo tu (52)

ladha ya dunia (55)

sauti ziliwapiga masikioni kama sauti za matarumbeta (60)

Alijaribu kusaka akili yake (61)

Hapo utajitia kamba ya roho, maana mzigo utakuwa mkubwa zaidi (65)
ukimya wa ardhi ile (71)

Riziki alishika hatamu na kufanya yote yaliyohitajika (77)

alionja shubiri, lakini aliuma meno na kuimeza (200)

siri yake aliifungia kwa kufuli nzito (201)

hii senenesenene huenda ikalitia nanga jahazi la maisha ya mama huyu (232)

MBALAGHA (HYPERBOLE)

furaha ya Amini haikuwa na mpaka (51)
ilikuwa ni shida kwao kusikilizana au hata kuelewana (57)
Amini hakupata kumsaili kwa hili wala lile (63)

SEMI (IDIOMS)

silaha kali kwake yeye, lakini yenye ncha mbili (3)
kuchafua matope [yaliyofunikwa na] maji yaliyotuliya (4)
jitapia nafsi (5)

ulimi wake uliteleza (5)

Alijipa moyo (8)

kumvunja moyo (9)

alimwunga mkono mwanawe (37)

kuingia utu uzimani (10)

alinitia imani (15)

uso kwa uso (16)
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amekunja uso (21)

kumtupia jicho mwanawe (27)

rangi yake ilitakata zaidi (29)

Selemani naye alimeza maswali yake (45)

Lakini lazima uwe macho! Asije akakuondoa njiani tu (50)
mwili nao una sehemu (53)

mdomo uliojaa (59)

hata chakula kilimtumbukia nyongo (61)

moyo wake umepanuka (71)

Hiyo ndiyo alama moja tu iliyompa moyo (79)

MISEMO (SAYINGS)

ahadi ni deni
majuto huja kinyume (72)

MITHALI (PROVERBS)
Hatukukuta hata mithali moja wala tamko lolote linalorejea kwa mithali fulani.

MFULULIZO MARUDUFU / JOZI (GEMINATIO / ENUMERATION-
DOUBLETS)

wasifanye kazi ya puruzai au kwa dharau (54)

ile hamu na furaha ya mkewe ilikuwa ya kuambukiza tu (56)
Alipenda kujifaharisha na kujitawanya (57)

ilikuwa ni shida kwao kusikilizana au hata kuelewana (57)
Halima aliona watu wawili watatu (60)

mara moja moja (60)

watu waliondoka mmojammoja (61)

[nyumba] kubwa na nzuri (61)

baada ya kula na kupumzika (63)

(PACHA YA) UTATU (TRIPLETS)

huruma na uchangamfu na jitihada ya Salama ilimpa nguvu (23)

Kutwa alishughulika pale dukani, akipima na kupanga na kuhesabu (51)
Anashughulika kukosha na kupangusa na kuiangalia (baiskeli) (55)

baada ya kukaa na kupumua, na kutuliza hasira yake...(68)

moyo wake umepanuka kwa amani na utulivu na ukimya wa ardhi ile (71)
mapumziko ya mwili, roho na akili (72)

mwenye imani na huruma na wema (164)

aliishi maisha yake ya nyumbani kwa furaha, amani na utulivu (201)



150 Kipimo cha Mizani
Hitimisho

Katika kitabu chake Kipimo cha Mizani Bi Zainab Burhani amechanganya
Kiunguja na kile Kiswahili cha kisasa kinachoitwa Kiswahili Sanifu. Mara
moja moja kuna pia lahaja za kaskazini, k.v. “Lazima mumtafute haraka!”
(2004: 141). Kufuatana na mifano ya vipimo iliyotolewa hapo juu, mtindo
wake wa kuandika ni mwepesi, yaani bila kutumia msamiati mzito, sentensi
refu sana, maneno “yasiyo ya kawaida”, sitiari zilizofichika sana au misemo
iliyo nadra sana. Kwa jumla mwandishi anatumia mithali na misemo micha-
che tu.

Hata hivyo Bi Zainab Burhani amefanikiwa kumteka msomaji kwa
uandishi wake ambao unamchukua msomaji mara tu katika mazingira ana-
yochora ya hali ya siku hizi ilivyo mahala pengi Afrika ya Mashariki. Katika
hadithi aliyobuni mwandishi amefaulu kujenga msisimko na kumtia msomaji
hamu ya kutaka kujua vipi kisa hiki kinaendeleaje na kufikia mwisho. Lina-
lovutia zaidi anavyotilia mkazo ni maadili na uadilifu kama vile kuweza
kumsamehe yule aliyekutendea ubaya wa hali ya juu na kuleta islahi.

Kama alivyosema Said A. Mohammed Khamis: “Kitabu hiki kipya kina-
jitokeza kwa vile msimamo wa mwandishi kuhusu maadili umetajwa wazi
kabisa. [...]. Imani ya mwandishi katika nguvu za maadili na uadilifu [Imani
yake thabiti katika wema, huruma, kusaidiana na nguvu za kusamehe] ni ya
nguvu kwa kadiri kwamba wasomaji wanatekwa nyoyo zao bila kujali wa-
nachopenda kifasihi wala usuli.”®

Bi Zainab W. Burhani amepima wema na uovu kwa mizani yake: ndicho
kipimo cha mizani. Kwa kweli katika kazi kadhaa zinazoshughulikia kitabu hiki
Kipimo cha Mizani imetafsiriwa kwa Kiingereza kwa njia mbalimbali, yaani
Measuring scales (Bertoncini Zubkova 2009: 170), Weighing scale (Wafula
2013: 91 na Mazrui 2007: 37) na The Measure of Balance (Roméanczuk 2016).

Kitandawili kimebaki pale pale nini hasa maana ya kipimo cha mizani.

5 What is remarkable about this new book is the even more pronounced moral stance
taken by the author. [...]. The writer’s conviction of the power of these values and virtues [her
firm belief in kindness, sympathy, mutual help and the power of forgiveness] is so strong, that
readers are deeply moved, regardless of their literary tastes or backgrounds (Bertoncini
Zubkova et al. 2009: 170).
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ALEX BANZI’S FORMATION AND CAREER AS AN AUTHOR
IN EARLY POST-COLONIAL TANZANIA

UTA REUSTER-JAHN
(University of Hamburg)

Alex Banzi belongs to the first generation of writers of modern Swahili prose
literature in post-colonial Tanzania. His first novel, Titi la Mkwe (The daughter-
in-law’s breast), was published in 1972 by the state-owned Tanzania Publishing
House (henceforth TPH). It soon became required reading in Tanzanian secon-
dary schools and colleges for the subject of Kiswahili and remained as such
at least until the mid-1980s, as evidenced by the numerous reprints (1973,
1975, 1978, 1981). Banzi’s second novel, Zika Mwenyewe (Bury your dead
alone), which was published in 1975 by TPH was again received favourably
by literary critics (Gibbe 1977, Ohly 1983). Two collections of short stories
followed, both published by Ndanda Mission Press as part of that publisher’s
“entertainment programme” (Reuster-Jahn 1995, 2008b). Both collections,
Tamaa Mbele na Hadithi Nyingine (Desire in front, death behind and other
stories, 1980), and Nipe Nikupe na Hadithi Nyingine (Give me and T’1l give
you and other stories, 1982) comprised six short stories.

Elena Bertoncini Zubkova in her Outline of Swahili Literature (1989)
dedicated some pages to Banzi, referring to him as “[o]ne of the most note-
worthy authors of the Tanzanian mainland” (Bertoncini Ziibkova 1989: 94).% In
accordance with Outline’s format, she also gave a short author’s portrait and
summaries of Banzi’s two novels and two collections of short stories. Bertoncini
characterised him as “a writer interested in the problems of the evolving African
society, studying it in terms of relations between man and woman, and in the
broader sense, between the individual and his community” (Bertoncini Zabkova

! The second, extensively revised and enlarged edition appeared in 2009. Its authors are Elena
Bertoncini Zubkova, Mikhail D. Gromov, Said A.M. Khamis and Kyallo Wadi Wamitila. The
section on Banzi has remained almost unchanged and can be found on pages 83-85.
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1989: 95). In particular, she referred to the author’s ability in his novels to
present “a convincing psychological analysis of his characters” (Bertoncini
Zubkova 1989: 94) and to his individual style, which “oscillates between
emotional involvement and detached irony” (Bertoncini Zubkova 1989: 95). She
also commented on Banzi’s “secret rapport with the reader” and his use of
“spoken-language qualities in vocabulary, grammar and spelling” (Bertoncini
Zubkova 1989: 96). However, Bertoncini regarded Banzi’s first collection of
short stories as “a step backwards” (ibidem) because it lacked the character
development and vividness of his previous novels. Nevertheless, she approved
of his second collection of short stories, which were in the style of traditional
tales (1982), because of their melodious language and the rhythm which was
established through verbal and grammatical parallelisms.

Strangely enough, despite his successful entrance into the Tanzanian literary
scene and after almost two decades of presence in the literary landscape, Alex
Banzi lost his status as a well-known writer. He did not publish a new book after
1982 and his older ones were out of print. When | embarked on the project of
translating Titi la Mkwe into German in 2005, | tried to find the author but his
two publishers, TPH and Ndanda Mission Press, had no idea of his whereabouts.
In 2015, Walter Bgoya, whose publishing house Mkuki na Nyota had become
the legal successor of TPH, kindly helped me to find the author’s phone number.
Banzi and | started to communicate in early 2016, through email and telephone
calls. He was excited that his novel would be translated into German and was
helpful with questions about certain meanings and his background as author.
When we finally met in Dar es Salaam in August 2017, my translation of Titi la
Mkwe had already been published.? It was my aim to better understand Banzi’s
history as an author in the formative years of modern Swahili literature. Banzi
responded willingly to my questions, and it turned out that he, in contrast to
most Tanzanian authors | had interviewed, had kept records as well as an
archive of most of his publications. These he kindly shared with me. | am very
grateful to Alex Banzi for his cooperation. This article is based on our email
exchange and the interview in Dar es Salaam.

In the following | will first give a brief background to Titi la Mkwe and my
translation project, which facilitated my contact with Alex Banzi. Then, his
career as a writer will be presented and discussed, followed by some remarks on

2 The translation was published under the German title Versuchung (Temptation) on 315
November 2016.
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the content of his writings and his concern as a writer. | will conclude by
comparing Banzi’s career to those of other Tanzanian writers.

Translating of Titi la Mkwe and discovering its author’s career

Titi la Mkwe was the first literary book that | read in Swahili. This was back in
1985, when | was working as a biology tutor at Nachingwea Teachers College. |
had been asked to teach in Swahili, as this is the language of instruction in
primary schools in Tanzania. To improve my language skills, | took lessons with
a colleague who taught Swabhili at the college. We soon reached the level where
| could read literary texts. | remember being impressed by Titi la Mkwe because
of the way it depicted life in the rural areas that also surrounded me in the
remote Southeast of Tanzania. | found many parallels with things from real life
which | had witnessed or been told about, particularly with regard to the
omnipresent discussions about magical practices and the respect that most
people had for the supernatural. Moreover, | liked the novel for its psychological
dimension and its avoidance of overt didacticism.

The main protagonist of Titi la Mkwe is Ena, the wife of the village teacher
Zenga. Despite their marriage of eight years, the couple have only one child, the
sickly six-year-old Enika. Ena is in despair. Troubled by the fear of losing Zenga
to better educated women and wanting to satisfy her husband’s urgent desire for
more children, she puts a love charm on him. To her, this seems to be the only
way to regain control especially as Zenga is oblivious to her anxiety. However,
knowing that Zenga as a modern and enlightened person condemns magical
practices she feels guilty. In the course of events she becomes increasingly
entangled in guilt, especially when her daughter dies. Not able to face her role in
this tragedy she relies increasingly on magical means. The climax of the conflict
is reached during a nocturnal ritual, which she must perform naked in a cave.
Here she has an encounter with her father-in-law, thus breaking a strong taboo.
Unable to cope with this transgression, Ena loses consciousness. Her spirit is
caught between this world and the next. In this transitory sphere, she meets her
deceased grandmother, who tells her what she had done wrong and gives her
instructions on how to save her marriage. However, in the end it is a complete
confession and explanation of her fears to her husband that restores Ena’s
equilibrium. Nevertheless, Zenga is not fully able to understand and forgive his
wife. Under a rather thin layer of modern attitudes he is essentially a traditional
husband who expects certain services from his wife and whose empathy with
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her is limited. The couple’s communication has ground to a halt and their
relationship is floundering. Nevertheless and surprisingly, Ena gives birth to
triplets. Zenga is perplexed. While the ending is not happy in a Hollywood
sense, it does give hope that the couple will reconcile and find better ways to
live together.

Because the story of Ena and Zenga moved me, | wanted to share it with
non-Swahili-speaking readers — and thus the idea to translate Titi la Mkwe was
born. | started with the translation after | had completed my doctoral dissertation
about oral storytelling in Southeast Tanzania. | embarked on this project with
much enthusiasm and confidence, only to realize the difficulties of a literary
translation in the course of my efforts (Reuster-Jahn 2016a: 15-20).

However, when | was finally satisfied with the text, | discovered that
finding a willing publisher was no less difficult. No publisher, it seemed,
was willing to risk publishing the novel of an unknown Tanzanian author
translated from Swabhili into German. After reading sample chapters, they
said that German readers were bound to be unfamiliar with the content and
language style of such a translation. In the end, | resorted to self-publishing
via an online publishing platform (Banzi 2016). In my introduction to the
translation | gave some information on the background of the project, the
Tanzanian culture and the Swahili language. If unfamiliarity were to be a
problem, I was determined to deal with it in advance.

As a much appreciated bonus of the translation project, I came to know Alex
Banzi and could ask him questions about his career as a writer. As a result, |
could incorporate into my introduction new insights into the unique challenges
and joys of being a writer in early post-colonial Tanzania. This was in full
consent with Banzi himself; he allowed me to use passages from our correspon-
dence, which 1 translated from Swahili into German for the purpose. His
openness gave me the opportunity to tell, through his own words, my readers
about the experiences of an African writer writing in an African language.

The beginnings of Alex Banzi’s career as a writer

Alex Banzi was born in 1945, in the village Mgeta near Morogoro, as the
seventh and last child of a peasant family.® After receiving his primary education

8 The information in this section is taken from personal communications with the author
in 2016.
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in Mgeta he qualified for secondary education, but the limited resources of his
family did not allow him to go ahead with his schooling. Instead, he started a
career in the civil service in 1962. Nevertheless, his desire for further education
was unabated and he decided to continue his studies in addition to working. In
1966, he enrolled in a correspondence course at the Rapid Results College,
London, and completed his O-level in 1968.* He even continued with A-level
courses at that institution but did not complete them. Instead, he passed an
examination within the framework of the ‘mature age entry scheme’ of the
University of Dar es Salaam (UDSM) in 1978. Banzi did his Bachelor in
Sociology at UDSM in 1982 while on leave from his work with the
parliamentary administration. At that time he already had a family with five
children. The Commonwealth Fund for Technical Cooperation in London
granted him a scholarship for postgraduate studies at the New Delhi Institute of
Constitutional and Parliamentary Studies. When Banzi returned from Delhi after
one year, he became secretary of the Parliamentary Foreign Affairs Committee
and, in addition, a coordinator for election affairs. In the 1990s, he was Director
of Elections in the National Electoral Commission and in the 2000s was a high-
ranking official in the parliamentary administration until his retirement in 2005.
The picture that emerges here is that of a gifted and striving spirit, who is willing
to work hard, ready to make financial sacrifices for his education and be creative
in finding ways to further himself and his studies. As we will see, these are the
very traits which also characterise Banzi’s career as an author.

According to Banzi, his mother and one of his sisters were talented story
tellers; he grew up listening to their stories and loving them. He also became an
enthusiastic reader of stories in books and magazines and later wanted to write
stories himself. In 1967, when he was twenty-two and employed in the civil
service, he sent a story to the Catholic magazine Kiongozi (The leader).’
Although this first attempt did not yield the envisaged result, the budding author
was not discouraged. On the contrary, he concluded that he needed more
knowledge about writing techniques and enrolled in a course in creative writing
at the Institute of Adult Education (Chuo cha Elimu ya Watu Wazima) in Dar es
Salaam, where he was now living. In addition, in December 1967, he registered

4 The Rapid Results College still exists, but does not offer secondary education any more:
http://www.rrc.co.uk/.

5 Kiongozi was published in Tabora and was a springboard for many Tanzanian authors
(see Reuster-Jahn 2016: 226 and Sturm 1998: 70, 89, 104).
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for a distance learning course in the Know-How Technique of Writing Success
with the British American School of Successful Writing based in London, which
cost him the considerable sum of 26 pounds sterling. He found the course
through an advertisement in an English language newspaper in Tanzania.

The writing class at the Institute of Adult Education comprised nine partici-
pants, out of whom only Banzi later succeeded in actually publishing a book.
The class was taught subsequently by John Pantaleon Mbonde, publishing
manager at the state-owned TPH, Irenei Cassian Mbenna® from the same
publishing house, and for a short time by the young tutorial assistant Euphrase
Kezilahabi, who later was to become a professor of African Literatures and one
of the internationally most acclaimed Tanzanian writers. While Banzi was not
too enthusiastic about what he learned in this class, it certainly provided him
with the contacts that were of critical importance in the publishing sector. At the
time, the country was in urgent need of suitable reading material for the subject
of Swahili literature because Swahili had become the national and official lan-
guage of the country, and language of instruction in primary schools. TPH was
on the lookout for suitable manuscripts. In fact, it was Mbonde who encouraged
Banzi to publish Titi la Mkwe with TPH.

In our conversations, Banzi spoke with great approval of the correspondence
course with the London-based institution, saying that it helped him greatly to
improve his writing skills. At the start of the course, he said, he was asked to
write about his life and his motivation for writing. The programme stressed that
anybody could write a story using material from his or her own life. Based on
the life histories and motivations of the participants, the course instructor
suggested a number of magazines which would probably be interested in texts
produced by the participant in question. Banzi remembered that he was referred
to the Red Star Weekly magazine and Reveille, as well as a few similar
magazines from the UK. Aiming at a female readership, the Red Star featured
romantic stories, articles, readers’ letters, cartoons, adverts and an agony aunt.
The magazine was published from the 1940s to the 1980s.” Reveille was a
popular weekly tabloid which was published by different publishers from 1940

6 Mbenna was also the author of a handbook for would-be writers titled Uandishi wa
Vitabu (The writing of books, 1970), see Bertoncini Zubkova et al. (2009: 257).

7 This information is derived from http://lost-albion.blogspot.de/2013/10/red-star-
weekly.html, where some covers are also depicted. The source states that the magazine was
published by DC Thomson & Co.


http://lost-albion.blogspot.de/2013/10/red-star-weekly.html
http://lost-albion.blogspot.de/2013/10/red-star-weekly.html

Uta Reuster-Jahn 159

to 1979.8 Banzi remembers that he wrote to the school to inquire about what
kind of story he probably could submit to a British magazine, and he was
advised to always write about the environment he knew and was familiar with,
otherwise he would not be able to capture the readers’ emotions. Observing this
fact, he could write about any universal theme such as love, relationship, or
money. However, when Banzi sent a story to the Red Star, he got no response
whatsoever. He thus decided not to pursue this uncertain trajectory any longer,
but to further address his home audience in Swahili.

The correspondence course was divided into fifteen instalments devoted
to topics such as plot construction, character development and dialogue. It
focussed on writing as a technique and was less concerned with philosophi-
cal issues or literary history. The aim was successful writing, and success
was measured in the sale of texts to magazines for publication. Creative
writing was considered as a way of self-expression and as a means to make
money. After each unit, the participants were given writing assignments
which they submitted for comments and suggestions. Banzi remembered that
he reliably got his assignments back from London with corrections, and that
they were always signed by a certain Henry Kowal.

My curiosity was piqued and so | researched this mysterious writing teacher.
The result was fascinating. Henry Kowal was editor of the magazine Writer
from 1956 onwards and a writing coach who was “running the British American
School of Successful Writing on the side” (Hilliard 2006: 268). It was thus not
surprising that Banzi’s enrolment at the school included a subscription of the
Writer. The magazine had been key in the “democratization of writing” as
Christopher Hilliard stated in his fascinating book on the fundamental change of
the British literary landscape in the twentieth century (Hilliard 2006). Hilliard
described how a movement emerged in the 1920s with writers’ circles,
magazines, guidebooks and correspondence schools, all intended to enable
ordinary people to express themselves through creative writing and make money
doing it. The motto behind this movement was that real-life experience can be
put into literature. The Writer served as a platform to coordinate the activities. In
the post-war era, the movement changed its character and when Kowal became
the Writer’s editor, the magazine had developed towards more highbrow
literature (Hilliard 2006: 269). Even so, it still represented a democratic
understanding of writing as an occupation or profession open for all social

8 Information from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reveille_(newspaper).
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backgrounds. Access to correspondence courses, writers’ guides and advice
magazines did not require a certain social status or educational level. They were
designed for ordinary people in Britain but could also be accessed from
elsewhere in the world provided one had a sufficient English-speaking
competence and could afford the rather modest fees. Moreover, as Banzi’s case
so vividly illustrates, this movement even reached out into the global periphery.

From short story to novel

Banzi’s first published text was the short story Maiti Yanikondesha (The
corpse causes me lose weight), which appeared in July 1968 in the fortnightly
magazine Kiongozi. It was the first of about thirty short stories he published in
magazines between 1968 and 1974 (see Figure 1). In 1968, Banzi published
exclusively with Kiongozi, later adding the Kenyan magazines Nyota Afrika
(Star Africa) (since 1969), Baraza (The parlour) (since 1969), and Taifa
Weekly (Nation weekly) (since 1970) to his portfolio. As he said, these
magazines were very popular in Dar es Salaam and he thus hoped to reach
more readers.

From the beginning, Banzi conceived of writing not only as creative
expression but also as a business, and the London-based correspondence
course encouraged its participants to give the commercial aspect of the art
serious consideration. The Writer in particular featured business advice for
authors, which helped Banzi to plan his strategies more methodically.
Kiongozi was a good place for him to sell articles. The magazine paid
authors according to length, and one square inch was equivalent to one
Tanzanian shilling. According to Banzi, his investment into the British
correspondence course returned through three stories published in Kiongozi.
The Kenyan magazines paid per story and offered thus less than Kiongozi.
Banzi recalls that he, however, negotiated the sum of 50 Tanzanian shillings.
Publishing with magazines was indeed lucrative. For Banzi, it was always a
second source of income to supplement his salary with.

No. Title of story Magazine Year Other use
1 Maiti Yanikondesha Kiongozi 1968 | a) Zika Tuone in
(The corpse causes me lose Taifa Weekly (Serial
weight) novel)
b) Zika Mwenyewe,
TPH 1975 (Book)
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Titi la Mkwe
(The daughter-in-law’s
breast)

Kiongozi

1968

Book Titi la Mkwe,
TPH 1972

Milele hutanipata
(You will never get me)

Kiongozi

1968

Usingizi wa Kifo
(Death sleep)

Kiongozi

1968

Barua yenye Mkosi
(The unfortunate letter)

Kiongozi

1968

Tamaa Isiyotosheka
(Unsatisfiable desire)

Kiongozi

1968

Sikitiko Lililofurahisha
(The sorrow which caused joy)

Kiongozi

1968

Vazi la Uokovu
(Salvation gown)

Kiongozi

1969

Kilio Kisichotegemewa
(The unexpected mourning)

Kiongozi

1969

10

Chemchemi ya Majonzi
(The fountain of sorrow)

Kiongozi

1969

11

Deni la Huba ni Machozi
(Tears are the debt of love)

a) Nyota Afrika
b) Kiongozi

1969
1970

Tamaa Mbele (TM)
1980

12

Nimekoma
(1 will never do it again)

Kiongozi

1969

13

Mapenzi Yawaka Moto na
Kuvunja Utakatifu (Love
flames up and breaks down
chastity)

Baraza

1969

14

Ujana Wawavuruga Akili
Wapenzi (Their youth agitates
the lovers’ minds)

Baraza

1969

15

Nimechoka Kuwatolea Jasho
Wenzangu (I'm tired of
slaving for my fellow men)

Baraza

1969

16

Lazima Nimwoe Nitulize
Moyo (I have to marry her to
calm my heart)

Baraza

1970

17

Kikulacho Ki Nguoni Mwako
(What eats you up is in your
clothes) (popular  Swahili

saying)

Nyota Afrika

1970

TM as Tamaa mbele

18

Mnajimu Moto
(Moto the astrologer)

Taifa Weekly

1970

™
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19 | Saa 11 mbaya na njema Taifa Weekly 1970

20 | Sikutegemea Kiongozi 1970 | TM as  Milele
(I didn’t expect this) Sitakusahau

21 | Lahaula! Kiongozi 1970
(Oh my god!)

22 | Dondandugu Kiongozi 1970
(A chronic wound] )

23 | Dawa ya Moto Kiongozi 1970

(The cure of fire]) (first part
of a popular Swahili saying)
24 | Aibu Isiyosemeka Kiongozi 1971
(The unspeakable shame)
25 | Mapenzi na Masomo | Nyota Afrika 1971
Hayaambatani

(Love and studies don’t go
together)

26 | Nani Asiyejua Nyota Afrika 1971 | T™M
(Who doesn’t know this)
27 | Dua la Heri ™
(The invocation)
28 | Najichoma Kisu Kumfuata | Baraza 1971
Msichana Ahera (I’ll stab
myself with a knife to follow
a girl to the afterlife)

29 | Tafadhali Megi Uwe Wangu | Baraza 1971
wa Milele (Please Megi be
mine forever)

30 | Unasemaje Kidawa Nyota Afrika 1974
(What do you say, Kidawa)

Figure 1: Short stories by Alex Banzi published in magazines, according to
documentation by himself as well as references in Lepine (1988: 512-513), regarding the
stories published in Baraza.

As can be seen in Figure 1, Banzi put six of his short stories together and
published them as a book with the Catholic Ndanda Mission Press in
Southeast Tanzania. Elena Bertoncini Zibkova was thus right when she
suggested that the stories were “lifted directly from a newspaper”
(Bertoncini 2009: 85). However, Banzi, knowing that in Ndanda he was
dealing with a mission press, removed or revised romantic passages from the
originally published texts. The book was published in 1980 under the title
Tamaa Mbele. This is the first part of the Swahili saying Tamaa mbele mauti
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nyuma meaning “desire ahead, death behind”, and is a hint to the moralistic
content that awaits its readers.

In another approach, Banzi expanded and developed two of his short
stories into novels. He emphasised to me that this was only possible because
of the skills he had honed in his courses. Interestingly, these short stories
were the very two first texts that he had published in magazines, Maiti
Yanikondesha and Titi la Mkwe. Both stories deal with problems of societal
transformation in Tanzania, particularly the conflict between individualism
and socially oriented behaviour. In general, Banzi propagates in his texts the
idea of ujamaa or African socialism while making comprehensible the mo-
tives and conflicts of the individual who has to decide between personal ad-
vancement and the well-being of society.

The main character in Maiti Yanikondesha gives his own needs and de-
sires priority over the social demands of the people in his neighbourhood.
When help is needed, he refuses it for pretended or invented reasons, and
when personal attendance is required, he gives money instead. Slowly, peo-
ple develop an aversion to him and are only waiting for the moment when
they can take revenge. This moment comes when his wife dies. It is impossi-
ble to perform funeral rites without the active participation of other people
such as relatives and neighbours, and so by ignoring the funeral they can
teach the main character a lesson.

By adding more detail to the individual episodes, Banzi was able to paint
a vivid portrait of society in the socialist ujamaa era. He gave the manuscript
to TPH, which indicated an interest in publishing it. However, as time passed
and his story was still not published, Banzi offered the manuscript to the
Kenya-based magazine Taifa Weekly with which he already had published a
few short stories. It serialised his novel under the title Zika Tuone (Bury if
you can) in eleven instalments between January and March 1973 (Lepine
1988: 418-419). In light of this serialisation, TPH refused to publish the text
in book form. Only after a change in management did TPH publish the book
under the title Zika Mwenyewe in 1975. Obviously, editors were powerful
gatekeepers who could use their power to place obstacles in the way of
authors.

Titi la Mkwe also grew from a short story dealing with the conflict between
traditional and modern ways of living, as exemplified by its question of whether
magic is ethically permissible and appropriate to solve problems. The novel is
more refined than Zika Mwenyewe, with the main character Ena in particular
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multi-layered and convincing. Her inner struggle is comprehensible, and there is
ample room for fear and other emotions in the narrative.

Banzi’s expansion of two short stories into novels, the serialisation of one
of his stories, and the publication of a collection of previously published
short stories are reminiscent of the “rotational approach” of Faraji H.H.
Katalambulla, another early Tanzanian writer and editor (Reuster-Jahn
2016b: 231-232). Katalambulla used the term “rotation” to refer to his use
and re-use of plots in different literary forms such as radio plays, dramas,
short stories, novels, and photo-novels. He stressed that this way he could
extract the most from a story. Moreover, this method allowed him to fill his
magazine Film Tanzania with his own stories. As Katalambulla was striving
to minimise production costs, he thus avoided paying outside contributors.
Katalambulla clearly perfected this rotation method, and Banzi’s reworking
of stories echoes it. However, more research would be needed to find out if
this approach was typical for early Tanzanian writers.

A full picture of Banzi’s carecer must include mention of a manuscript
which never saw the light of the day as a book. Banzi submitted the manu-
script of the novel Nimeolewa (I am married) to the East African Literature
Bureau (EALB), jointly owned and managed by the member states of the
East African Community. According to Banzi, the EALB promised to pub-
lish the novel. When the East African Community split up in 1977, however,
the manuscript got lost. While Banzi had kept a copy for himself, he now
says that the topic it deals with is no longer relevant as the ujamaa era has
become history. This manuscript, he feels, could only be published after a
profound revision.

The 1990s — new freedoms and new opportunities for a seasoned writer

With the political and economic changes towards multiparty democracy and
economic liberalism, new economic opportunities emerged for Tanzanians
and new freedoms of expression were possible. This process started in 1985
when President Julius Nyerere stepped down as president of the country. His
successor, Ali Hassan Mwinyi, soon became known as Mzee Ruksa (from
ruhusa meaning “permission”) because of his liberal orientation. Numerous
newspapers and magazines sprang up, giving new parties a platform or
acting as their mouthpiece. The News Agency Act of 1992 allowed private
news agencies, and the Broadcasting Services Act of 1993 allowed private
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broadcasting. These new liberties were not only used for political purposes
but also for talking publicly about matters that previously were considered
either too private or indecent. A number of magazines and pamphlets
turned their attention to questions of sexuality and sexual relationships,
stimulated in part by fear of the HIV/AIDS pandemic. This resulted in a
large wave of publications on previously taboo topics, clearly reflecting the
need of the public for more information (Reuster-Jahn 2014).

Banzi read the signs of the time and returned to the arena of publishing,
this time with his son as a partner. They registered the publishing company
Rahaleo Publishers and started a series of pamphlets called Fujo za
Walimwengu (The mess of people). These pamphlets, written by Banzi
under a pseudonym, comprised short stories on marital problems such as
unfaithfulness. They offered advice for overcoming such problems, above
all by paying more attention to each other and enjoying a better sex life.
The language of the stories is sprinkled with colloguialisms, sometimes
juicy but never vulgar. The dialogues in particular are lively, and much
figurative language is used. The series’ first issue entitled Kandanda
Kitandani (Soccer in bed) was published in 1990, another issue entitled
Kwa Nini Mumeo Ananipenda (Why your husband loves me) came out in
1993. The pamphlets were marketed by the publishers themselves and sold
well. However, the publishers stopped the project after three issues due to
lack of time.

Banzi also tried his luck as an editor with the English-language
magazine Pals International in 1991. Featuring education and
entertainment, the magazine provided twenty-two pages of mixed content:
pen-pal offers from around the world; a psychologically weighted article
on shyness; a short story written by Banzi under a pseudonym; cultural
news about rap music and other topics; readers’ letters; a prize-winning
quiz and romance stories. The magazine was, however, a short-lived and
essentially unsuccessful endeavour, and no second issue followed. This
was probably due to the choice of English as language of publication. In the
early 1990s, entertainment had already been closely associated with Swahili.

Under the pseudonym L. J. Luanda, Banzi contributed the short story
Dying Alive to the magazine. Here, the author tries his hand at a thriller set in
Europe. The protagonist is a young man from Tanzania who has been lured
to Geneva by a former girlfriend who wants to take revenge on him. She has
him tortured by her accomplices and leaves him to die. However, like a deus
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ex machina, a female Swiss pen-pal of his appears and rescues him.They
both return to Tanzania, where they marry and start a family. In this story,
Banzi seems to have been influenced by Hollywood action films, including
their often unconvincing plots.

Since his retirement from civil service, Banzi has started to write another
novel. According to him, it is a parable about the political developments in
Tanzania in the new millennium. Undoubtedly, the fact that his first novel
can now be read in translation has helped revive his spirit as a writer.

Conclusion

This essay has brought into relief the history of an early Tanzanian writer
who had been nearly forgotten for three decades. The literary span of his
writing ranged from the popular to the middle-brow. As such he was able to
bridge the gap between readers looking for light reading and those wanting
more reflective content. Banzi’s history is characterised by an exceptional
willingness to invest effort and money into furthering his abilities and skills.
Simultaneously, it confirms the important role of newspapers and magazines
as spring-boards for emerging authors, as | had argued in previous publica-
tions (Reuster-Jahn 2016).

Alex Banzi’s career can be divided into three periods. First, there was the
formation and subsequent success of the 1970s and 1980s, followed by
silence due to Banzi’s workload as a civil servant. There then followed a
short-lived attempt at popular writing under a pseudonym, stimulated by the
political and economic changes of the 1990s. The writing of this period was
mainly motivated by commercial considerations; however, these short stories
are often stylistically appealing. Then a long period of silence followed
before the third period, when Banzi started writing again after his retirement
and after my translation project renewed interest in his first novel Titi la
Mkwe.

Banzi’s career has multiple traits in common with the careers of many
other early Tanzanian writers. Like them, he never solely relied on creative
writing for his income. Because of his employment with the civil service and
the good career it provided for him, writing was always a sideline activity. In
fact, there are only very few Tanzanian writers who have been able to make
a sustained living from their writing: Faraji H. H. Katalambulla, Eddie
Ganzel, John M. S. Simbamwene and Ben Mtobwa come to mind. Of these,
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Simbamwene was his own publisher, while Katalambulla and Mtobwa were
also editors and publishers of magazines. Like many other authors, Banzi
used magazines as a springboard into his career and as a place to sell his
texts. And like them, he was not always treated benevolently by publishers.
Finally, his books shared the fate of many other once important texts: they
are out of print, no longer available, and nearly forgotten.

In other respects, Banzi’s history as a writer was exceptional. He did not rely
on his talent alone, as did many other amateur writers, but set about the
systematic acquisition and improvement of his writing skills with admirable
focus and determination. He invested time and money into learning the tech-
niques required for both the successful writing and marketing of stories. In his
ambition to improve his skills, he even took up a British correspondence course
and thus benefited from the democratisation of creative writing in Britain.

Alex Banzi was, of course, fortunate that his first novel Titi la Mkwe
appeared at a time when Swahili reading material for schools was both
scarce and sought after. Nevertheless, the success of this novel was
ultimately based on its literary qualities, as Bertoncini Zubkova in her well-
respected Outline of Swahili Literature (1989: 94-97) rightly observed.
However regrettable it is that Banzi’s Swabhili novels are no longer available,
thanks to the Outline and Bertoncini Zibkova’s numerous critical insights
they will not disappear. Indeed, this exhaustive review provides a much
needed overview of Swahili writers and their works and is a commemoration
to their achievements.
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Uno degli elementi centrali dell’esperienza didattica della mia mwalimu
Elena Bertoncini Zuibkova ¢ stato 1’uso della traduzione letteraria swahili-
italiano, praticata da noi studenti sia durante lo svolgimento dei corsi che in
forma estesa nel lavoro di tesi.! Questo esercizio era utilissimo tanto per con-
solidare le conoscenze linguistiche, quanto per sperimentare 1’estetica della
letteratura swahili accostata ad un duro lavoro di resa in italiano, e dunque di
interpretazione, che ci spingeva a esplorare i meandri testuali e contestuali
dell’opera in questione. A sua volta, Elena Bertoncini Zubkova ¢ da sempre
stata infaticabile traduttrice? di poesie e racconti swahili (in italiano e slo-
vacco); in altre parole, nella sua vita I’amore per la letteratura ¢ la traduzione
e profondamente intrecciato alla sua attivita didattica. A livello personale, lo
considero un dono che mi ha introdotto alla pratica della traduzione letteraria

1 La maggior parte degli studenti di Lingua e Letteratura Swahili che si sono succeduti negli
anni ha tradotto un’opera swabhili. lo stessa per 1’elaborato conclusivo della laurea quadriennale ho
tradotto il romanzo Utengano (Separazione, 1980) di Said Ahmed Mohamed, lavoro
successivamente pubblicato (Mohamed 2005). Trovandomi, dal 2013, a insegnare Lingua e
Letteratura Swahili presso 1’Universita degli Studi di Napoli “L’Orientale”, sto tentando di
mantenere questa unica “tradizione di traduzione”, pur essendo mutate non poco le condizioni
dell’insegnamento, per il crescente numero di studenti iscritti a corsi di laurea storico-politologici, e
per gli effetti della riforma del percorso universitario, ora suddiviso in una laurea di primo livello in
cui la tesi € sostituita da un succinto PowerPoint, e una specialistica dove molti iscritti sono
principianti di swahili. In appendice € riportata la lista delle traduzioni letterarie swahili-italiano
assegnate nel corso del tempo e conservate presso lo studio nella sede di Palazzo Corigliano.

2 e traduzioni di opere letterarie swahili da parte di E. Bertoncini Zbkova, pubblicate su
rivista o in forma di libro, sono elencate nel presente volume.
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intesa come forma di piacere e strumento conoscitivo, per il quale, e non
solo, le sono infinitamente grata.

Durante il periodo del dottorato, e anche negli anni seguenti, ho continu-
ato a tradurre canzoni e poesie swahili, riportate in diversi lavori (tra cui
Aiello 2006, 2007).2 Tuttavia, per lungo tempo non sono pil riuscita a dedi-
carmi, per esigenze familiari, per precarieta lavorativa, per necessita di con-
centrarmi su prodotti della ricerca piu riconosciuti in ambito accademico,
alla pratica traduttiva sistematica destinata alla pubblicazione, fino al 2016,
da quando ho partecipato a due progetti dedicati alla traduzione e diffusione
della poesia swabhili. Il primo progetto, portato avanti in collaborazione con
Irene Brunotti* e in dirittura d’arrivo, consiste nell’edizione e pubblicazione
di Shuwari, seconda raccolta poetica (diwani) dell’anziano poeta di
Tumbatu® Haji Gora Haji, con relativa traduzione in lingua inglese, mentre il
secondo, condotto in collaborazione con Roberto Gaudioso,® & stato dedicato
alla traduzione italiana di poesie scelte composte da due autori di lingua
swahili, Abdilatif Abdalla e Euphrase Kezilahabi. Questi lavori, entrambi
corredati da introduzione e apparato critico interamente bilingui, mi hanno
coinvolto moltissimo, innanzitutto per il rapporto umano e la stima che mi
legano ai poeti, e per la convinzione mia, e delle persone con cui ho collabo-
rato, che la loro poesia sia da diffondere e far conoscere anche ad un pub-
blico non swahilofono. Cio nondimeno, le riflessioni sulla traduzione poetica
sviluppate in questo saggio partono dal secondo lavoro, per il quale mi sono

% In realtd nel contesto swahili non esiste una netta linea di demarcazione tra canzone e
componimento poetico, per diversi motivi, innanzitutto poiché la poesia swahili, nonostante abbia
una lunga tradizione manoscritta in ajami e un notevole corpus scritto in caratteri latini, viene
recepita e diffusa principalmente in modo orale, primario e secondario, attraverso una
lettura/recitazione in forma cantilenata (Vierke 2011: 41); d’altra parte le canzoni con
accompagnamento musicale si basano, anche oggi, su testi composti seguendo le usuali norme
poetiche. Inoltre, I’ambiguita si riscontra anche a livello lessicale, in quanto la parola wimbo (pl.
nyimbo) si riferisce tanto a una particolare categoria prosodica (bahari), tanto in maniera generica a
qualunque tipo di canzone, il cui testo pud essere composto anche in un metro irregolare o in
un’altra forma prosodica (Bertoncini Zuibkova 2000: 9), sempre piti spesso lo shairi (pl. mashairi).
Le caratteristiche di queste categorie saranno descritte dettagliatamente pit avanti.

4 Docente di Lingua e Cultura Swahili presso ’Universita di Leipzig, ex studentessa di E.
Bertoncini Zubkova e compagna di studi e di vita universitaria.

5 Tumbatu ¢ la terza isola, per grandezza, dell’arcipelago di Zanzibar, dopo Unguja e Pemba.

6 Attualmente assegnista di ricerca presso I’Universitd degli Studi di Napoli
“L’Orientale”.
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cimentata con la traduzione delle poesie di Abdalla, poiché ho voluto con-
centrarmi su un processo traduttivo piu lineare, che parte dalla lingua fonte
swahili per giungere alla mia lingua madre, I’italiano, a differenza dell’altro
progetto, in cui, lavorando con una lingua straniera, 1’inglese, sono stati ne-
cessari diversi passaggi e la collaborazione di piu persone.” Inoltre, poiché
I’inglese non solo non ¢ la mia lingua materna, ma ¢ uno strumento di lavoro
e di comunicazione quasi esclusivamente utilizzato in contesto accademico,
la componente emozionale e quel senso di naturalezza che deriva dal lavo-
rare con il linguaggio del proprio vissuto sono stati ovviamente meno pre-
senti, mentre hanno avuto un ruolo importante nella traduzione dei compo-
nimenti di Abdilatif Abdalla che verra trattata nelle seguenti pagine (ed e
anche un punto fondamentale per comprendere 1’uso della lingua da parte del
poeta, come argomenterd pill in avanti).

Qui di seguito, prima di addentrarmi nella trattazione delle strategie
traduttive adottate in questo lavoro, e di alcuni problemi specifici e relative
soluzioni, descriverd con maggiori dettagli il progetto di pubblicazione
nell’ambito del quale sono nate le mie traduzioni, e traccerd un quadro
sintetico della vita e dell’opera di Abdilatif Abdalla.

Ushairi na Uhuru: proporre la poesia swabhili ai lettori italiani

Il volume preparato in collaborazione con R. Gaudioso, dal titolo Ushairi na
Uhuru. Poesie scelte di Abdilatif Abdalla e Euphrase Kezilahi/Mkusanyo wa
tungo za Abdilatif Abdalla na Euphrase Kezilahi (di seguito in breve Ushairi
na Uhuru), ¢ stato pubblicato presso le edizioni universitarie “L’Orientale”
(Aiello & Gaudioso 2017). L’idea iniziale della pubblicazione ¢ nata con
I’intento di rendere omaggio alla presenza di questi due grandi poeti presso
la nostra universita, in occasione delle giornate di studi “Ngoma na Vailini -
The worlds of Swahili poetry I’ (31 maggio - 1 giugno 2017) dedicate alla
poesia swahili, alla sua traduzione e alla sua performance. Questa circo-
stanza, inoltre, ha fatto maturare in noi il desiderio di comunicare una parte

7 In particolare Ahmed Mgeni, di Zanzibar, autore di racconti swahili, critico letterario e
insegnante di inglese in pensione, che ha cortesemente riletto le traduzioni e ci ha dato diversi
consigli, e soprattutto la madrelingua che ha curato la revisione, Nathalie Arnold Koenings,
antropologa americana con una lunga esperienza sul campo a Pemba, conoscitrice della lingua
swahili, scrittrice e traduttrice, attualmente docente di Fiction Writing presso lo Hampshire
College (U.S.A)).
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della ricchezza della poesia swahili ai lettori/uditori italiani, partendo dai
partecipanti alle giornate di studi, ma con I’aspirazione di coinvolgere un
pubblico piti ampio attraverso letture in spazi pubblici non accademici.® La
scelta dell’italiano, che pur non essendo definibile una lingua ‘minore’ per
status letterario e fattori storico-politici, di fatto non € una lingua che possa
raggiungere una vasta platea internazionale cosi come accade con I’inglese, ¢
stata motivata dalla voglia di coinvolgere un pubblico vicino, sebbene ri-
stretto, presso il quale le letterature africane sono ancora poco conosciute,
specialmente per quanto riguarda le produzioni in lingue autoctone.® La rac-
colta contiene anche due versioni in napoletano del poeta Mimmo Grasso,
una per ogni autore scelto. L’uso del dialetto ¢ stato al tempo stesso una
forma di sperimentazione traduttiva — che oltretutto offre una possibile solu-
zione alla sfida della resa del linguaggio dialettale di Abdalla, su cui mi sof-
fermero piu avanti —, e un tentativo di stabilire connessioni con il territorio in
cui siamo cresciuti € dove ha sede I’Universita degli Studi di Napoli
“L’Orientale”.

Questo lavoro a due mani, pur se di piccole dimensioni, mira inoltre a tra-
smettere sia la bellezza che la complessita linguistica, culturale e artistica
della poesia swahili contemporanea. Abbiamo scelto, quindi, di tradurre in
italiano i componimenti di due poeti d’origine e stile diversi: Abdilatif
Abdalla viene da Mombasa, metropoli costiera del Kenya, e scrive seguendo
la prosodia swahili, mentre Euphrase Kezilahabi proviene dall’isola di

8 A conclusione degli Study Days, il primo giugno 2017, si & tenuto un reading con i due
poeti e i traduttori presso il PAN (Palazzo delle Arti di Napoli), spazio gentilmente concesso
dall’ Assessorato alla Cultura del Comune di Napoli. Della serata € stato realizzato un video
che sara prossimamente reso fruibile online (su una pagina web in costruzione dedicata allo
studio della Lingua e Letteratura Swahili presso I’Universitda degli Studi di Napoli
“L’Orientale”). Inoltre, nel mese di aprile 2018 ho partecipato con Abdilatif Abdalla a due
altri reading, presso il Festival Internazionale della Letteratura di Venezia Incroci di civilta e
il Festival Poetry Vicenza.

® Produzioni solitamente trascurate dalla critica occidentale (e non solo in Italia).
Analizzando la ricezione della letteratura africana nei Paesi occidentali, dagli anni Sessanta
fino alle varie fasi di studi postcoloniali a partire dagli anni Ottanta, appare evidente che i
discorsi critici (che influenzano anche le scelte editoriali) hanno sostanzialmente privilegiato
la scrittura in lingue europee, trascurando invece la prosa moderna in lingue africane, sulla
base di una opposizione pregiudiziale tra letteratura tradizionale, associata alle arti verbali
composte in lingue locali, e letteratura moderna, scritta nelle ex lingue coloniali ed influenzata
dalla tradizione narrativa occidentale (Barber 2010: 672).
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Ukerewe, nella zona continentale della Tanzania, e scrive poesia in versi li-
beri, influenzato dalla letteratura orale della sua regione e dalla letteratura
straniera. Le poesie di Kezilahabi hanno innescato un lungo dibattito, ancora
vivo, tra “tradizionalisti” (wanamapokeo) e “riformisti” (wanamapinduzi),
che ha visto coinvolti numerosi poeti e critici dell’Africa orientale. La pub-
blicazione di Kichomi (Dolore dilaniante, 1974), difatti, prima raccolta in
versi liberi apparsa in Tanzania, scateno la reazione negativa di molti poeti e
critici,’ i quali ritenevano che componimenti di questo tipo fossero difettosi
(guni) in guanto non seguivano le tradizioni prosodiche costiere, e non an-
dassero pertanto inclusi nel corpus letterario swahili. Considerando che quasi
tutti i poeti riformisti'! provenivano dalle regioni continentali, e non erano di
prima lingua swahili, mentre molti tradizionalisti erano della costa, il dibat-
tito ha fatto emergere — spesso semplificandole — tensioni culturali tra “veri
swahili” e “parlanti swahili”, con tutti i suoi risvolti a livello linguistico (la
purezza della lingua), religioso (Islam/Cristianesimo) e culturale (accuse re-
ciproche di influenze straniere, occidentali per quanto riguarda il verso
libero, arabe per quanto riguarda la poesia della costa). Limitarsi a questo
schema contrappositivo, tuttavia, appare riduttivo, in quanto non tiene conto
del fatto che altri protagonisti del verso libero sono originari della costa
swahili, come Ebrahim Hussein!? in Tanzania e, in Kenya, Alamin Mazrui, e
viceversa alcuni noti autori di poesia tradizionale sono nati ben lontano da
essa.’® Al tempo stesso, sarebbe anche fuorviante associare la difesa
dell’identita linguistica, culturale e letteraria swahili a delle precise posizioni
politiche, come ben dimostrano, ad esempio, la figura di Saadan Kandoro,
membro del TANU (Tanganyika National Union) e acceso indipendentista, o
le posizioni anti-autoritarie e progressiste di Abdalla, come vedremo piu
avanti. Negli anni Settanta si giocava, in effetti, anche un altro tipo di scon-

10 Tra i quali lbrahim Noor Shariff, Shihabuddin Chiraghdin, Kimani Ruo e Tigiti Sengo. Per
un’analisi approfondita del dibattito si veda il saggio di A. Mazrui (2007: 45-82).

11 Come Mugyabuso Mulokozi e Kulikoyela Kahigi in Tanzania, Kithaka wa Mberia in Kenya.

12 E. Hussein gia nel 1968 aveva recitato in pubblico (all’universita di Dar es Salaam) una
poesia in versi liberi, Ngoma na Vailini (Tamburo e violino); in seguito si e dedicato
prevalentemente al teatro, nell’ambito del quale ha comunque continuato a sperimentare 1’uso del
scudo degli avi), pubblicate assieme nel 1976.

13 Ad esempio Saadan Kandoro, nato a Ujiji, e Mathias Mnyampala, originario di un villaggio
nei pressi di Dodoma.
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tro, generazionale e identitario: i giovani poeti che praticavano il verso
libero, cosi come i critici che li difendevano,' tutti provenienti dall’ambiente
accademico, stavano elaborando una concezione della letteratura swahili
maggiormente inclusiva e aperta, che rifletteva i dibattiti intellettuali
dell’epoca e pratiche di costruzione di identita collettive piu ampie, nazionali
e trans-nazionali. La nostra scelta, quindi, per questa prima pubblicazione di
poesie swahili in traduzione italiana, € stata quella di mostrare due poetiche
diverse e per certi versi antitetiche, tentando di restituire in italiano le pecu-
liarita delle poesie originali, e al tempo stesso lasciare emergere le loro
numerose connessioni, che raramente affiorano nei commenti critici, forte-
mente dualistici, sulla poesia swahili della post-indipendenza: entrambi i
poeti, infatti, testimoniano I’imperativo esistenziale della poesia vissuta
come ricerca di verita e liberta. Nelle loro poesie, il vissuto, 1’esperienza ¢ al
centro dell’ispirazione, soprattutto 1’esperienza del dolore. Un altro legame &
la comune frequentazione dell’universita di Dar es Salaam negli anni
Settanta, e la condivisione di un contesto di vivaci e appassionati dibattiti
intellettuali, nel quale si & sviluppato un rapporto personale tra i due poeti,
come testimoniano le foto che arricchiscono il volume.

Abdilatif Abdalla, poeta in politica®®

Il mio lavoro di traduzione, come descritto sopra, nasce dunque per far
assaporare al lettore italiano la bellezza della poesia swabhili e, nello speci-
fico, far conoscere un protagonista della letteratura contemporanea e una
figura di grande rilievo sotto molti punti di vista: letterario, nel ruolo di arti-
sta e esperto (mtaalamu) della tradizione poetica swahili, politico, in quanto
attivista che ha pagato a caro prezzo le sue critiche esplicite al governo e che
ha continuato a impegnarsi negli anni della diaspora, e umano, per la sua ca-
pacita di non lasciarsi sopraffare dal trauma dell’esperienza in carcere, per la
sua resilienza e il carisma che hanno sempre un forte impatto sul pubblico e
ispirano le giovani generazioni in Kenya.

4 Tra cui Farouk Topan, scrittore e accademico di Zanzibar, autore dell’introduzione a
Kichomi.

15 Allusione al titolo di una recente pubblicazione, Abdilatif Abdalla: Poet in Politics (2016), a
cura di Rose Marie Beck e Kai Kresse, che raccoglie gran parte degli interventi presentati durante il
Symposium tenuto nel maggio 2011 in onore di Abdilatif Abdalla a seguito del suo pensionamento.
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Nato a Mombasa nel 1946, nella vita di Abdilatif Abdalla la pratica poe-
tica e I’attivismo civile e politico sono un binomio inscindibile, come ¢ vero
da secoli per tanti poeti swahili, a partire da Muyaka,® uno dei suoi princi-
pali modelli letterari. Nella sua formazione hanno avuto un ruolo fonda-
mentale il nonno, Ahmad Basheikh bin Hussein, poeta e insegnante, e i suoi
fratelli maggiori, Ustadh Ahmad Nassir Juma Bhalo, noto poeta, e Sheikh
Abdilahi Nassir, uomo politico e dotto islamico, nel trasmettergli
quell’insieme di conoscenze culturali, poetiche, religiose e politiche che ¢
costitutivo delle societa swahili cosmopolite della costa est-africana (Beck
2016: 4). Subito dopo I’indipendenza, Abdalla, mentre lavorava in un ufficio
amministrativo municipale di Mombasa, divenne un membro attivo del KPU
(Kenya People’s Union), partito d’opposizione ben presto dichiarato illegale
e bandito nel 1968 (Nyaigotti-Chacha 1992: 5). In una serie di pamphlet fatti
circolare proprio in quell’anno, ciclostilati in swahili che arrecavano la firma
WASIOTOSHEKA (gli scontenti/insoddisfatti), espresse forti critiche nei
confronti del partito al governo, il KANU (Kenya African National Union),
guidato da Jomo Kenyatta, culminate nello scritto Kenya: Twendapi?
(Kenya: dove stiamo andando?). Il documento accusava il partito al potere di
pratiche illegittime degne dei tempi coloniali per sopprimere il dissenso
(anche durante la tornata elettorale), nonché di essere divenuto elitario, dit-
tatoriale e oppressivo al pari del regime dell’apartheid in Sudafrica (Kresse
2016: 21), concludendosi con un appello esplicito ai concittadini per rove-
sciare il governo del KANU. L’autore venne immediatamente arrestato,
accusato di sedizione e condannato a tre anni di carcere in regime
d’isolamento presso la Kamity Maximum Security Prison a Nairobi. Durante
la prigionia era severamente vietato 1’uso della penna, ma con la complicita
di una guardia, Abdalla riusci a scrivere di nascosto, sulla carta igienica,
delle pagine di diario in prosa e trentanove poesie, il suo diario in poesia, che
venivano fatte recapitare a suo fratello maggiore. Dopo il suo rilascio, pro-
prio lui, Sheikh Abdilahi Nassir,*” allora in una posizione influente presso la

16 Muyaka bin Haji al-Ghassaniy (Mombasa 1776-1837) era un mercante, spesso in
viaggio verso lontane destinazioni (Madagascar, Aden, Oman, India e Persia). Protagonista
della vita politica dei suoi tempi, fu intimo amico dei Mazrui, specialmente di Abdalla b.
Hamed (1814-1823), il primo a rifiutare di pagare tributo a Sayyid Said, sultano di Oman e
Zanzibar (Bertoncini Zubkova 2000: 26).

17 Durante la prigionia del giovane Abdalla egli ha anche curato la pubblicazione del suo
Utenzi wa maisha ya Adamu na Hawaa (Poema sulla vita di Adamo e Eva, 1971).
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casa editrice Oxford University Press (Kresse 2016: 23), fece pubblicare la
raccolta, che usci nel 1973 con il titolo Sauti ya Dhiki (La voce dell’agonia).
Ironicamente, nel 1974 il volume vinse il premio letterario che porta il nome
di Kenyatta, lo stesso presidente autocrate che lo aveva incarcerato. Da al-
lora il poeta ha vissuto per lunghissimi anni in esilio, dapprima in Tanzania,
dove & stato ricercatore (e lessicografo)!® presso ’universita di Dar es
Salaam fino al 1979, poi a Londra dove ha lavorato per la sezione di lingua
swahili della BBC, e successivamente come redattore nella rivista Africa
Events. In quegli anni, insieme a altri esuli, tra cui Ngugi wa Thiong’o,
Abdalla prosegui il suo attivismo politico, dapprima nel London Committee
for the Release of Political Prisoners, e poi nelle fila dell’United Movement
for Democracy in Kenya (wa Thiong’o 2016: 14), denunciando i soprusi del
regime di Arap Moi, perpetrati nell’indifferenza dell’Occidente. Dal 1995
vive in Germania, dove ha insegnato presso 1’universita di Lipsia fino al
2011, e dove vive tuttora nella citta di Amburgo.

A partire dalla sua scarcerazione, Abdalla si & dedicato prevalentemente
alla scrittura giornalistica e saggistica’® (pubblicando articoli in swahili e in-
glese su diverse riviste e libri, spesso attorno al tema del rapporto tra scrit-
tore e societa, tra poesia, etica e difesa dei diritti), mentre molto piu rara-
mente sono apparse sue produzioni letterarie, tra cui poesie, uscite su alcune
riviste,% e lavori di traduzione, individuali e in collaborazione.? Partecipa
regolarmente in Europa a diverse manifestazioni scientifiche e culturali

18 A, Abdalla ha infatti fatto parte del team che ha lavorato al dizionario di swahili
standard pubblicato nel 1984 dal TUKI (Taasisi ya Uchunguzi wa Kiswahili), il Dipartimento
di Studi Swabhili dell’universita di Dar es Salaam.

19 Nel sopracitato volume Abdilatif Abdalla: Poet in Politics (Beck & Kresse 2016) sono
stati ripubblicati quattro suoi scritti, tre in swahili e uno in inglese: Kenya: Twendapi?,
Wajibu wa Mshairi katika Jamii yake, Matatizo ya Mwandishi wa Jamii katika Afrika Huru,
The Right and Might of a Pen.

20 Ad esempio le poesie Upambaukao hutwa, uscita su Lugha yetu, 35 e 36 (1979-1980), e
Na yazinge mazingiwa, pubblicata sulla rivista Zinduko (1978). Una sua sola poesia in inglese
é circolata pubblicamente (rimanendo in forma di manoscritto), Peace, Love and Unity for
Whom? (1989), duro atto di accusa nei confronti del presidente Moi (Kresse 2016: 28).

2L Ad esempio, la traduzione swahili, titolata Upweke, della poesia olandese Morgen di
Bert Schierbeek, compiuta durante la sua partecipazione al festival “Poetry International”,
tenutosi a Rotterdam nel 1991 (Samsom 2011: 2), o la collaborazione con Alena Rettova alla
traduzione swahili dell’opera teatrale Die Vernissage dell’autore ceco Vaclav Havel,
pubblicata con il titolo Uzinduzi (2006).
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relative alla lingua e letteratura swahili?? e, dalla fine della dittatura di Moi,
il poeta viene spesso invitato in Kenya in occasione di eventi culturali, premi
letterari, festival e conferenze, dove le sue poesie vengono ancora recepite
con grande interesse e attenzione,?® grazie alla sua poetica in cui convivono
imprescindibilmente engagement e raffinatezza stilistica, passione politica e
ricerca estetica, stilemi di una tradizione classica a lungo sedimentata e cre-
ativita, sensibilita moderna, urgenza espressiva, in un connubio che cattura il
lettore/uditore e mette alla prova chi si accinga a tradurne i componimenti.

Sfide e soluzioni traduttive per i versi di Abdilatif Abdalla

Nel volume Ushairi na Uhuru sono stati proposti al lettore italiano otto
componimenti per ciascuno dei due autori. Sette delle otto poesie di Abdalla
derivano dalla raccolta poetica Sauti ya Dhiki, mentre Ukurasa bikira
(Pagina vergine) & stata composta piu recentemente, e ci é stata gentilmente
offerta dall’autore al quale avevamo chiesto un testo poetico ancora non
pubblicato da tradurre.?* All’inizio del lavoro, la prima questione che mi si &
posta davanti & stata come selezionare un mini-corpus per la raccolta, af-
frontata con la consapevolezza che, cosi come ogni progetto editoriale in sé,
ciascuna opera di selezione ha un peso determinante sulla ricezione della po-
esia di un autore. La linea seguita ¢ stata quella di conciliare tre esigenze: dar
spazio alla mia esperienza estetica nella fruizione delle poesie, tenere in
conto i tempi del lavoro, e offrire ai lettori una scelta di componimenti che
riflettesse le diverse anime del diwani (sconforto, solitudine, nostalgia della
famiglia e dell’amata, cosi come resilienza, forza morale, denuncia politica),

22 Abdalla, ad esempio, partecipa regolarmente al Swahili Colloguium, un convegno
annuale dedicato agli studi swahili che si tiene da trent’anni in Germania, le prime edizioni a
Francoforte e in seguito presso I"universita di Bayreuth.

23 Molti video girati durante queste manifestazioni sono visibili su youtube; un esempio
interessante di rilettura in chiave contemporanea della sua opera € la drammatizzazione della
sua poesia dialogica Mnazi: Vuta n’kuvute (Palma da cocco: Tira e molla), tratta dalla raccolta
Sauti ya Dhiki (Abdalla 1973: 17), realizzata da tre giovani attori durante il Festival della
Cultura di Lamu nel 2009 (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C2TJZrs4G0Q).

24 e origini di questa poesia si trovano in Upweke, traduzione swahili ad opera di Abdalla
della poesia olandese Morgen di Bert Schierbeek, compiuta durante la sua partecipazione al
Festival Poetry International, tenutosi a Rotterdam nel 1991. Da questa traduzione 1’autore ha
poi sviluppato una nuova creazione poetica, tradotta in inglese da R. Samsom in occasione di
un seminario a Berlino (Samsom 2011: 4).
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ma anche la sua varieta metrica e stilistica, nonché la dimensione fortemente
dialogica della poesia swahili, come sara approfondito pit avanti.

Il passo successivo nel processo traduttivo é stato decidere come rendere
due tratti fondamentali della poetica di Abdalla, ossia 1’'uso della varieta
swahili di Mombasa (kimvita) e il rispetto della prosodia classica swahili.
Questi due elementi, come detto precedentemente, negli anni della post-indi-
pendenza lo identificavano come poeta tradizionalista e gli valsero il plauso
di molti poeti e critici swahili della costa (si veda ad esempio 1’introduzione
di Shihabuddin Chiraghdin a Sauti ya Dhiki), che interpretavano come forma
di affermazione culturale, in reazione alle influenze culturali occidentali, il
suo linguaggio e le forme poetiche in rima e metrica regolare. Mi sembra,
tuttavia, che associare il poetare di Abdalla ad una posizione identitaria
difensiva, avversa ad altri mondi swahilofoni, sarebbe decisamente fuorvi-
ante, riducendo a una posizione ideologica chiusa cio che per il poeta ha
invece una connotazione primariamente esistenziale, di connessione alla
propria famiglia, al proprio ambiente, al proprio retaggio culturale. Ecco
perché durante gli anni terribili della prigionia la scrittura poetica e divenuta
per lui, come racconta spesso in pubblico,? un’ancora che lo ha salvato dalla
pazzia, nonché, come sottolineato da molti critici (Nyaigotti-Chacha 1992,
Kresse 2016, Walibora Waliaula 2016), uno strumento politico di resistenza
e sfida nei confronti di un governo che tentava di annichilirlo, come uomo e
attivista, e a cui Abdalla rispondeva con la propria voce, con la propria
lingua madre, con la propria identita culturale, anche in antitesi alle politiche
linguistiche del Kenya che promuovevano principalmente 1’inglese o una
forma di swahili standard a lui estranea e creata artificialmente a partire
dall’epoca coloniale.?®

Per quanto riguarda la resa del linguaggio dialettale, la scelta che ho
adottato € stata quella di non preservarlo, utilizzando per le mie traduzioni
I’italiano, non solo perché avevo in mente un pubblico piu ampio, ma so-
prattutto per evitare un linguaggio per me innaturale, che avrebbe totalmente
tradito I’essenza della poesia di Abdalla. In teoria, difatti, avrei potuto

%5 L ultima volta & stata in occasione del trentesimo Swahili Colloquium (26-28 maggio
2017, universita di Bayreuth).

% Nel 1930 fu fondato I’East African Inter-Territorial Language Committee, organismo
coloniale addetto al processo di standardizzazione della lingua swahili e della sua nuova
ortografia in caratteri latini. Venne selezionata a tal fine una forma dialettale di riferimento, il
kiunguja, dialetto parlato nella citta di Zanzibar e dintorni (Mazrui 2007: 23).
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utilizzare il dialetto della mia citta, ma, pur essendo nata a Napoli, il napo-
letano non ¢ mai stato una lingua del mio vissuto, al di 1a dell’accento,
qualche parola o intercalare, dunque ho escluso 1’idea di lavorare con questo
vernacolo, di cui non ho sufficiente padronanza. Tuttavia, pensando in parti-
colare ad alcune poesie, nella mia mente risuonavano le sonorita del napole-
tano, che mi sembravano molto adatte a esprimere la forza ed esuberanza
espressiva degli originali swahili, ecco perché ho proposto la traduzione
dialettale della poesia Kuno kunena (Questo parlare) al poeta Mimmo
Grasso, il quale ha creato, sulla base del mio lavoro, un testo che si pone a
meta strada tra una traduzione e una riscrittura, dal titolo O pparla. Per mo-
strare un esempio della differenza tra le due versioni, riporto qui in basso la
resa in italiano e quella in napoletano (Aiello & Gaudioso 2017: 57) dei
primi due versi della poesia (Kuno kunena kwa nini, kukanikomeya kuno?
/Kwani kunena kunani, kukashikwa kani vino?):

Ma questo parlare perché, mi ha qui imprigionato?
Perché ‘sto parlare com’¢, ch’¢ con rabbia castigato?
I’ pe pparla mo stongo cca nzerrato,

pe stu pparla mo m’hanno mazzariato.

Per concludere queste osservazioni che muovono dall’uso del dialetto in
Sauti ya Dhiki, proprio il lavoro di traduzione mi ha mostrato con evidenza
una caratteristica del linguaggio di Abdalla che non avevo colto appieno
nelle precedenti letture, ossia quanto esso sia fortemente localizzato, per
I’uso del kimvita, ma abbia al tempo stesso una dimensione universale, a
causa del suo lessico sostanzialmente privo di realia e riferimenti locali par-
ticolari, a eccezione di qualche nome di luogo e di alcuni richiami religiosi
(come le invocazioni al Profeta), a differenza di molte altre poesie e opere
swahili che richiedono, pertanto, una riflessione attenta sul trattamento tra-
duttologico delle specificita culturali.

Venendo ora all’altro tratto distintivo della poesia di Abdalla per cui ho
stabilito preliminarmente un approccio traduttivo, ossia I’utilizzo della prosodia
tradizionale swahili, in questo caso ho optato per la preservazione della metrica
e dello schema delle rime degli originali. Questo tipo di strategia traduttiva &
stato talvolta criticato, ad esempio da André Lefevere nel volume Translating
poetry: seven strategies and a blueprint (1975), sia perché concentrarsi su un
singolo aspetto puo far perdere di vista I’insieme del testo, sia perché la resa



182 La poesia swahili in italiano

delle rime nella lingua d’approdo potrebbe risultare meccanica, se non addirit-
tura caricaturale (Bassnett 2013: 84). Cio nonostante, sin dagli esordi di questo
lavoro ho sentito 1’esigenza di conservare sia la regolarita metrica che la strut-
tura delle rime?” dei componimenti originali, mettendo cosi in atto un procedi-
mento di straniamento o xenofilizzazione® per alcuni motivi che esporrd qui di
seguito. Innanzitutto, I’'uso di rime e schemi metrici (vina na mizani) & a mio
awviso un elemento centrale di queste poesie poiché é alla base non solamente
della prosodia praticata lungo la costa, come é stato detto pit sopra, ma della
stessa estetica poetica nella cultura swahili, in quanto proprio la rigidita e i limiti
imposti dai generi tramandati, cio che agli occhi dei poeti innovatori appariva
artificioso e un freno alla creativita (Kezilahabi 1983: 146), rappresentano per il
poeta swahili ’incentivo alla creazione verbale, non un esercizio formalistico
ma il piacere del giocare con la lingua e con i rimandi culturali di una produ-
zione assimilata fin dall’infanzia.?® Inoltre, il fatto di tradurre in italiano, la cui
tradizione poetica, analogamente a quella swahili, ha costruito le rime (esterne e
interne) sulla base di un sistema di sillabe perlopiu aperte, oltre a presentare una
varieta di forme metriche che, seppur diverse, sono ugualmente basate sulla
guantita sillabica, ha fatto si che la riproduzione della prosodia originale, anche
se ovviamente complessa, non mi risultasse troppo ostica né culturalmente
estranea, consentendomi di praticare la traduzione dei versi di Sauti ya Dhiki
non in maniera tecnica, fredda, ma con una “inventiva sprigionata dalle regole”
non molto dissimile dall’approccio dei poeti swabhili. Il tentativo di conciliare la
regolarita prosodica ad una resa del senso dei versi ha richiesto, in effetti, un
notevole lavorio per cui mi sono anche avvalsa delle licenze linguistiche e orto-
grafiche del linguaggio poetico italiano, ma che si & fondato principalmente sulla
ricerca lessicale e sul gioco sintattico. Nell’ambito della ricerca lessicale, oltre
alle possibilita offerte dalla varieta sinonimica, in qualche raro caso mi sono
concessa delle forme di domesticazione, come nella strofa qui sotto riportata,

27 A differenza di Andrea Saggiomo che, sia nel lavoro di tesi (vedi appendice) sia in un
articolo uscito su Smerilliana (2007: 73-104), preserva la stessa lunghezza dei versi originali e
la loro struttura bipartita, ma non la regolarita della rima.

28 (Ossia la scelta di presentare al lettore qualcosa di poco familiare. L’opposizione tra
straniamento o Xxenofilizzazione e addomesticamento o localizzazione, foreignization e
domestication nella terminologia anglosassone introdotta da Lawrence Venuti, € una
questione cruciale per la traduzione (Eco 2003: 172-174).

29 Come mi ¢ stato confermato anche dal poeta Haji Gora Haji, che ha parlato del compito
di “modellare la lingua affinché prenda forma in metro e rima” (Intervista del 30 luglio 2016).
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dalla poesia N shishiyelo ni Lilo (A questo io m’afferro), in cui la parola swahili
ngome (fortezza) ¢ stata tradotta come “bastiglia”, con 1’iniziale minuscola a
intendere un uso generalizzato della parola (Aiello & Gaudioso 2017: 48-49):

Kweli menibaidisha, na huko kwetu mjini

Pia menitenganisha, na walo wangu nyumbani
Kuja kuniadhibisha, kwa kunileta ngomeni
Yote sababu ni nini? Ni kwamba mesema kweli

I1 vero m’ha isolato, dalla citta mia per miglia
Inoltre m’ha separato, da casa, dalla famiglia
Castigare mi ha fatto, portare alla bastiglia

Perché ‘sta condizione mia? Perché ho detto il vero

Un altro esempio si trova nella traduzione della poesia Nakukumbuka (Ti
ricordo), dedicata alla sua donna, il cui verso finale “Mwombe uhai Moliwa, na
njema hali” (lett. Prega il Signore per la vita, e una buona condizione) € stato
tradotto, per coerenza prosodica con il resto della quartina, “Che non veda gli
Elisi, prega ‘1 Clemente” (Aiello & Gaudioso 2017: 62-63). Il riferimento agli
Elisi, pur essendo chiaramente una forma di domesticazione, ha dal mio punto di
vista il pregio di far emergere nel testo italiano un riferimento dotto, un elemento
di “classicita’ che compare spesso in questa raccolta poetica, per le sue frequenti
allusioni, non percepibili dal lettore italiano, ai versi di poeti del passato, come
Fumo Liyongo® e soprattutto il conterraneo Muyaka. Nella traduzione sopra
riportata si nota anche come alcuni elementi siano stati talvolta spostati da un
emistichio all’altro, ma mai oltre il confine del verso, nel rispetto di un altro dei
cardini della prosodia swahili, ossia il concetto di kujitosheleza (essere autosuf-
ficienti), per cui ogni strofa dovrebbe avere in sé un senso compiuto, e possibil-
mente anche ogni verso dovrebbe essere finito, senza forme di enjambement
(Vierke 2011: 25). Questa tecnica, pero, € stata utilizzata solo di rado, cercando
di riservarla ai momenti piu narrativi, presenti nei componimenti pit lunghi, ed
evitandola accuratamente in quelle strofe piu liriche e dense, costruite spesso
proprio sulla struttura bipartita dei versi, suddivisi in due emistichi, e sui

30 |iyongo Fumo wa ba-Uriy di Shaka (isola di Pate), vissuto tra il X1l e XIV secolo, & il primo
poeta swahili di cui si conosce il nome. La sua storia, con molti tratti leggendari, fu messa in versi
nel Novecento da Muhammad Kijumwa, ma esistono molti componimenti attribuiti a lui ed altri
che si riferiscono a episodi della sua vita (Bertoncini Zibkova 2000: 15).
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parallelismi. Un buon esempio & la poesia Siwati (Non mollo), in cui il senso
della poesia prende forma e forza dal ritmo poetico (Vierke 2017: 44), dove de-
terminazione e perseveranza corrispondono organicamente alla ripetizione
ossessiva della forma verbale siwati in posizione anaforica, ribadita con diversa
specificazione in ogni emistichio iniziale®* (anche grazie a varie assonanze e
consonanze), ed espansa nella seconda parte del verso, cosi come nell’estratto
riportato di seguito (Aiello & Gaudioso 2017: 58-59):

Siwati ngaadhibiwa, adhabu kila mifano
Siwati ningaambiwa, ‘tapawa kila kinono
Siwati lililo sawa, silibanduwi mkono

Non mollo pur se punito, con pene d’ogni guisa
Non mollo pur se attratto, con ogni grassa promessa
Non mollo quel ch’¢ giusto, mai stacchero la presa

All’interno degli emistichi, invece, ho spesso operato inversioni dell’ordine
sintattico nel testo originale. Tenendo presente che nella lingua swahili 1’ordine
neutro degli elementi, come in italiano, € soggetto - verbo - oggetto, nella tradu-
zione ¢ capitato sia di sostituire all’ordine enfatico/poetico del testo swahili una
disposizione lineare dell’italiano, sia il contrario. Un esempio del primo caso €
I’incipit della seconda strofa della poesia N’shishiyelo ni Lilo (A questo i0 mi
afferro): “Walinena walimwengu, wa zama zilopisiye” (lett. Dissero gli uomini,
delle epoche passate), tradotto “Gli uomini dissero, in quel tempo passato”
(Aiello & Gaudioso 2017: 46-47), mentre due strofe piu avanti troviamo il pro-
cedimento inverso, con “Wameniona mbaya, kumshinda Firauni” (lett. Mi
hanno visto cattivo, piu del faraone) che, sempre per rispettare la struttura della
strofa, viene reso “Malvagio mi hanno visto, persino piu del faraone” (ibidem).
Sempre per attenermi allo schema prosodico del testo di partenza, in alcuni casi
ho adoperato dei procedimenti di traduzione meno letterale, ad esempio aggiun-
gendo elementi che espandono il nucleo semantico centrale, come nella sopra-
citata poesia N’shishiyelo ni Lilo, in cui il verso “Baruwa sitakikani, kwandika
wala kwetewa” (lett. Lettere non mi € permesso, scrivere né ricevere) € stato
reso “Lettere posso ai cari, mai scriver né ricevere” (Aiello & Gaudioso 2017:
48-49). In un solo caso ho adoperato una strategia di metaforizzazione, precisa-

31 Tranne che nell’ultimo verso di ogni strofa, quello in cui la rima cambia, non pitl ab ma bc.
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mente in un verso della poesia Ukurasa bikira (Aiello & Gaudioso 2017: 66-
67), in cui la domanda “Umenuna?” (lett. Sei imbronciato/a?), al fine di preser-
vare la rima, e stata resa tramite I’immagine della nuvola, che rinvia
all’espressione rannuvolarsi (essere rabbuiato, scuro in viso, assumere un atteg-
giamento preoccupato):

Chamba: “Nena, na mimi nakusikiza
Au guna, aula ninong oneza
Umenuna? Basi ngaa niapiza!”

Dico: “Parla, ed 1o sto ad ascoltare
O brontola, o meglio puoi sussurrare
Tal nuvola? Ora mi puoi bestemmiare!”

La strategia traduttiva di preservare la struttura prosodica dei componimenti
swahili ha consentito, inoltre, di fare emergere, almeno in parte, la varieta metrica
di Sauti ya Dhiki. Nella raccolta i componimenti rientrano in due principali cate-
gorie prosodiche swahili: wimbo, terzine di versi di varia lunghezza, con rima
finale e una o piu cesure (Shariff 1988: 45), e in maggioranza shairi, poesie com-
poste da strofe di quattro versi o piu divisi in due emistichi, con la stessa rima
interna e esterna (non per forza centrale) nei primi tre versi, e diversi schemi pos-
sibili di rima nell’ultimo. Il numero di sillabe ¢ comunemente sedici (otto piu
otto), ma possono essere anche dodici (sei pit sei 0 quattro pit otto) (Shariff
1988: 49). Queste due categorie poetiche hanno subito nel tempo un certo pro-
cesso di uniformazione, in particolare lo shairi, che a partire dall’epoca coloniale
e divenuto un potente mezzo di comunicazione “ordinaria” e dibattito pubblico,
diffuso anche in periodo post-indipendenza, specialmente in Tanzania, tramite
giornali e radio (Topan 1974: 176). La pubblicazione del libro di Amri Abedi,
Sheria za kutunga mashairi (Le regole per comporre poesia, 1954), scritto con
I’intento di prevenire un deterioramento della tradizione poetica swahili ad opera
di tanti poeti neofiti, ha avuto I’effetto di promuovere un po’ in tutto il modo
swahilofono una riduzione della varieta di categorie prosodiche utilizzate e una
standardizzazione delle stesse, soprattutto lo shairi, che viene composto oramai
quasi solamente in quartine di sedici sillabe, e con pochissime varianti nell ultimo
verso rispetto allo schema di rime piu diffuso, ossia ab/ab/ab/bc. Nella raccolta
Sauti ya Dhiki, Abdilatif Abdalla si mostra immune a questa forma di omologa-
zione, utilizzando una grande varieta stilistica, sia per quanto riguarda le poesie in
forma di wimbo (o tathlita), sia per quanto riguarda i mashairi, per i quali ado-
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pera sette diversi schemi metrici (Nyaigotti-Chacha 1992: 120-123). Nella nostra
antologia, ho cercato di far emergere anche questa caratteristica della poetica di
Abdalla. Vi appaiono, infatti, due diversi tipi di terzine: versi di dodici sillabe
ripartite in quattro piu otto, con lo schema di rima ab/ab/ab, nelle poesie Mamba
(I coccodrillo) e Ukurasa bikira (Pagina vergine), e versi di tredici sillabe ripar-
tite in otto piu cinque, di nuovo con lo schema ab/ab/ab, nella poesia
Nakukumbuka (Ti ricordo). Per quanto riguarda i mashairi, ho incluso quartine
della tipologia piu diffusa, ossia quartine di sedici sillabe con cesura centrale e
schema delle rime ab/ab/ab/bc, come in N'shishiyelo ni Lilo (A questo io mi
afferro), Siwati (Non mollo) e N’sharudi (Son tornato), quartine sempre di sedici
sillabe divise in due emistichi di uguale lunghezza ma con schema di rime
ab/ab/ab/c/d, come in Kuno Kunena ,* e infine la forma detta msuko (Walibora
Waliaula 2009: 218), composta da tre versi di sedici sillabe con cesura centrale,
piu un verso finale “tronco” di sole otto sillabe, e schema di rime ab/ab/ab/b, nel
componimento di una singola strofa Tuza moyo (Placa 1’animo).

Data la natura del testo poetico, in cui le sottili relazioni che legano i vari
aspetti dell’espressione e del contenuto sono particolarmente fitte ¢ sofisti-
cate, avendo la forma nei diversi ambiti (linguistico, metrico, fono-simbo-
lico) una sostanza che concorre in modo dominante a costruire 1’insieme
testuale e I’interazione dei suoi vari livelli di senso (Eco 2003: 53-56), il tra-
duttore si trova nella difficile condizione di non poter restituire interamente
in una lingua diversa quel “tutto che si tiene”,® e la sfida della traduzione si
gioca principalmente sulla scelta di quali livelli privilegiare, di quali siano le
relazioni di senso fondamentali e di come ricostruirle, almeno in parte. In
alcuni casi, purtroppo, puo succedere che un aspetto dell’espressione che in-
cide profondamente sulla sostanza poetica non riesca a essere trasposto nella
lingua d’arrivo, come ¢ il caso della poesia Kuno kunena (Questo parlare), in
cui I’indignazione per il trattamento rabbioso subito dopo aver esposto pub-
blicamente le proprie idee, e la resilienza nel continuare ad ogni costo a
esercitare il proprio diritto di espressione, toccano le corde dell’animo del
lettore/uditore3* attraverso I’andamento fonico del testo, principalmente co-

32 In questa poesia di due strofe, inoltre, la parola rimante in posizione ¢ nella prima strofa, ossia
kunena (parlare), corrisponde alla parola in posizione d nell’ultima, oltre che al nucleo del titolo.

33 Allusione alla celebre formula di de Saussure tout se tient (tutto ¢ in relazione con tutto).

34 Kuno kunena & una delle poesie che il poeta recita spesso in pubblico, si veda ad esempio
il video all’indirizzo: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0s0JOZjjCc4.
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struito, oltre che su un gioco sapiente di assonanze, sulla ripetizione osses-
siva di due suoni consonantici, k e n, presenti nella parola kunena (parlare),
in kukanikomeya (imprigionarmi), in kani (rabbia), etc. (Aiello & Gaudioso
2017: 56-57):

Kuno kunena kwa nini, kukanikomeya kuno?
Kwani kunena kunani, kukashikwa kani vino?
Kani iso na kiini, na kuninuniya mno
Kanama nako kunena, kwaonekana ni kuwi

Ma questo parlare perché, mi ha qui imprigionato?
Perché ‘sto parlare com’¢, ch’¢ con rabbia castigato?
Una rabbia senza perché, che mi ha si indignato
Caspita questo parlare, malvagio puo apparire

Pur avendo cercato di riprodurre parzialmente 1’effetto della ripetizione,
principalmente quella della consonante p, é chiaro che il testo non rende pie-
namente quell’incedere duro e incalzante che deriva dalla natura stessa dei
suoni e dalla struttura agglutinante della lingua swahili, pur mantenendo
comungue un ritmo ossessivo favorito dalla cesura e dalle rime.

Le poesie della raccolta Ushairi na Uhuru presentano al lettore italiano
anche due caratteristiche fondamentali della poesia swahili legate alla sua
natura intrinsecamente dialogica, in particolare 1’uso dei mafumbo (singolare
fumbo), cioé messaggi velati, enigmatici, e la pratica del kujibizana (a volte
definita anche malumbano o mashindano), ossia la composizione di una poe-
sia al fine di suscitare una risposta o reazione da parte di altri poeti, in una
sorta di confronto a distanza — e a volte anche di rivalita (Shariff 1988;
Bierstecker 1996; Samsom 1996).

Come osservato da Ken Walibora Waliaula (2009: 229), 1’uso di un
linguaggio figurato (metafore, allegorie ecc.) da parte di Abdilatif
Abdalla, se da un lato risponde a una esigenza di sicurezza, per sviare il
controllo degli addetti alla censura, dall’altro coesiste con altri bisogni
artistici e culturali del poeta, ossia la manipolazione creativa del linguag-
gio e il dialogo con il suo pubblico, coinvolto in un lavoro attivo di inter-
pretazione testuale, cosi come espresso nella poesia Mamba (Il
coccodrillo) (Aiello & Gaudioso 2017: 60-61), la cui strofa iniziale
esprime chiaramente 1’imperativo morale della parola, la ricerca della
bellezza della lingua, e il rapporto di interazione con il lettore, definito
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attraverso due forme verbali etimologicamente correlate al concetto di
mafumbo, ossia -fumba® (chiudere, parlare velatamente) e la sua deriva-
zione® -fumbua (svelare):

Nami nambe, niwe kama waambao
Niupambe, upendeze wasomao
Niufumbe, wafumbuwe wawezao
Kuna mamba, mtoni metakabari
Ajigamba, na kujiona hodari
Yuwaamba, kwamba ‘taishi dahari

Ch’io parli, si come i parlatori

Che I’abbelli, e piaccia ai lettori

Che lo veli, lo svelin gl’intenditori
Tronfio spunta, un coccodrillo nel rivo
Ei si vanta, e si considera bravo

Ei vi conta, ch’in eterno sara vivo

La poesia conclude il suo fumbo riflettendo sulla transitorieta della
vita® e immaginando la morte del coccodrillo, che i critici hanno
identificato in Kenyatta, ma a volte anche interpretato come emblema
dell’autocrate africano post-coloniale (Walibora Waliaula 2009: 232), un
atto profondamente audace e sovversivo da parte di un poeta
imprigionato.

% Mashairi che sottopongono al pubblico un enigma incentrato su un animale,
letteralmente kufunga na kufungua nyama (legare e sciogliere un animale), sono una
tradizione molto antica nella poesia swahili. Probabilmente sono iniziati a Lamu, dove
venivano recitati durante le cerimonie gungu (Abdulaziz 1979: 51). Questa pratica,
comunque, rinvia anche al genere swahili dell’indovinello, comune anche a altre culture
africane. Il rimando all’oralitd ¢ marcato nella poesia attraverso il ricorso al verbo
“parlare” nel primo verso, e alla parafrasi di un proverbio, “Hakuna lenye mwanzo
lisilokuwa na mwisho” (Non c¢’¢ nulla che ha un inizio senza una fine), nell’ultimo verso
della poesia, che recita “Maadamu, lenye mwanzo lina mwisho” (In quanto, cid che ha un
inizio ha una fine).

36 Tramite I’estensione -U-, detta “contraria” (Bertoncini Zubkova 2009: 156).

7 Transitorieta e impermanenza come attributi quintessenziali della vita umana sulla terra
sono concetti cardine della poesia classica swahili (e della riflessione filosofica islamica),
che ritroviamo ad esempio nel poema Al-Inkishafi (L’indagine) di Sayyid Abdalla bin
Nasir (circa 1820) (Bertoncini Zubkova 2000: 22).
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Akumbuke, siku yake ikifika
Roho yake, ajuwe itamtoka
Nguvu zake, kikomoche zitafika

Sia memore, il suo giorno arrivera
‘I suo essere, sappia che s’allontanera
Del potere, il termine arrivera

Come accennato piu sopra, un altro ambito in cui si manifesta la dialogi-
cita della poesia swahili é la pratica del kujibizana, del botta e risposta tra
poeti, un dialogo sfasato nello spazio e nel tempo che lungo la costa swahili
puo svilupparsi in veri e propri dibattiti poetici (Samsom 1996: 2).
Nell’antologia Ushairi na Uhuru ho incluso anche un esempio di questa
prassi poetica, cioé la poesia Tuza moyo (Placa I’animo), risposta a una per-
sona (probabilmente il fratello, Ustadh Ahmad Nassir Juma Bhalo) che gli
aveva fatto recapitare una poesia® in cui lo incoraggiava ad avere pazienza e
ad affidarsi alla preghiera:

Akhi tuliza mtima, uwate kusononeka
Hakuna lisilokoma, siku ‘kifika ‘tatoka
Kusubiri ni lazima, na kumuomba Rabbuka
Wasiya wako ‘meshika

Fratello mio placa‘l core, finiscila di soffrire
Non v’¢ che non h’a finire, un giorno potro uscir
Aspettar & di dovere, e invocar il Signore

Ho colto ‘1 tuo ammonire

Come considerazione conclusiva di questo saggio, un’altra grande scom-
messa per il traduttore € come restituire nella lingua d’arrivo non solo le varieta
geo-linguistiche di alcuni termini, ma anche la loro complessita cognitiva,
culturale e semantica, esigenza che da luogo a continue negoziazioni nel corso
del processo traduttivo. Nella poesia succitata, ad esempio, troviamo due

% Subira huvuta kheri, ukisubiri ni mno/Nawe zidi kusubiri, wekeze mbingu
mikono/Uombe alo Qahari, inshallah hukosi neno/Ushike wasiya huno (La pazienza porta la
felicita, se hai pazienza sara tanta/E tu continua ad averne, rivolgi le braccia al cielo/Prega
Allah, se Dio vuole ce la farai/Cogli la mia ammonizione) (Abdalla 1973: xiii).
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sinonimi che in swahili indicano il cuore, moyo e mtima (il secondo termine &
usato soltanto nei dialetti swahili settentrionali). 1l cuore riveste un ruolo cruciale
nella codifica delle espressioni metaforiche emozionali in swahili (Tramutoli &
Bosire 2014: 100; si veda anche il saggio di Tramutoli in questo volume), come
anche in italiano, e spesso i termini moyo (cuore) e roho (anima) sono
intercambiabili in entrambe le lingue. Nella traduzione italiana, la scelta e stata
di tradurre il termine moyo nel titolo della poesia come “animo” ¢ mtima
nell’incipit come “cuore”, in modo tale da rendere conto sia della diversita
linguistica nel testo originale, seppure in maniera imperfetta in quanto non & piu
distinguibile la variante regionale, sia della complessita dell’uso figurato di
guesta parola, intesa come locus delle emozioni e dell’anima.
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Appendice

Opere swahili in traduzione italiana riportate in appendice di tesi di laurea
e conservate presso I’Universita degli Studi di Napoli “L’Orientale” (in
ordine cronologico per anno accademico):

Hussein, Ebrahim, Kinjeketile (1969), trad. Gaia Maria Conti, a.a. 1981-82.

Kezilahabi, Euphrase, Rosa Mistika (1971), trad. Rita Vassallo, a.a.
1986-87.

Mukajanga, Kajubi, Mpenzi (1985), trad. Graziella Acquaviva, a.a. 1990-91.

Racconti orali raccolti nel villaggio di Tongoni (Tanzania): “Kanji danji”,
“Mohamed bin Zuwera”; “Maskini, watoto wake saba na jini ya bahari”;
“Mohamed akili nyingi”; “Kisiki kya mkunazi”; “Kigano cha Nuru
Sanaa”; “Shehe”, trad. Ciro Marzio, a.a. 1991-92.

Mkangi, Katama, Mafuta (1984), trad. Marisa Barile, a.a. 1994-95.

Mohamed, Mohamed Suleiman, Kiu (1972), trad. Paola Sacco, a.a. 1994-95.

Balisidya, Ndyanao, Shida (1975), trad. Antonella Francone, a.a. 1996-97.

Mohamed, Said Ahmed, Utengano (1980), trad. Flavia Aiello, a.a. 1996-97.

Mohamed, Said Ahmed, Tata za Asumini (1990), trad. Irene Brunotti, a.a.
1997-98.

Kezilahabi, Euphrase, Kichwamaji (1974), trad. Filomena Romano, a.a.
1998-99.

Mohamed, Mohamed Suleiman, Nyota ya Rehema (1976), trad. Valentina
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IL GENIO DELLA LETTERATURA SWAHILI:
HUSSEIN E KEZILAHABI A CONFRONTO

ROBERTO GAUDIOSO
(Universita degli Studi di Napoli “L’Orientale™)

Qui mira e qui ti specchia,

Secol superbo e sciocco,

Che il calle insino allora

Dal risorto pensier segnato innanti

Abbandonasti, e volti addietro i passi,

Del ritornar ti vanti,

E proceder il chiami.

Al tuo pargoleggiar gl’ingegni tutti,

Di cui lor sorte rea padre ti fece,

Vanno adulando, ancora

Ch’a ludibrio talora

T’abbian fra se. Non io

Con tal vergogna scendero sotterra;

Ma il disprezzo piuttosto che si serra

Di te nel petto mio,

Mostrato avro quanto si possa aperto:

Ben ch’io sappia che obblio

Preme chi troppo all’eta propria increbbe.
(Giacomo Leopardi, La Ginestra, o fiore del deserto)

* Non ho mai avuto I’occasione d’essere studente della professoressa Zubkova Bertoncini.
Quando ho iniziato il primo anno di studi swahili, lei insegnava agli studenti dell’ultimo anno
prima del suo pensionamento. Devo, pero, ringraziarla dell’attenzione nei miei confronti, fin
gia dai primi anni di studio e in seguito, € stata sempre un punto di riferimento e confronto.
Nonostante gli studenti non possano beneficiare pit di un insegnamento diretto della
Bertoncini, devono a lei se é possibile tale insegnamento e se i materiali di studio sono tutti in
italiano, elemento fondamentale per la didattica. Inoltre, le sue dispense di letteratura sono
utilissime per tracciare la storia e i generi della letteratura swahili.
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Genio qui non solo ¢ cifra di una scala valoriale, quanto piu di cose che
accomunano Ebrahim Hussein ed Euphrase Kezilahabi. Genio & il nume tutelare
latino, Genius loci ¢ I’entita che ¢ a protezione della casa, della famiglia, di una
tradizione; nonché termine usato in architettura ad indicare 1’insieme dei
significati, materiali e immateriali, che costituiscono il carattere di un luogo. In
questo senso Hussein e Kezilahabi appaiono, perché riformatori, assai lontani
dall’idea di “nume tutelare”. Sono rivoluzionari, non per questo pero geni; cio
che li rende tali € la loro estetica e il loro pensiero, la continua ricerca di forme e
materia. Oggi dopo cinquant’anni dalla rivoluzione letteraria in Tanzania,
Hussein e Kezilahabi appaiono ancora come degli scapigliati, due eccezioni
della letteratura swahili, e, in quanto eccezioni, in modo diverso innalzati o
accantonati, malnoti o non riconosciuti. Eppure, non ci sono altre opere se non
quelle di Hussein e Kezilahabi che, come si direbbe oggi in architettura, per
contemporaneita, complementarieta e vicinanza potrebbero essere definite geni
loci della letteratura swahili. Sono contemporanei: Hussein del *43, Kezilahabi
del *44; entrambi iniziano a scrivere alla fine degli anni sessanta. Hussein nasce
da una famiglia musulmana colta e indipendentista nella citta costiera di Kilwa
che ospita tra le piu importanti rovine della Tanzania, testimonianza di un ricco
passato tra il XIIl e il XV sec., Kezilahabi, invece, era figlio del capo villaggio
di Namagondo ad Ukerewe, isola del Lago Vittoria di pescatori e contadini,
cristianizzata ma caratterizzata ancora oggi da vivi elementi estranei alle
religioni monoteiste dominanti oggi in Tanzania. Kezilahabi e Hussein sono due
intellettuali, accademici; Hussein lo é stato fino ad una parte della sua vita. Le
loro opere, creative o di critica, sono caratterizzate da un pensiero complesso e
profondo, segno del tempo trascorso a pensare e a dialogare su tutto; nemmeno
la forma delle loro opere trova scampo, € cosi che risultano continui innovatori.
Hussein scrive per lo piu drammi, Kezilahabi poesie e romanzi.

I geni loci della letteratura swahili, perd, nonostante la qualita delle opere
non sono mai diventati canone, esempio per gli scrittori swahili successivi. Di
questo si & lamentato Euphrase Kezilahabi durante la lunga intervista che gli ho
fatto nel 2015 a Gaborone. Allora replicai che magari nessuno espli-citamente
I’ha seguito, ma che ¢ stato un apripista per diversi generi letterari, lui ha
insistito che in poesia nessuno I’ha seguito. Da un certo punto di vista
certamente vero, se si escludono i poeti della sua generazione sulla quale ha
certamente influito (Mulokozi, Kahigi, Said Ahmed Mohamed e, forse, anche
Kithaka wa Mberia), i nuovi poeti o scrivono in inglese o si rifanno al verso
classico swahili, spesso enfatizzando attraverso quest’aspetto (ma non solo)
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I’appartenenza identitaria. E un’operazione di senso contrario rispetto a quella di
Kezilahabi e Hussein, la cui poetica & fortemente innovatrice, alla ricerca di
forme e temi che si coniugassero col loro pensiero, la scelta di scrivere in
swahili per loro non & mai stata una scelta regressiva. E vero che per Hussein il
swahili & lingua madre e per Kezilahabi & una scelta consapevole della lingua
della detribalizzazione, ma entrambi sono consci dell’internazionalita e
multiculturalita dei parlanti swahili e colgono I’im-portanza di una ricerca
artistica piena, intesa non solo come espressione culturale, ma come studio e
formazione. A maggior ragione per Hussein si puo dire che il suo percorso &
stato piu solitario, forse piu radicale ed enigmatico. Si potrebbe sintetizzare con
la felice formula usata da Alain Ricard! nel suo saggio su Hussein (2000: 90):
“Sheik Ebrahim: Actor and Martyr”. E sorprendente ¢ triste notare come a quasi
vent’anni dal saggio di Ricard, il suo grido d’allarme sull’isolamento di Hussein
resti quasi to-talmente inascoltato. Ricard coglie bene I’esperienza esistenziale
ed estetica di Hussein (2000: 32).

Ebrahim Hussein experiences the contradiction in East African societies
in an intense way. He tries to go beyond them by going deeper into a
poetic vein, at the risk of being obscure. When he reaches a certain
artistic maturity, the political debate becomes more Manichean and
violent. As for him, he doesn’t have the resource of exile: he cannot cut
himself loose from his language and his world. Faced with the refusal to
discuss or to stage his own works, he can only stay and suffer in silence,
but does not resign himself to this sad fate.

In questo senso Hussein & decisamente stato accantonato. Diverso il fato
di Euphrase Kezilahabi, che ha dovuto, forse, affrontare non meno difficolta.
Siamo spesso portati a dividere in modo manicheo la letteratura swahili tra
classicisti e riformisti, ma Kezilahabi si ¢ attirato anche le critiche dei ri-
formisti. Mlinzi Mugyabuso Mulokozi (1975: 105), commentando la prima
raccolta di poesie di Kezilahabi Kichomi (Dolore Dilaniante, 1974), la bia-
sima per il suo troppo criticismo, in quanto scoraggerebbe ’azione.

! Qui vorrei ricordare Alain Ricard, che da poco ci ha lasciati. Non ci lascera pero il suo forte
contributo all’africanistica. Il suo saggio su Hussein rappresenta uno sprone non solo dal punto di
vista del contenuto, ma anche della forma, che ha saputo fare dell’aneddoto personale e della forma
discorsiva strumenti d’analisi e divulgazione come raramente ¢ stato fatto nella critica letteraria
swahili.



198 Il Genio Della Letteratura Swahili ...

Any writer who is really concerned about their welfare should
give them hope and encouragement, not discouragement and
despair. He should also give prescription whenever possible. For,
to paraphrase Marx, the point is not to understand how bad the
situation is, but to change it. Unfortunately, this important
element is all but lacking in this otherwise epoch-making
collection. I call it epoch-making because it is the first thorough
attempt by a Swabhili poet to deal critically and profoundly with
contemporary social problems pertaining to the building of a new
society in Tanzania and Africa in general. Furthermore, it is the
first published attempt to depart radically from the old, rather
outmoded Swahili prosodic rules — to free Swahili Poetry from the
shackles of feudal “elegance”.

Come direbbe il poeta italiano Giacomo Leopardi “obblio/preme chi troppo
all’eta propria increbbe”, Hussein ¢ stato accantonato e Kezilahabi innalzato alla
“complessita” di filosofo creando una scusa fittizia per tra-lasciare anche la sua
poesia; in spregio dei motivi che hanno portato Kezilahabi alla rivoluzione del
verso libero e del registro colloquiale in poesia. Questa fama di scrittore
complesso, oscuro ed ermetico trova il suo apice nell’ultima produzione
narrativa: Nagona (1990) e Mzingile (Il labirinto, 1991). Allo stesso modo
Mashetani (I demoni, 1971) di Hussein ¢ stato fortemente criticato per I’oscurita
della sua opera durante la conferenza Zinduko tenutasi a Dar es Salaam nel 1974
sulla liberta dello scrittore. Accantonando gran parte del pensiero kezilahabiano,
infatti, il romanzo piu studiato diviene oggetto di un’incomprensione totale. Rosa
Mistika (1971) sarebbe per diversi studiosi e studenti un romanzo moraleggiante
che, attra-verso il cattivo esempio della protagonista Rosa?, vorrebbe ammonire
le adolescenti tanzaniane, stravolgendo cosi il pensiero progressista di
Kezilahabi, tra I’altro esplicito all’interno della stessa opera. Ad esempio laddove
critica apertamente il metodo “educativo” del padre di Rosa (1971/2003: 9):

[Zakaria] Non comprendeva che Rosa non era in un buon gruppo di
coetanei e che la rigidezza non era adatta; non sapeva che le ragazze
avessero bisogno di una certa liberta dai loro padri; non sapeva che

Z Non voglio qui fare la storia della ricezione di tale romanzo, basti qui accennare che si
tratta di un romanzo censurato a pochi mesi dall’'uscita e che viene fortemente criticato (per
esempio in Zinduko 1974), ma che da oltre vent’anni si ¢ attestato come romanzo moraleggiante.
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picchiare sua figlia non era tra i suoi compiti e che le sue opinioni
riguardo al matrimonio non erano appropriate; lui, non sapeva che
Rosa aveva la necessita di conoscere i ragazzi.®

Altrettanto malnota & 1’opera probabilmente pitt conosciuta di Hussein:
Kinjeketile (1969). Mulokozi* (1974) che tocca tutti i punti fondamentali di
Kinjeketile trascura pero di delineare il carattere del protagonista. Mulokozi
mostra nelle sue opere, sia creative sia accademiche, una forte militanza,
ritiene che la letteratura sia un mezzo, a differenza di Hussein e Kezilahabi.
Infatti, nel suo saggio su Kinjeketile, pur evidenziando i motivi
profondamente laici dell’opera, non coglie, tuttavia (e forse non vuole)
I’essere dubbioso del protagonista, un antieroe, quasi contrario all’azione del
dramma. Mulokozi ha bisogno che Kinjeketile resti I’eroe della prima rivolta
tanzaniana: orgoglio nazionale e africano. Forse un ultimo cenno va fatto
riguardo ai motivi che rendono Kinjeketile e Rosa Mistika le opere pit note

8 [Zakaria] Hakufahamu kwamba Rosa alikuwa katika rika baya na kwamba ukali
ulikuwa haufai; hakufahamu kwamba mabinti wanahitaji uhuru fulani kutoka kwa baba zao;
hakufahamu kwamba kwa kumpiga bintiye alikuwa akiingilia utawala usio wake na kwamba
kuhusu maoni ya ndoa yeye alifaa kidogo sana; hakufahamu kwamba Rosa alihitaji
kuwafahamu wavulana. Le traduzioni dal swahili non accompagnate dal nome del traduttore
sono mie.

4 Cio che vorrei sottolineare citando Mulokozi & come la ricezione di Kezilahabi e Hussein
sia problematica anche considerando uno scrittore e poeta favorevole alle loro innovazioni.
Solitamente si € portati a considerare due blocchi distinti: classicisti e riformatori, senza leggere
le particolarita dei singoli pensatori. Mulokozi & certamente tra i piu produttivi e competenti
specialisti in campo swahili, pero il suo lavoro tradisce la sua ferma posizione, politica piu che
letteraria, rispetto al compito celebrativo della letteratura, in quanto, cio si pud desumere gia dai
passi citati, dovrebbe celebrare 1’indipendenza degli stati africani, sia per il popolo che dovrebbe
essere incoraggiato, sia come gesto d’orgoglio rispetto a chi finora ha considerato 1’ Africa come
“paese” incivile. Un esempio dell’ottimismo militante di Mulokozi ¢ la sua poesia Afrika (1973:
11-13): [Afrika] Inasonga mbele, hairudi nyuma,/Yakusanya heri, mali na heshima,/[...] Kwa
furaha nasema bila hamaki,/Kuwa mbele ni raha tu bila dhiki;/[...] Na uzuriwe umezidi
kufana,/Hii ajabu nani ataikana? Traduzione in italiano della studentessa Miriam Chiusolo che
ha tradotto questa poesia durante il mio laboratorio di traduzione della poesia swahili e recitato
la stessa durante la conferenza di poesia Swahili Ngoma na Vailini dell’Universita degli Studi di
Napoli “L’Orientale”: [Africa] Non torna indietro, Si spinge avanti con ardore,/raccogliendo
successo, ricchezza e onore,/L’ Afrika sfavilla,/Oggi a ieri non assomiglia,/[...] Lo annuncio con
gioia senza rancore,/Che davanti c’¢ quiete e non dolore;/[...] E la sua bellezza continua a
fiorire;/Chi tale meraviglia potra smentire?
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di Hussein e Kezilahabi. II motivo in realtd coincide con I’equivoco
interpretativo dei due lavori. Esclusivamente per la loro trama, infatti, questi
due lavori si prestano particolarmente a studi di genere, culturali e post-
coloniali, che pero tendono ad estrapolare la trama dal complesso dell’opera
e a considerare paratesto, contesto storico-culturale, eccetera, piu che il testo
nella sua complessita o in relazione con altri testi; contesto letterario o come
lo definisce Karin Barber: “textual tradition” (2007: 5).

Text, very often, reflect upon themselves. In this way they offer a
unique insight into their own operations as acts of cultural
instauration. [...] They are set up to be interpreted: as a challenge, a
puzzle or a demand. And the means to interpret them — the repertoires
of arguments, analyses, explanations, expansions and inter-textual
linkages — are themselves a tradition, and one that can be just as
important and revealing as the textual tradition itself, with which it is
symbiotically linked. The exegesis is part of the process by which the
text is established; and because it is explicitly analytical and
interpretative, it has the capacity to reveal something of the inner
processes of instauration.

In questo senso questo articolo propone una lettura comparativa di alcune
opere di Kezilahabi e Hussein al fine di delineare un terreno comune di
riflessione e prassi poetica.

Estetica e Corpo: per una poesia laica

Hussein e Kezilahabi sono sempre stati ben coscienti di questo limite della
critica swabhili, forse & anche per questo che la loro poetica si € fatta con gli
anni piu filosofica, ermetica o simbolica, basti pensare a Mashetani (che non a
caso segue Kinjeketile) o a Nagona;® come a spingere il lettore a compiere un
lavoro ermeneutico, contro la pigrizia intellettiva di un approccio troppo
descrittivo o rappresentativo, che alienano (quindi decontestualizzando) la
letteratura dalle altre arti. E significativo notare come i tre tra i pit grandi
scrittori swahili siano d’accordo sul ritardo della critica letteraria swabhili.

5 Qui per Kezilahabi non sono in grado di ipotizzare un fenomeno di ricezione del
pubblico o degli studiosi con una conseguente reazione dell’autore, perché Rosa Mistika é
stato per lungo tempo censurato.
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Durante il Swahili Colloquium del 2017 a Bayreuth, lo scrittore e studioso
swahili Said Ahmed Mohamed afferma che la critica letteraria swahili & di
gran lunga in ritardo rispetto agli studi linguistici. Mohamed riconosce come
causa di questo ritardo gli approcci letterari che spingono il critico a sezio-nare
la letteratura e ad analizzare una singola parte, piu che I’intero complesso
dell’opera. Kezilahabi gia negli anni ’70 si era accorto che I’atteggiamento
degli studiosi di letteratura swahili tradiva altri scopi (1976: 121):

E triste notare come finora nessuno abbia analizzato la poesia swahili in
modo letterario e, finora, non é stato pubblicato un solo libro di critica
di poesia swahili; sebbene sia evidente che la poesia nella letteratura
swahili abbia un posto cosi rilevante rispetto agli altri generi. Ci sono
diverse ragioni per le quali I’analisi letteraria rimane indietro.®

Per Kezilahabi cifra della letteratura & la vita, ovvero la letteratura non &
rappresentazione di qualcosa (1985: 228-229), ma & un evento vissuto
(“event lived” 1985: 221). Per questo motivo lo studioso si dovrebbe
avvicinare al testo non come ad un oggetto, ma come a qualcosa da esperire
con tutti i sensi. Per lo scrittore di Namagondo ¢’¢ una linea di demarcazione
netta tra la conoscenza e la comprensione. Quest’ultima implica una
conoscenza esperienziale, percezionale, relazionale, mentre la prima tende a
porre una distanza tra il conoscente e [’oggetto da conoscere, ¢ basata sulla
comunicazione (1985: 241). Per questo motivo la comprensione evita
I’oggettificazione del conosciuto. Infatti, per Kezilahabi (1976: 121), vissuto
cosi il testo pud emergere dalla pagina e agire sul corpo del lettore o
spettatore: “Un poeta competente provera ad usare tutti i mezzi atti a far
visualizzare al lettore cio gli & detto, pud eccitare il suo corpo o addirittura
fargli sentire I’odore del sangue o di una capra (per esempio).”” In questo
senso, attraverso la percezione fisica e viva del lettore dovrebbe essere

6 Ni jambo la kusikitisha kuona kwamba mpaka sasa hajatokea mtu wa kuyachambua
mashairi ya Kiswahili kifasihi, na mpaka sasa hakijatika kitabu chochote cha uhakika wa
mashairi ya Kiswahili, ingawa ni dhahiri kwamba ushairi umechukuwa sehemu kubwa sana
katika Fasihi ya Kiswabhili ukilinganisha na maandihi ya kawaida au michezo. Kuna sababu
kadhaa ambazo zimedanya uchambuzi wa mashairi ya Kiswahili ubaki nyuma.

7 Mshairi mashuhuri atajaribu kutumia vyombo hivi vyote ili aweze kumfanya msomaji
aone picha ya mambo yanayozungumziwa mwake; anaweza kusisimua mwili au hata
kumfanya msomaji asikie harufu ya damu au beberu (kwa mfano).
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evitata 1’oggettificazione del testo, ovvero attraverso la comprensione (che in
Kezilahabi é esperienza 1985: 228-229). Similmente Ebrahim Hussein
(1988: 111) sottolinea la percezione e comprensione del lettore, come
processo tutto immanente al testo, e la differenza tra la comprensione
testuale e un dato scientifico.

Comprendere, seguire e rispettare questa operazione significa
contemplare la rifrazione di suono e significato nel testo; questo
vuol dire dare vita alla letteratura. & chiaro che il pensiero si parte
dal suono e ritorna nel suono. Allo stesso modo il pensiero si parte
dal pensiero e torna nel pensiero. Questa circolarita e la vita della
letteratura. Nella scienza ci sono diverse operazioni e la scienza
interpreta diversamente cio che € vita e cio che &€ morto.® Capire
queste operazioni e comprendere il rapporto che ci deve essere tra
letteratura e scienza. Capire questo rapporto é rifiutare che la
letteratura sia un concetto scientifico.®

Quindi per Hussein 1’opera ¢ da considerare in senso olistico, cio¢
costituita inscindibilmente dalle sue parti, ognuna delle quali concorre al suo
significato e inalienabili 1’'una dall’altra. La concezione immanentista di
Hussein & sorretta anche da una concezione sensistica ed esperienziale della
sua opera, come sostiene Ricard (2000: 19). Esempio di questa poetica é la
sua poesia Ngoma na Vailini (Tamburo e Violino, Abdulaziz 1979: 105):

Huo, huo mpwitopwito wa ngoma Qui ora del tamburo il palpitio
Unachemsha damu yangu na Abbrucia il sangue, assaporante & il
matamanio yaliyo ladha desiderio

Damu iliyopozwa na kubembelezwa rasserenato e cullato il sangue

Na vailini nyororo, vailini inayonita dal dolce violino, il suo richiamo
kwa huzuni yenye furaha gioiosa tristezza

8 Rendo cosi in italiano, ma in swahili Hussein usa maiti che vuol dire cadavere, corpo
morto. Non credo che 1’accezione di corpo per il testo sia casuale.

9 Kuielewa, kuifuata na kuiheshimu operesheni hii, kutaamuli juu ya matamshi na juu ya fikira
ni kuiweka hai fasihi. Ni wazi kuwa fikira hutoka kwenye matamshi na kurudi kwenye matamshi.
Vilevile fikira hutoka kwenye fikira na kurudi kwenye fikira. Duara hili huwa hai katika fasihi.
Katika sayansi kuna operesheni nyengine na sayansi inatafsiri vingine nini hai na nini maiti.
Kuzielewa operesheni hizi ni kuelewa uhusiano ambao unaotakiwa uwepo baina ya fasihi na
sayansi. Kuuelewa uhusiano huu ni kukataa kuwa fasihi ni kielezo cha dhana ya sayansi.
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Sasa nachemka na kupwitapwita Ora abbrucio e palpito

Sasa nna furaha na kuburudika ora gioisco mi distendo

Mdundo wa maisha il battito della vita

Raha ya nafsi la gaiezza dell’anima

Wapi niende? andare dove?

Lazima ni-swali,1° lazima niabudu E dovere I’in-vocazione? devo adorare
Nimuabudu Allah Allah adorare

Lakini ataisikia sauti yenye panda ma ascoltera una voce incrinata

Sauti inayotokana na mwenye kuvaa voce proveniente da chi veste

Kanzu na msalaba? il caftano e la croce?

Questa poesia € stata solitamente tradotta e interpretata sulla base delle
opposizioni tamburo/violino, piacere carnale/piacere dello spirito, Islam/Cri-
stianesimo. La mia interpretazione si discosta da queste, tutte possibili, ma
che mi sembra riducano la complessita del testo. Tali opposizioni, per me,
sono del tutto esteriori, sono un espediente retorico — forse anche dram-
matico, visto che Hussein era solito interpretare le sue poesie —, ma non
quello che ritengo sia il senso della poesia. Infatti, citando e seguendo I’in-
terpretazione di Bertoncini Zibkova e utilizzando la versione di Abdulaziz,!
Ricard (2000: 116-117) mostra un fondamentale accordo con questi studiosi.
Abdulaziz nella sua traduzione, per mantenere 1’opposizione nella seconda
strofa, traduce il verso swahili “Raha ya nafsi” (piacere dello spirito) con
“The quiet pleasure of the mind”, ovvero aggiunge la parola “quiet” (quieto),
che nel testo swahili non c’¢. Nella seconda strofa non c’¢ solo quel
depotenziamento, ma anche il tradurre “Sasa nna furaha” (adesso sono
felice/ora gioisco) con “Now | soothed” (adesso sono confortato, sollevato);
ovvero piu che un sentimento di “gioia”, come tra ’altro I’aveva tradotto
nella prima strofa nell’espressione “huzuni yenye furaha”, “sad mixed with
joy”, qui il traduttore mostra un composto conforto. L’interpretazione di
Ricard e la traduzione di Abdulaziz sono basate tutte su una possibile scelta
che, come giustamente afferma Bertoncini (in Ricard 2000: 116), il poeta
non corre il rischio di fare. Ma siamo sicuri che ci sia una scelta da fare?
Questa emerge chiaramente mettendo al centro della propria interpretazione

19 1n Abdulaziz (1979: 104-105) ¢’¢ il trattino ni-swali, mentre in Topan (1974: 180-181) non
¢’é. Qui traduco dalla versione di Abdulaziz.

Y0 realta le interpretazioni di Abdulaziz, Bertoncini, Ricard e Topan (1974) sono
sostanzialmente in accordo tra loro.
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questa opposizione. Abdulaziz segna questa divisione traducendo nell’ultima
strofa sauti yenye panda con “divided voice”. E vero che njia panda sta ad
indicare un incrocio, quindi una strada o qualcosa che si divide, ma come
forma verbale -panda significa anche ascendere, salire, scalare. Abdulaziz
enfatizza proprio 1’opposizione, scegliendo di tradurre come voce divisa, piu
che come voce all’incrocio, che potrebbe essere plausibile considerato
I’ultimo verso della seconda strofa wapi niende? (andare dove?). Abdulaziz,
inoltre, traduce il titolo della poesia Ngoma na Vailini come Drums versus
the Violin, sottolineando un’opposizione; se Hussein avesse voluto sot-
tolineare 1’opposizione avrebbe potuto utilizzare au/ama (0) oppure dhidi
(contro). Credo poco plausibile che I’opposizione sia il nucleo di questa
poesia, né che ci sia una scelta da fare tra gli elementi messi in gioco
dall’autore. In particolare non credo Hussein abbia mai pensato di diventare
cristiano. Si potrebbe obbiettare che la croce & un simbolo, leggere quindi
croce e caftano come simboli dei due schieramenti nel contenzioso sulla
poesia swahili, ossia versi liberi vs. poesia classica. Ma questa inter-
pretazione mi convince poco, prese in considerazione le opposizioni della
prima strofa; tamburo e violino per che cosa stanno? Tamburo simboleggia
I’africanita e il violino la cultura occidentale? Perd entrambi vengono usati
nella musica taarab della costa swahili e, in realta, nella musica occidentale
tamburi e percussioni sono presentissimi. Non violini, forse, ma diversi
strumenti a corde con arco sono presenti in tutta 1’Africa (I’orutu dei Luo,
per esempio, € uno strumento a corde suonato con un archetto). C’¢ oppo-
sizione tra il ribollire del sangue unachemsha damu (nella mia traduzione
“abbrucia il sangue”) e il richiamo del violino misto di tristezza e gioia? Il
ritmo della vita ¢ in opposizione al piacere dell’anima? Cio che qui I’io lirico
esprime, gia nel qui ed ora iniziale (Huo, huo), & una concezione olistica
dell’esistenza ricondotta all’interezza del corpo e coscienza, quasi da poter
dire con Abraham Olivier, parafrasando Merleau-Ponty, “l do not have a
body, but rather I am my body” (2007: 12). Il protagonista di questa lirica e
certamente lui, il corpo col pulsare del cuore (mpwitopito e kupitwapitwa), il
ribollire del sangue (umechemsha damu e nachemka), il desiderio che ¢ gia
nell’assaporare (matamanio lenye ladha), il rasserenamento (iliyopozwa) e
I’esser cullato (bembelezwa). E quasi una descrizione di un amplesso, di un
climax e della discesa del desiderio, ma non il venir meno della carnalita. Né
huzuni né furaha né burudika suggeriscono una opposizione alla carnalita
esperita dal tamburo, né si riferiscono ad una felice contemplazione religiosa
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perché ¢’¢ huzuni. E vero che raha pud indicare anche il piacere della
contemplazione divina/religiosa, ma qui questa gaiezza investe il corpo, per
intero, anima e corpo, altrimenti perché alla stessa sfera sarebbe associata
furaha e burudika? L’opposizione € solo apparente, perché, come sotto-
lineavo prima né si & mai posta una conversione di Hussein al cristianesimo
(che io sappia), né Hussein e cosi ingenuo da poter associare una delle due
sfere soltanto ad una religione. E una voce all’incrocio, piti che divisa; & una
voce rotta, incrinata dalle emozioni, pit che ferma ad un incrocio. Ancora
una volta Hussein ci da un indizio per farci capire che € tutto giocato sul
corpo: la ripetizione di sauti e la scelta di inayotokana (che proviene da) in
luogo di ya (di) o kutoka (da) enfatizza il movimento della voce, il suo
provenire dal corpo. Del resto una delle prime cose che Hussein fa dire a
Kinjeketile (1969: 15) ¢ “Tutakuwa mwili mmoja na, kama ilivyo katika
mwili, kidole kikijikwaa, mwili mzima unahisi maumivu” (Saremo un corpo
solo e, com’¢ nel corpo, se un dito si graffia, tutto il corpo sente dolore).'? Se
in piu proviamo ad immaginare 1’Hussein attore-poeta dare corpo a questa
poesia, allora, forse possiamo restituire alla complessita, forse non priva di
contraddizioni, la vivacita del corpo. Ho proposto a Farouk Topan di
chiudere con questa poesia il Swahili Colloquium XXX,* ha accettato
entusiasta. Topan, prima di leggere la poesia, ha spiegato come Hussein la

12 Non posso qui posso soffermarmi sulla concezione del dolore e del corpo, ma vorrei
sottolineare come questa frase ¢ tutt’altro che ingenua, non un artificio retorico del profeta
per unire in battaglia gli uomini, Kinjeketile nel dramma di Hussein non convince nessuno,
se non rispetto alla sua rivelazione, erano gli uomini che, disperati, avevano bisogno di
credere ad un’ideologia che, infatti, li ha fatti perire. Questa concezione del corpo,
dell’unita del corpo, anche come metafora dell’unione del Tanganyika contro i tedeschi,
ritorna spesso in questa opera e rappresenta una condizione indispensabile alla liberta. Il
filosofo sudafricano Abraham Olivier (2007: 54-57) spiega bene questa concezione del
corpo: “I do not say, my pain is about my leg as if | am separated from my leg, as if | am
mind and my leg is body, but rather | say, my leg hurts; | am a body and if my body is in
pain, if my leg hurts, I am in pain. [...] We see: pain cannot be reduced to location in my
body; even if parts of my body are hurting or undergoing changes when | feel pain, it is my
body that is in pain. To say | have a pain in my leg means my leg hurts, I am hurt, my
perception is disturbed. [...] The person in pain is a body in pain and this is a body that
performs the neural processes responsible for pain processing.” Qui non posso soffermarmi
su questa questione, la tratto in modo piu ampio nella mia tesi di dottorato The Voice of the
Text and its Body. The Continuous Reform of Euphrase Kezilahabi’s Poetics in uscita nel
2019.

13 11 swahili Colloguium XXX si & tenuto a Bayreuth dal 26 al 28 maggio 2017.
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recitava. Aveva una grossa croce al collo e un caftano bianco, strappato
perché si vedesse la pelle. Il caftano era diviso in quattro, due parti nere e
due lasciate bianche. Hussein recitando si dirigeva a destra e sinistra sim-
boleggiando il dibattersi dell’io lirico tra tamburo e violino. Poi si fermava e
inchinava pronunciando il primo verso dell’ultima strofa. L’opposizione,
quindi, come dicevo esiste, ma la ritengo piu un espediente retorico-
drammatico, altrimenti come leggere lo strappo del caftano che lasciava
intravedere la pelle, il corpo? Il corpo non & mai citato in questa poesia, ma é
costantemente presente attraverso le sue reazioni e percezioni. Si realizza
come parola in un altro lavoro di Hussein Kinjeketile (1969), che & un
dramma della parola piu che dell’azione (nella sezione seguente mi
soffermero su questo aspetto). Il corpo & cifra fondamentale nella rivoluzione
attuata da Hussein e Kezilahabi. Non a caso una delle prime poesie di
Kezilahabi & Bikira Mwenye Huzuni (Vergine addolorata 1974: 3) dove il
corpo e la sensualita assumono un ruolo di rilievo, non solo come sen-
sazione, ma come cognizione.

Miaka kumi ya uchovu Dieci anni di sfinimento

Mapenzini na msichana in amore d’una giovane

Aliyeishi pangoni un antro per dimorare

llikuwa imepita kwa huzuni. tristezza li aveva attraversati.
‘Sababu, buibui alikuwa kwa uchawi Giacché ebbe d’un ragno la stregoneria
Amekwisha fuma usiku intessuto gia in oscurita

Ule wavu wa ubikira la tela della verginita

Mlangoni. su la soglia.

Halafu buibui, kanisa, alikuwa Poi che il ragno, la chiesa, ebbe
Amekwisha wasomea kitabu cha zamani  gia letto il libro antico

Na kusema aliweza kumwoa; lakini e detto la puo sposare; ma

Bila, kwa nguvu che non sia, per volonta

Za shetani, kwanza del diavolo, prima

Kuvunja ule wavu wa uchawi. franta la stregata tela.

Vema. Lakini namna gani kwa nguvu Bene. Ma in che modo, per volonta
Za Mungu, angeweza di Dio, si potrebbe

Kuingia hilo pango la upweke penetrare 1’antro della solitudine
Bila kwanza kuvunja senza prima frangere

Huo wavu wa uchawi? la stregata tela?
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Ndoa ni jambo la kawaida Un’usanza il matrimonio

Au ujuzi fulani usojulikana 0 un sapere insondabile oscurita
Ambao hausailiki imperscrutabile

Na akili za binadamu? dalla mente umana?

I divieto del sesso prematrimoniale, qui, emerge come I’incomprensibile.
Kezilahabi qui si oppone all’intellettualismo e lo spiritualismo di tale divieto in
favore di una conoscenza basata sull’esperienza. Il mito della verginita ¢ definito
qui uchawi (magia, stregoneria), nell’ultima strofa inoltre si enfatizza la
questione della conoscenza (anche corporale) che, infatti, risulta essere il climax
che parte dalla strofa precedente nella quale I’io lirico chiede in che modo “si
potrebbe/penetrare 1’antro della solitudine/senza prima frangere/la magica tela?”
Anche se precedente di anni, questa poesia si presenta in consonanza con 1’idea
di Kezilahabi dell’understanding, della comprensione (corporale-diretta) in
opposizione alla conoscenza mediata fondata sulla comunicazione, sull’ipse
dixit. In questa poesia, infatti, si puo notare I’opposizione tra corporalita e libri,
la tristezza € data dalla tela (imene) stregata dalla lettura dei libri (kitabu cha
zamani, il libro vecchio; potrebbe riferirsi alla Bibbia nella sua interezza o
soltanto all’antico testamento). Ricard sottolinea bene come anche Hussein fosse
vicino a questa idea, ad una conoscenza fisica del testo, data dalla prassi,
dall’esperienza (2000: 24).2 Inoltre, Ricard si sofferma in pit passi sul laicismo
di Hussein, per esempio evidenzia la distanza tra I’esperienza intellettuale e
artistica di Hussein e quella militante di Sengo; Hussein condanna apertamente
le manifestazione politiche di religione (2000: 7). Questo dimostra che negli
anni *70 Hussein e Kezilahabi avevano, in qualche misura, gia molte riserve
sulle tendenze dominanti nell’ambito della critica letteraria swahili. C’¢ una
continuita storica generazionale e tematica con le opinioni espresse ad inizio del
paragrafo rispetto al ritardo della critica letteraria swahili: Said Ahmed

4 Mi prefiggo di approfondire tale aspetto nei prossimi lavori, certamente, pero, il fatto
che performasse le sue stesse poesie sembra metterci su questa strada. Ricard (2000: 19):
Ebrahim Hussein views the theatre through the eyes of a playwright and an actor: he has a
great reputation as an actor. Performance, staging and theatre are notions that are very close
in his oeuvre, and which he does not separate from poetry. He is hostile to the confusion
between ritual and theatre: if heroic recitation is a form of show, it is not a ritual form:
speech is performed, power is also portrayed on stage. [...] Ebrahim Hussein is not a
manufacturer of myths. We do not find the proposition in his writing that celebrations like
initiation rites are forms of drama.
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Mohamed nel 2017, Hussein nel 1988, Kezilahabi nel 1974. Per la verita
Hussein gia nell’introduzione a Kinjeketile (1969: V) ricordava: “Poiché I’arte e
la storia sono cose diverse. Un’opera d’arte non deve essere criticata in base agli
errori storici, ma se si scontra con le leggi'® dell’arte.”'® Un principio tanto
immanentista dell’arte (del testo in questo caso) — espresso anche nel passo del
1988 di Hussein dove afferma che la comprensione e la vita della letteratura si
da da un circolo ermeneutico tra suono e significato del testo — non puo che
essere un principio laico.r” Mulokozi (1974: 47-48) esprime bene il laicismo di
Hussein nel suo saggio su Kinjeketile.

In questo modo Ebrahim Hussein riesce a trattare in modo esaustivo uno degli
argomenti di questo dramma: lo scontro tra la scienza e la superstizione. [...] Un
grande insegnamento che ne ricaviamo qui & che in questo secolo, il XX, nessuna

15 Ovviamente qui non si riferisce alla prosodia classica, ma all’estetica in generale,
della ricerca artistica, non interpreterei, quindi, in senso normativo. Del resto come
sottolineano bene Kahigi ¢ Mulokozi (1979: 10): “Mashairi ya mtiririko si ‘huru’ hata
kidogo, yanazo mbinu, kunga na kanuni yake, na si rahisi kuyatunga. lla katika kanuni
zake hizo kuna uhuru mkubwa wa kubuni na kutunga. Kanuni yake kuu, ambayo kila
mtungaji wa shairi yabidi aitimize, kanuni ambayo ndiyo roho ya mashairi haya, na roho
ya fasihi kwa jumla, ni kwamba muundo wa shairi lazima uamuliwe na kufungamana na
mawazo, mtiririko wa hisia, na makusudio ya mtunzi.” (Il mtiririko (poesia scrosciante)
non & libera per niente, ha una sua strategia, ratio e modalita, e non é facile comporla.
Ma nelle sue modalita ¢’¢ molta liberta di creazione e composizione. Il suo canone che
ogni poeta deve osservare, che ¢ 1’anima di queste poesie, e anima della letteratura in
generale, € che la struttura della poesia deve accordarsi ed essere legata al pensiero, allo
scorrere delle emozioni e all’intenzione dell’autore.)

16 Kwani sanaa na historia ni mambo mbalimabali. Sanaa haihesabiwi kuwa imekosa
ikiwa haipatani na historia bali hutolewa makosa ikiwa imegongana na ‘sheria’za sanaa.

7 Enzo Melandri (2004: 56) sottolinea filosoficamente come alla questione ermeneutica sia da
sottintendere un laicismo di base: “Non si capisce come sia potuto applicare alla Bibbia il canone
ermeneutico “den Autor besser zu verstehen, als...” senza concludere, come Nietzsche, a un
ateismo postulatorio. 1l fatto che cio non sia avvenuto (nemmeno con Bultmann) indica che
nell’esegesi teologica Dio € concepito come un principio di anomalia, il quale trascende sempre i
risultati delle operazioni interpretative. Ma 1’analogia € un principio laicistico, intollerante di ogni
compromesso, ¢ che percio ripropone sempre da capo il compito di una riduzione dell’anomalia. Al
limite, solo 1’ateismo — concepito non in maniera anonima, bensi come tesi di teologia razionale —
pud risolvere le aporie ermeneutiche che le precedenti interpretazioni anomalistiche hanno
introdotto nella Scrittura.” Non posso qui dilungarmi sulla questione dell’analogia, che occupera le
mie ricerche nei prossimi anni; un iniziale lavoro sull’analogia, la lettura del testo e la letteratura
swahili é stato pubblicato in AIOO 77 (Gaudioso 2017: 3-32).
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nazione puo vincere una guerra basandosi sull’ideologia della superstizione o
della religione. Gli strumenti principali sono la politica e la scienza.®

Questo laicismo emerge dalle parole dello stesso protagonista. Kinjeketile
infatti dubita della sua profezia e dell’arma (I’acqua) che avrebbe dovuto
proteggerli dalle armi dei tedeschi (1969: 33): “Oppure accordiamoci in questo
modo, quando guiderai gli uomini in battaglia, fai conto che non ¢’¢ nulla come
’acqua. Pianifica gli uomini a seconda della loro forza, non andare allo sbaraglio
dipendendo dall’acqua.”®® Quindi gli uomini dovrebbero far affidamento solo
sulla loro forza, sulle loro possibilita, non sulla fede. Che la questione del
laicismo, dell’interpretazione letteraria e della ricerca estetica della letteratura
swahili siano collegate & una concezione anche kezilahabiana. Kezilahabi nello
stesso articolo del 1976 esprime con preoccupazione quest’aspetto (1976: 126-
129). Kezilahabi indica proprio come reazionarie queste forze (1976: 129):

Molti tra i poeti famosi amano utilizzare questa parola “sapienza”. Questa
parola induce molti poeti a considerarsi come persone dalle quali, non appena
aprano la loro bocca attraverso la penna, discenda veramente sapienza.
Proprio per questo motivo molta poesia swahili & di biasimo e censura.?

La parola del silenzio: liberta e azione

La liberta intesa come liberta civile e laicismo “lazima nitamke kwa ngu-
vu/Hapa nilipo sina uhuru!” (devo pronunciare con forza/qui dove sono
non ho liberta! Kezilahabi 1974: 36), sia come indipendenza, € un tema

18 Kwa njia hii Ebrahim Hussein anafaulu kuietekeleza dhamira yake mojawapo ambayo
inajitokeza sana katika mchezo huu — ile ya kuonyesha mgongano kati ya sayansi na ushirikina. [...]
Fundisho kubwa tunalolipata hapa ni kwamba katika karne hii ya ishirini hakuna taifa linaloweza
kushinda vita kwa kutegemea itikadi za ushirikina au dini. Nyenzo kuu ya karne hii ni siasa na
sayansi. Si ricordi quanto detto nell’introdizione, nonostante il dubbio sulla sua stessa rivelazione e
nonostante Kinjeketile tenti di fermare 1’azione del dramma, il protagonista per Mulokozi resta un
eroe e nel suo saggio non fa menzione a questo aspetto del protagonista di Hussein.

19 «Ay, tupatane hivi, utapoongoza watu vitani fanya kama hakuna kitu kama maji. Panga
watu nguvu zao siyo wende hovyo hovyo tu kutegemea maji”

20 Wengi kati ya washairi wetu mashuhuri wanapenda sana kutumia neno hili hekima.
Neno hili limefanya washairi wengi wajifikirie kama watu ambao mara tu wafunuapo vinywa
vyao kwa uwezo wa kalamu, basi hekima inaaminika. Na hili ndilo jambo ambalo limefanya
mashairi mengi ya Kiswahili yawe ni ya maoni na marudi.
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costantemente problematizzato nelle opere di Kezilahabi e Hussein. Nella
sua ultima raccolta di poesie Dhifa (Banchetto 2008) Kezilahabi dedica
almeno due poesie ai dittatori africani (2008: 31).

Kama wajiona ni wewe pekee Se credi d’esser il solo

Uwezaye kufikiri a saper pensare

Ulikufa karne nyingi zilizopita. sei morto diversi secoli fa.

Kilichobaki ni wako mweweseko. cio che resta ¢ il tuo farneticare.

Wale uliowakemea, uliowaweka ndani Coloro che hai denigrato e rinchiuso
Uliowadhulumu na uliowaua che hai represso e ucciso

Mawazo yao sasa milizamu acqua zampillante le loro idee

Ambamo watoto hucheza kwa furaha  dove i bimbi giocano felici

Na kunawa shombo uliloliacha. e lavano la puzza di pesce da te lasciata.
Madaraka ni ndoto isiyotegemewa. L’autorita ¢ inaspettato sogno.

Ni kuvaa kofia juu ya gari wazi E attraversare il fiume dei diritti

Lendalo mbio kuvuka mto wa haki spazzato via il ponte dal diluvio delle leggi
Ambao daraja lake limechukuliwa che hai violato

Na mafuriko ya sharia ulizovunja, sfrecciando su una cabrio con in testa un cappello
Ambalo breki zake ni roho za watu i suoi freni degli uomini le anime

Na matairi yake ni mafuvu manne le sue ruote quattro teschi

Ya wale uliowaita vichwangumu di chi hai chiamato testadura

Haini namba wani wa fikra zako. il tradimento namber uan dei tuoi pensieri.

Kezilahabi pone qui importanti questioni rispetto alle liberta individuali,
mostrando nella prima strofa la repressione del dittatore. Le sue parole sono
precise e nette, nell’ultima strofa non parla generalmente di diritti violati. I
diritti nella raccolta del 2008, cosi come nella raccolta del 1974 nella poesia
Mto wa Haki (Il fiume del diritto), sono un fiume, forse, I’elemento naturale
sottolinea 1’inalienabilita dei diritti, per la vita (I’acqua), e il flusso la sua
inarrestabilita, il suo continuo cammino. Il ponte, la costruzione umana su
questo fiume distrutta dal dittatore, potrebbe essere la costituzione, 1’insieme
delle leggi o I’istituzione statale stessa. Ma piu preciso in termini libertari e
di stato di diritto € che il diluvio che ha spazzato via il ponte € causato dalla
violazione delle leggi, perché, a guardar bene, non & un semplice elenco
delle violazioni compiute dal un dittatore. Un dittatore ha spesso il potere di
cambiare o cancellare delle leggi, anche uno stato democratico puo0 violare le
proprie leggi, ma cessa di essere uno stato di diritto. Kezilahabi si spinge
quindi non solo a difendere genericamente la liberta e la democrazia, o il
diritto alla vita, ma la vita del diritto necessaria alla liberta, alla democrazia e
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alla vita. Una simile posizione & espressa con chiarezza da Julius Nyerere,
primo presidente, eroe dell’indipendenza e teorico del socialismo africano.
In un discorso? quando ormai s’era dimesso, dice:

Lo sviluppo deve aver relazione con le persone, deve essere misurato su
quello che fai per le persone. [...] Se & people centred non puoi parlare solo
del fatto che siano sazi (essere sazi & bello), che si vestano bene, devi parlare
della loro istruzione, della salute, del sistema di trasporti, ma parlare anche
della loro cultura e, allo stesso modo, della loro liberta: democracy. Se ¢’
sviluppo le persone sono libere. In questi tempi c¢’¢ un dibattito sulla
questione democratica. Ma non dibattiamo sulla democrazia, ma su altre
cose, non critichiamo la democrazia in sé. Dibattiamo sulle posizioni
stupide, ma sulla liberta delle persone non possiamo litigare. Le persone non
possono dirsi progredite se nella loro terra non possono Viaggiare
liberamente, se temono, hanno paura, pensano che un mattino sentendo
bussare alla porta arrivi qualcuno per rinchiuderli in prigione. Uno stato
come questo non si puo dire progredito, se non ¢’¢ la liberta delle persone.
[...] Nel rispettare i diritti umani e rispetto al fatto che i nostri stati abbiano
lottato per 1’indipendenza per portare i diritti umani, non possiamo, per la
verita, vantarci molto sulla questione della democrazia. Gli stati del sud,
abbiamo tanto degradato i diritti umani. Molti dittatori di oggi sono i nostri,
si molti dittatori al mondo oggi sono delle nostre parti: Africa, Asia,
America latina. E per dire la verita ora stanno restando per lo piu in Africa.
Degradare cosi tanto la vita delle persone, maltrattarli, sottovalutare e
ignorare le persone, & una caratteristica piti consuetudinaria dai noi al sud.??

2L Non sono in grado di stabilire con certezza la data e il luogo di tale discorso, ritengo pero che
sia successivo al 1985, quando cioé lascio ad Ali Hassan Mwinyi la guida del paese, ma non quella
del partito. La mia fonte & un video dal titolo Mfumo mpya Uchumi duniani (Il nuovo sistema
economico mondiale) postato dalla pagina facebook Yericko Nyerere il 12/09/2017 alle ore 9:56.
https://www.facebook.com/100000057246937/videos/1941412519203971/?id=100000057246937.

22 Maendeleo hayana budi yawe na uhusiano na watu, hayana budi uyapime umefanya nini kwa
watu [...] Kama ni people centre huwezi kutaja kwamba wanashiba sana (kushiba ni kitu kizuri)
ama wanavaa vizuri, lazima utaje elimu yao, afya yao, usafiri wao, lakini tutaje pia utamaduni wao,
tutaje vilevile mambo ya uhuru wao: democracy. Kama kuna maendeleo watu wana uhuru. Siku hizi
tunabishanabishana na mambo ya democracy. Lakini tunachobishana sio democracy, ila juu ya
mambo mengine, hatubishani kuhusu democracy yenyewe. Tunabishanabishana juu ya misimamo
ya kijingajinga, lakini juu ya uhuru wa watu hatuwezi kubishana. Watu hawawezi kusema wana
maendeleo na katika nchi yao hawawezi kutembea kwa uhuru, wanaogopa, wana hofu, wanadhani
asubuhi yoyote wakisikia mtu mlangoni kwakwakwa wanafikiri akaja mtu anawapeleka kufunga.
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Per Nyerere, come per Kezilahabi, la vita del diritto & necessaria alla
liberta e al progresso dei cittadini. Nyerere lega la democrazia alla liberta e
ai diritti umani, per quest’ultimi, dice, gli stati africani hanno lottato per
I’indipendenza. Fa cosi autocritica del suo governo, dicendo che sul pro-
gresso libertario, democratico e dei diritti civili “non possiamo, per la verita,
vantarci.” Critica, inoltre, molti leader africani che definisce dittatori. Anche
Kezilahabi nella sua tesi di dottorato del 1985, sottolinea come I’enfasi sul
moralismo, spiritualismo ¢ mitizzazione dell’origine da parte dei leader
africani sia un’azione fascista (1985: 357-358).

Africa has been plagued with philosophies of origin. In the Western world
this very philosophy culminated in Nazi Germany, and we know the
consequences of this philosophy. The oldest is not necessarily the nearest
to our true Being, neither does it have a mandate to rule the present. It
does not greatly matter whether we are the real true heirs to the "Stolen
legacy”. What matters is what we are. A philosophy of origins is a Fascist
enterprise. Philosophies of origins are another error. The third error
concerns moralism. We have, in the past, put too much emphasis on
moralism and spiritualism. [...] There is no causa prima for Africanness
and blackness. Since no one is responsible for our Being African and Black
no moral facts can be attached to these questions. [...] We have noted that
through the glorification of illusory traditional qualities of African society,
our leaders create mythologies of a magnificent past and refuse to confront
those very institutions which are by their nature retrogressive.

Kezilahabi, come Nyerere, difende la liberta di pensiero e di espressione.
Nella sua ngonjera®® Dakika 15 za Uzalendo (15 minuti di Patriottismo
1974: 51), infatti, sembra criticare il soldato che indaga cosi a fondo.

Nchi ya namna hiyo haiwezi kusema ina maendeleo, nchi haina uhuru wa watu. [...] Katika mambo
ya kuheshimu haki za binadamu pamoja na kwamba nchi zetu hizi ni nchi ambazo zimepigania
uhuru kwa kutaka kuleta haki za binadamu, lakini, kwa kweli, katika jambo la democracy hatuwezi
kujivuna sana. Nchi ya kusini, tumepuuza sana haki za binadamu. Madikteta wengi sasa hivi ni ya
kwetu, ndiyo madikteta wengi wa duniani sasa hivi ni ya kwetu, wapo katika Africa, Asia, Latin
America. Na sasa kusema kweli wanaanza kubakia Afrika zaidi. Kupuuzapuuza tu maisha ya watu
hivi, oneaonea watu tu, kutojalijali watu hivi, tabia za namna hii zipo zaidi kwetu katika kusini.

23 Componimento dialogato in versi molto in voga durante I’Ujamaa di Nyerere per la
propaganda politica, questo € 1’unico componimento di Kezilahabi che dichiaratamente segue
un genere tradizionale.
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ASKARI: SOLDATO:

Hei Hei! nyinyi watu, njianini mwasemani? Hei hei voi in strada! Cosa dire?
Elezeni kila kitu, mlicho nacho kichwani, Riferite ogni cosa vi giri in testa

(Tajiri anainama) (Il ricco si china)

Wavitazama viatu, unacho nini moyoni? Ti guardi le scarpe e cos’hai nel cuore?
Meno wauma kakatu, unayo hasira gani? Il dente duole fratello nostro, perché sei

TANU hunayo imani, watu wamekuwa vitu!  arrabbiato?
Non hai fiducia nel TANU, le persone
sono diventate cose!

Questi versi confrontati con le parole di Nyerere sulla liberta di camminare e
sulla paura d’essere arrestati appaiono non solo come finzione poetica, ma nella
loro concretezza e assumono, quindi, la loro cifra critica al regime. Questa
critica emerge anche dall’oggettificare le persone e dal con-trollo della liberta
d’espressione e sin anche di pensiero. Anche Hussein in Kinjeketile (1969: 26-
27) mostra come anche per lui la liberta di pensiero sia fondamentale.

Non ha senso ottenere la liberta?* se poi saremo schiavi d’altri signori
che c’entrano nella testa e per usarci a loro piacimento. Se questo
Seyyid Said pud controllare il nostro cervello senza che ce ne
accorgiamo, puo utilizzarci incoscienti, allora lui € un nemico piu
grande del tedesco. Ci puo controllare anche se € lontano dalla nostra
terra. Aspettiamo d’avere un’armata grande, avremo la forza, la nostra
forza non quella esterna. Combatteremo e vinceremo. Attendi.?®

Anche appena dopo la sua rivelazione/profezia, Kinjeketile esprime dub-
bi al riguardo di una profezia che promette liberta ma anche un nuovo
padrone (Hussein 1969: 24).

Non portare la lampada vicino. Spegni questa luce... Dissero che
avrebbero portato la luce... per eliminare 1’oscurita... Ma ho compreso,
ho compreso che la loro luce ¢ pitl pericolosa di questa oscurita. Meglio

24 N.B. in swahili liberta e indipendenza si traducono in uhuru, mentre emancipazione e
liberazione in ukombozi.

25 Haina maana kupata uhulu ili baadaye tuwe watumwa wa mabwana wengine, watupande
vichwani na kutumia wapendavyo. Ikiwa huyu Seyyid Said anaweza kutumiliki akili zetu bila sisi
wenyewe kujua, akaweza kututumia bila kujua, basi yeye ni adui mkubwa kuliko Njelumani.
Anaweza kututawala hali yupo nje ya nchi. Tungoje tutapata jeshi kubwa, tutakuwa na nguvu,
siyo nguvu za watu wa nje bali nguvu zetu. Tutapigana na tutashinda. Ngojea.
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questa oscurita, meglio la schiavitu del corpo che la schiavitu del
pensiero portata da questa luce.?®

In Kinjeketile il colonialismo tedesco é legato alla schiavitu del corpo, ma non
e chiaro a cosa si riferisca con schiavitu del pensiero (utumwa wa akili schiavitu
della mente). Dikteta di Kezilahabi e nel discorso di Nyerere appena citato sono
successivi al regime di Nyerere, mentre Kinjeketile e Kichomi (1974) sono
pubblicati e scritti durante il regime di Nyerere. Quindi le critiche al potere politico
nazionale riscontrabili in queste prime opere sono da imputare all’Ujamaa di
Nyerere. Del resto, nel discorso citato, € lo stesso Nyerere che sottolinea le stesse
criticita. In questo senso, i dubbi di Kinjeketile sulla sua stessa profezia, sebbene il
dramma sia ambientato ben prima della liberazione del TANU, potrebbero essere
critiche al governo di Nyerere. Ovvero, il profeta Kinjeketile, invece, che essere
’antesignano eroe della liberta, diventa il profeta dei limiti del governo del
TANU. La metafora della luce ingannevole ¢ utilizzata anche da Kezilahabi. Ho
sempre interpretato la poesia Nondo (La falena 1988) in senso filosofico
esistenziale, ma la vicinanza tra alcuni versi di Nondo con le parole appena citate
di Kinjeketile gettano nuova luce sul significato di questi versi (2008a: 14).

Nje kuna giza, nao bundi Fuori ¢’¢ buio e le civette
Kama askari jasiri waimba come soldati di ventura cantano
Wimbo wa woga na kifo: la canzone della paura e della morte:

Walituletea mwanga kutulia gizani.  Ci hanno portato la luce per mangiarci nell’oscurita.
Nami kama bundi msituni naitikia: E io come una civetta nella foresta strido:

Kutulia gizani walituletea msitu. Per mangiarci nell’oscurita ci hanno portato la foresta.
Ndani kuna vifo viso mtetezi. Dove ci sono morti senza protettore.

Qui c’¢ la stessa opposizione luce/oscurita e il riferimento a qualcuno che porta
la luce. Quindi anche per Kezilahabi la luce pud ingannare. Si noti la singolare
vicinanza estetica dei due testi: in Hussein “Walisema wataleta muangaza... kutoa
kiza” (Dissero che avrebbero portato la luce... per eli-minare 1’oscuritd) e in
Kezilahabi “Walituletea mwanga kutulia gizani” (Ci hanno portato la luce per
mangiarci nell’oscurita.), nel verso successivo in Hussein “Lakini nimetambua,
nimetambua kuwa muangaza wao una hatali zaidi. Afazali kiza hiki.” (Ma ho

26 Usilete taa kalibu. Ondoa muangaza... Walisema wataleta muangaza... kutoa kiza...
Lakini nimetambua, nimetambua kuwa muangaza wao una hatali zaidi. Afazali kiza hiki.
Afazali utumwa wa mwili kuliko utumwa wa akili unaoletwa na muangaza.
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compreso, ho compreso che la loro luce ¢ pit pericolosa di questa oscurita.) e in
Kezilahabi “Nami kama bundi msituni naitikia:/Kutulia gizani walituletea
msitu./Ndani kuna vifo viso mtetezi.” (E io come una civetta nella foresta
strido:/Per mangiarci nell’oscurita ci hanno portato la foresta./Dove ci Sono morti
senza protettore). Kezilahabi quasi riscrive Hussein trasportando nel suo testo la
stessa metafora della luce portata per ingannare. Nella poesia Safari (Il viaggio
1988) a tale inganno, I’io lirico manifesta 1’esigenza di oscurita (2008a: 7).

Wakati nisafiripo kwenda mawioni usiku
Nitazichuma karanga zote zing ‘aazo angani
Na kuziweka ndani ya mifuko iliyotuna.
Nitakapofika nitafungua kinywa kwa
chapati

1l tempo del mio viaggio verso 1’alba la notte
cogliero tutti i baccelli lucenti in cielo

e li mettero nel fondo delle mie tasche

finché piene ad uno ad uno li mangero.
Quando arrivero aprird la bocca per il chapati

Ya dhahabu kabla haijapoa kilimani;
Halafu hapatakuwa na mwanga tena,
Kwani taswira na sitiari zote za nuru
Hazikutufikisha pasipo giza.

Kwa hiyo basi kama mkulima kipofu
Nitapanda mbegu gizani.

d’oro prima che si freddi sulla collina;

dopo non ci sara piu luce,

tutte le immagini e le metafore della luce
non ci hanno condotto dove non ¢’¢ oscurita.
Per questo allora come un contadino cieco
spargero semi nell’oscurita.

Finora ho letto anche tale poesia come espressione esistenziale ed estetica
di Kezilahabi e 1’ho confrontata con Heidegger e Nietzsche, ma la metafora
della luce ingannatrice ci porta all’unica poesia esplicitamente politica di
Kezilahabi in Karibu Ndani (Accomodati 1988), ovvero Azimio (Dichia-
razione 2008a: 27), riferita alla Dichiarazione di Arusha alla quale, in questa
poesia, un seminatore cieco ha dato vita.

La Dichiarazione sono adesso i resti di cibo
Nella barba del riccone

La penna che perde

Nella tasca dello scolaro

La densa polvere

Dopo il passaggio della mandria. [...]

Cio che & rimasto adesso

Sono chicchi di miglio

Sparsi nel deserto

Da un seminatore cieco.?’

Azimio sasa ni mabaki ya chakula
Kwenye sharubu za bepari
Kalamu inayovunja

Katika mfuko wa mwanafunzi
Vumbi zito

Baada ya ng’ombe kupita. [...]
Kilichosalia sasa

Ni punje za ulezi

Zilizosambazwa kangwani

Na mpandaji kipofu.

27 Questa traduzione @ stata realizzata da Elena Bertoncini Zibkova (2002: 132); le
restanti traduzioni di questo articolo sono mie.
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Qui é chiaro che la luce non ha soltanto una valenza filosofica, ma sia una
concreta critica a Nyerere. La luce, quindi, come nel muangaza di
Kinjeketile, potrebbe essere metafora anche della torcia della liberta
(mwenge), e quindi prefigurare gia nelle prime opere delle critiche a Nyerere.
Se le critiche del 1988 di Kezilahabi appaiono piu chiare e nette, non & solo
perché nel 1988 c’era maggiore liberta di criticare il regime trascorso, ma
perché c’era maggiore evidenza dei suoi limiti. I riferimenti alla “torcia
dell’indipendenza” non devono essere prese come icona o simbolo, sono
riferimenti possibili di una metafora che non esauriscono il loro significato
come critica. D’altra parte le critiche in Kinjeketile e Kichomi sono appena
accennate, non solo per paura del regime, ma perché, come abbiamo visto
citando Nyerere, Hussein e Kezilahabi condividevano con Nyerere
fondamenti e finalitd per la vita civile del paese. Quindi i due autori
preferiscono far emergere queste critiche come dubbio, pit che come aperta
critica. Resta chiaro, infatti, che per due laici e libertari come Kezilahabi e
Hussein le limitazioni alla liberta e i soprusi dei soldati potevano destare solo
perplessita. Inoltre, per quanto fossero laicamente convinti che il continente
africano avrebbe dovuto essere indipendente e svilupparsi con le proprie
forze, non fanno della loro africanita un’ideologia. Infatti, le conclusioni della
tesi dell’85 di Kezilahabi esprimono apertamente questa possibilita, e la
metafora di Hussein della luce che tenta di controllare la mente umana
sembra riferirsi anche a questo tramite il riferimento allo spirito africano. La
rivelazione (la luce) gli viene da uno spirito Hongo, quindi da una credenza
animista africana (probabile simbolo dell’africanita) che gli dice che saranno
liberi dai tedeschi per essere governati dal sultano di Zanzibar Sayyid Said
rendendo problematica tale profezia. La signoria di Sayyid Said potrebbe
essere interpretata come critica di chi voleva enfatizzare 1’elemento arabo-
musulmano come unico elemento identitario swahili. E probabile che Hussein
sentisse gia rischiosi 1 discorsi intorno all’essenza africana, su una
differenziazione ontologica e razziale del-I’umanita. Del resto ¢ quello che
ricorda Kezilahabi nelle conclusioni della sua tesi appena citate. Il
superamento del tribalismo & una preoccupazione costante sia di Hussein, in
Kinjeketile viene piu volte ripresa questa questione (1969: 6,14-17, 25, 29,
41), sia di Nyerere, il quale sia per le sue scelte politiche sia nei discorsi
successivi I’ha sempre combattuto. Infatti, in un discorso® sul Rwanda

28 https://www.youtube.com/watch?V=6TuUNQOmM4NFc
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Nyerere afferma la sua preoccupazione rispetto al tribalismo e all’ingresso
della religione nella politica.

Cercare una leadership attraverso la religione o il tribalismo divide le
persone. Il lavoro di un capo ¢ unire le persone. [...] Queste cose
fomentano 1’odio tribale e religioso e se iniziano e gli diamo spazio
non le governeremo. Vi sorprenderete per come vi preparerete a
scannarvi e se si arriva a questo livello, nessuno dira “basta”.?°

Anche Kezilahabi, come abbiamo visto citando la sua tesi, € contrario ad
ogni tribalismo. Questo appare particolarmente chiaro in Wimbo wa Unyago
(La canzone dell’iniziazione 2008b: 17).

Ishi kijana ishi, ishi maisha yako Vivi giovane vivi, vivi la vita tua.
Wazee waliishi yao L’anziano visse la sua

Sasa yamebaki kwako. adesso resta a te.

Ukabila ni utumwa Tribalismo & schiavitu

Olewa msichana olewa sposati ragazza sposati

Olewa chaguo lako sposa la tua scelta

Hiari ni haki asilia diritto naturale ¢ la volonta
Achaguaye embe bichi chi sceglie un mango acerbo
Ajua lini litaiva. sa quando maturera.

A differenza di quello che crede Mulokozi, il criticismo di Kezilahabi
ha come obiettivo 1’azione. E chiaro che Kezilahabi qui spinge i giovani
verso una scelta libera e responsabile. L’azione € una preoccupazione
costante del poeta di Ukerewe. Nella poesia Nondo che ho comparato
precedentemente con un monologo di Kinjeketile ho sottolineato delle
forti connessioni filosofiche ed estetiche, ma negli ultimi versi
Kezilahabi va oltre la dualita espressa da Kinjeketile “Meglio questa
oscurita, meglio la schiavitu del corpo che la schiavitu del pensiero
portata da questa luce”, tentando di sintetizzare pensiero e azione
(1988/2008a: 14).

29 Kutafuta uongozi kwa kutumia dini au kutumia kabila inagawa watu. Kazi ya
uongozi ni kujenga watu wawe kitu kimoja. [...]Mambo haya ya kuchochea chuki ama za
ukabila ama za udini yakianza na tukiyapa nafasi hayana simile. Mtashangaaa jinsi
mnavyoandaa kuchinjiana na ikifika kiasi hicho hakuna mtu kukema, hakuna

>

atakavyosema “acheni”.
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Usingizi unaanza kunipata. Il sonno inizia a comprendermi.
Ninapotea kwatika bahari ya ndoto Naufrago nel mare del sogno
Ndani ya msitu uliofungama nell’intimo della foresta che s’infittisce

Ambamo kufikiri bila vitendo ni kuwa msaliti.  dove pensare senza agire € tradire.

L’io lirico di Nondo si spinge ad invocare una sintesi: il sogno che
diventa realta attraverso la coincidenza di pensiero (parola) e azione.
Nonostante Hussein mantenga una formale dualita, questo elemento di
sintesi & anche al centro delle ultime parole di Kinjeketile, che assume il
sapore di una profezia laica, perché questa volta non c¢’¢ nessun in-
tervento/interferenza della religione o superstizione (Hussein 1969: 49).

Sai domani cosa diranno? Il signor ufficiale cosa dira ai bambini — ai
nostri bimbi Kitunda — dira che cido che abbiamo fatto era un errore.
Combattere un errore? Combattere per la nostra terra un errore? Vuole
che lo aiuti a dimostrare che abbiamo sbagliato. No. Se lo diro,
domani, da sud a nord gli uomini lasceranno la battaglia. Non avranno
pit coraggio. No! Non dird questa parola. La parola €& nata. | nostri
bambini la diranno ai loro bambini. I nostri nipoti 1’ascolteranno. Un
giorno questa parola non sard sogno, ma realta.*

Kitunda prova a chiedere a Kinjeketile quale fosse la parola da tra-
mandare, ma Kinjeketile non proferisce parola. L’opera si chiude nel
silenzio di questa profezia. Appare abbastanza chiaro che il silenzio potenzi
la profezia e il momento drammatico. Appare altresi chiaro che, per quanto
detto finora, la parola che Kinjeketile non pronuncia é uhuru (liberta) intesa
non solo come indipendenza, ma come liberta del corpo e della mente. Il
silenzio ¢ la necessita espressa da Kinjeketile dopo 1’errore della rivelazione
della parola “maji” (acqua) (1969: 33).

L’uomo genera una parola — la parola acquista forza — diventa grande
— grande cosi grande che vince in grandezza e forza 1’'uvomo che I’ha

30 Unajua kesho watasema nini? Bwana afisa atawaambia watoto — watoto wetu Kitunda
— atawaambia kuwa tuliyofanya sisi makosa. Kupigana makosa? Kupigania nchi itakuwa
makosa? Anataka na mimi ninsaidie niseme kweli tulikosa. Hapana. Kesho nikisema, watu
kusini, kaskazini, wataacha kupigana. Watakuwa hawana moyo. Hapana! Sitasema neno hilo.
Neno limezaliwa. Watoto wetu watawaambia watoto wao neno hilo. Wajukuu wetu
watalisikia. Siku moja neno hilo halitakuwa ndoto, bali ukweli.
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generata. Lo fa cadere. La parola che ¢ generata dall’uvomo arriva a
governarlo.3!

L’uomo viene sovrastato dalla sua stessa parola che portera gli altri
uvomini alla disfatta, all’eccidio. Allo stesso modo Kezilahabi in Karibu
Ndani (1988) tratta le metafore della luce e della parola, cosi come ab-
biamo visto in particolare nelle poesie Nondo e Safari. L’io lirico nella
raccolta di poesie ha bisogno di ritornare ad un’azione creativa/generativa
del silenzio, cid é espresso in Ngoma ya Kimya (La danza del silenzio
1988/2008a: 43)

Nao upepo ukinifundisha lugha ya E se il vento mi insegnera la lingua

kimya del silenzio
Maana yule mwanamke vorra dire che quella donna ha gia
amekwishajifungua. partorito.

Il silenzio in Hussein e Kezilahabi, come giustamente affermava Ricard
su Hussein, non é rassegnazione. Per spiegare questo silenzio il saggio di
Heidegger In cammino verso il linguaggio sembra particolarmente adatto
(1973: 130-170).

La dove la parola manca s’¢ insinuata una frattura, una
demolizione. [...] Non esiste cosa la dove manca la parola, la
parola cioé che di volta in volta nomina le cose. [...] Il Dire
originario, come quello che infonde il moto al quadrato del
mondo, aduna ogni cosa nella prossimita dell’esser 1’uno di fronte
all’altro, e questo adunare ¢ silenzioso, come silenzioso ¢ il
temporalizzare del tempo, lo spazializzare dello spazio, come
silenzioso & il gioco dello spazio del gioco temporale.
Quell’adunare con appello silenzioso, con cui s’identifica il
movimento nel mondo del Dire originario, noi lo chiamiamo il
suono della quiete. Esso ¢: il linguaggio dell’essenza. [...] Venir
meno qui significa: la parola possibile a pronunciarsi ritorna nel
silenzio, la donde essa trae origine e possibilita, ritorna nel suono
della quiete che, in quanto Dire originario, infonde movimento

31 Binadamu huzaa neno — neno hushika nguvu — likawa kubwa — kubwa, kubwa
likamshinda binadamu kwa ukubwa na nguvu. Likamuangusha. Neno ambalo limezaliwa na
ntu likaja kuntawala ntu yule yule aliyelizaa.
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alle regioni del quadrato del mondo, instaurando tra loro la
prossimita. Questo venir meno della parola ¢ [’autentico passo a
ritroso sul cammino del pensiero.

In guesto senso il silenzio non é rinuncia, ma € volto a generare e creare
I’azione. 11 silenzio ¢ poiesis (poesia e creazione). Cosi la parola poetica
stessa tende a superare la dualita di pensiero/azione e si fa profezia laica,
come quella di Kinjeketile. La parola poetica diventa silenziosa, € un
cammino a ritroso verso il pensiero che mette in gioco il fruitore dell’opera,
il suo atto di lettura e comprensione del silenzio. In questo senso 1’opera di
Kezilahabi e Hussein & gia azione, perché spinge il lettore attraverso i limiti
del linguaggio (che sono anche i suoi) e perché campo della possibilita
ermeneutica. La poesia di Hussein e Kezilahabi tenta di sintetizzare le
opposizioni, ¢ un appello al divenire, quindi all’avvenire, alle possibilita
dell’esistenza e alla volonta degli uomini.

Conclusioni

In questo articolo ho mostrato la vicinanza tra due tra i piu grandi scrittori e
pensatori in lingua swabhili: Ebrahim Hussein ed Euphrase Kezilahabi. Nella
parte introduttiva mi sono soffermato sulla fortuna dei loro testi. In
particolare mi sono soffermato sulla ricezione di Mlinzi Mugyabuso
Mulokozi, in quanto quest’ultimo era decisamente schierato con Hussein e
Kezilahabi sulla questione della prosodia swahili, ma non di meno mostra
una certa distanza nell’occuparsi di Hussein e Kezilahabi. In particolare nel
periodo post-indipendenza e del progetto socialista nazionale di Nyerere, per
Mulokozi risultava poco appropriato il criticismo dei due poeti, bisognava
incoraggiare il popolo. Ho, quindi, mostrato la base laica di Hussein e
Kezilahabi che applicavano ad ogni campo del sapere e del creare, cosi la
loro concezione estetica, la loro poetica risulta essere simile sotto molti
aspetti. In particolare ho accennato alla rilevanza del corpo nella loro opera.
Il corpo risulta essere fondamentale non solo come elemento poetico, anche
cognitivo. Il laicismo e I’idea del sensismo (del corpo quindi) come
strumento ermeneutico-cognitivo sono applicati anche nella teoria letteraria
come approccio immanentista-sensista del testo. Nell’ultima parte ho
mostrato delle connessioni tra i testi di Kezilahabi e Hussein, in particolare
delle opere Karibu Ndani (1988) e Kinjeketile (1969). Elementi quali liberta,
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luce, azione e silenzio sono stati confrontati; da cio € emersa la loro valenza
letteraria, filosofica e politica. Infatti, grazie al confronto con un discorso di
Nyerere ¢ emersa la cifra dell’importanza che Kezilahabi e Hussein davano
alla liberta, alla democrazia e al diritto.

Questa vicinanza politica e intellettuale, che per Hussein e Kezilahabi &
anche estetica, rende ancora pit emblematica la scarsa ricezione dei due tra
le nuove generazioni, in particolare fra gli scrittori swahili attuali. Cio resta
enigmatico perché la critica e la storicizzazione della letteratura swahili
celebrano Hussein e Kezilahabi come rivoluzionari, come coloro che hanno
fatto rinascere 0, quanto meno, cambiato sensibilmente la letteratura swabhili;
ebbene se ¢ cosi qual ¢ la ricezione dei loro lavori tra la huova generazione
di scrittori? Esperienze estetiche quali quelle di Hussein e Kezilahabi, che
propongono come fondamento e scopo della propria ricerca la liberta,
appaiono oggi difficili come allora, su questo piano, cosi come affermava
Nyerere, la Tanzania ancora oggi hon ha fatto nessun passo in avanti.

Meno probabile, ma a parer mio piu necessaria e urgente, appare la loro
ricezione tra un vasto pubblico. Seppure i programmi scolastici non
prediligono le loro opere e 1’acquisto e la lettura tra i cittadini tanzaniani
resta un’attivitd per pochi, la possibilita di riconoscere nelle opere di
Kezilahabi e Hussein il genius loci della letteratura swahili, ora ci sarebbe,
considerata la sensibile diminuzione dell’analfabetismo. Purtroppo, oggi
come negli anni ’70, la rivoluzione estetico-letteraria di Hussein e
Kezilahabi appare essere ancora d’altri tempi: quelli futuri.
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ANGALIYA BAHARINI, MAI YALIYOKO PWANI: THE PRESENCE
OF THE OCEAN IN MAHMOUD AHMED ABDULKADIR’S POETRY

ANNACHIARA RAIA
(University of Bayreuth)

The idea for this paper came to me while heading off to the university on a
unexpectable hot day in Bayreuth. While longing for “my sea” and its water, my
mind wandered to Mahmoud Mau’s poetry and the meaning and prominence of
bahari for a poet born on an island like Lamu. Ustadh Mau’s poetry is an in-
spiring field of research, one that | have become more familiar with over the
years since getting to know him in 2014, in the course of my Ph.D. research.
The contents of this paper make reference to early remarks of his that | had
saved in my notebook in 2014, along with other interviews that | had conducted
with Ustadh in April 2016, when | presented a paper on the social commitment
of Mahmoud Mau’s poetry at the African Literature Association conference in
Atlanta.! Finally, Ustadh Mau never tired of answering further questions that |
addressed to him while preparing this contribution.?

* When | travelled to Lamu in August 2014, | was captivated by the beauty of this port
island, its language, people and scents. Elena Bertoncini knew that | travelled there, and asked
me for some pictures of the island, which she had hitherto never visited. If nowadays even her
Italian wajukuu (grandchildren) enjoy Swahili poetry, its places and its language, it is after all
thanks to her: asante sana, Mwalimu.

! Most of the English translations presented in this paper are first drafts, courtesy of the
indefatigable mind of Clarissa Vierke, in collaboration with Ustadh Mau, Jasmine Mahazi and
myself, produced during the lovely time we spent with Mahmoud Mau in Bayreuth in 2015.
These memories have been recorded in Mahmoud Mau’s poem Zijara Ujerumani (A Visit to
Germany). All the material which has been generously provided to us by Mahmoud Mau is
kept at the DEVA archive in Bayreuth. The idea for an anthology of Ustadh Mau poetry is a
forthcoming project. In the cases wherin the translations come from other sources, it is
explicitly specified in footnote.

2 My heartfelt thanks to Flavia Aiello for having invited Mahmoud Mau to Naples in
occasion of the first conference on Swahili literature at the University of Naples
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Before looking at the bahari in Mahmoud Mau’s poetry, I will briefly in-
troduce his life, as some of his life’s threads are intertwined with his oeuvre,
and this will aid in understanding and drawing nearer to his way of life and
of making poetry.

Ustadh Mau: Maisha

Any study of Mahmoud Mau’s poetry must take into account his hometown,
Lamu, the island where he was born and raised. Like in biology and as attested
by Uexkiill, every organism is not only adapted to (angepasst) but also entirely
fitted into (eingepasst) its environment (Cassirer 1992: 23-24), it is the same if
we consider Mahmoud Mau’s life. Indeed, his oeuvre is totally imbued by a
Merknetz (receptor system) and a certain Wirknetz (effector system) both gener-
ated by and linked with his alma mater.

Although he worked in Tanzania for two years — from 1971 to 1973, as a
shopkeeper in the Manzese area of Dar es Salaam — and despite his love of
travelling, he can’t imagine himself living in a better place than Lamu. The joy
(raha) that he feels every time he returns from a journey is unexplainable
(haielezeki) for him.® He compared it to the joy in someone’s heart when they are
about to see their love again: “lle raha ninao sikia haoelezeki na bila ya safari
raha hiyo siwezi kuipata nikama ile raha anao sikiya mtu aliokuwa mbali na
mpenzi wake wakati anapokuwa hurudi kwenda kukutana na mpenzi”’ (Mau
2017).* He is simply proud of and grateful for the place where he lives and where
his parents, Ahmed Abdulkadir Abdulatif and Barka Aboud Mbarak, raised him.
While, on the one hand, it is needless to say that we have no power to decide
either where we are born or who our parents are, Mahmoud Mau declares that,
even if he had this power, he wouldn’t have chosen another place or other parents.

“L’Orientale”, and to my friend Roberto Gaudioso for having joined Mahmoud Mau’s voice
with those of other poets from our home town.

8 Mimi sioni mahala bora kwangu mimi zaidi ya hapa amu nami napenda sana safari kwa
sababu unapo fika wakati wakurudi amu basi ile raha ninao sikia haoelezeki nabila yasafari raha
hiyo siwezi (Mau 2017). “I can’t imagine a better place for me than here at my home in Lamu. |
love travelling very much, because when you come back to Lamu after having travelled, well, the
joy which I feel, I can’t explain it to you and without travelling I couldn’t feel it.”

4 “That joy which | feel is inexplicable, and if I did not travel I could not experience this
joy. Itis like the joy that a person feels when he/she is far from his lover and then comes back
to see his/her lover.”
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On Lamu and by his community, he is considered a social philanthro-
pist: he is an imam, a teacher and chairman of the Lamu Muslim Youth,
and for his contributions to national development, he has been awarded
the Head of State’s Commendation. He often uses his poetry to comment
on pressing social and political issues: the poem Kimwondo (The
Shooting Star, 1975), for instance, was composed at the time of the
election campaigns and the selection of candidates for the parliamentary
seat of Lamu East in 1975 (Amidu 1990).> He wrote the short poem
Mama Musimlaumu (Don’t Blame the Mother, 2006) to raise public
awareness of an event too easily condemned by newspapers in 2006: a
mother had abandoned her newborn baby in the bush, who was then
found by a stray dog.

Mahmoud Mau’s being “many things” (Timammy 2014: 85) befits his
status as a multi-faceted poet. He indeed writes about a broad range of topics,
prompted by different sources of inspiration: the books in his library, his pri-
vate life, or the people of different generations whom he knows and is inspired
by or asked to write about. Wasiya wa Mabanati (Advice to the Young Girls;
140 stanzas), a poem composed in 1974, was written at a time when customs
were under threat. Poets like Ustadh Mau would plead for the respect of cus-
toms and culture. In composing his own admonitory utendi to young girls,
Mau was inspired by the Arabic pamphlet ya-Banati, composed by ‘ali al-
Tantawi in 1954, which he had read earlier.® Tantawi’s text was meant to warn
young ladies not to let themselves be deceived by men in matters of love.
However, the poem Wasiya wa Mabanati is not a general admonition to stick
to one’s customs, but was inspired by a specific incident: a young woman
from his own island had lost her honour. Furthermore, it builds on a tradition
of admonitory, didactic poetry: roughly a century before, another admonition
in the form a didactic poem (wasiya), the Utendi wa Mwana Kupona — which
later became one of the most venerated poems of Swahili classical tendi
compositons — was composed and addressed to a young woman, the author
Mwana Kupona’s daughter. The poetess, who was born in Siu but spent her

5 Mahmoud Mau was writing on behalf and in support of Mr. Mzamil O. Mzamil,
vehemently urging people to vote for him rather than for the rich Bwana Abubakar Madhubuti
(see Amidu 1990:43).

6 Tantawi is a Syrian writer whose grandfather was Egyptian; he moved first to Syria and
then to Egypt. He died in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia in 1999, at the age of 90. His ya-Banati has
been published in Pakistan and translated into Urdu and Farsi.
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adulthood in Lamu, her mother’s hometown’ (Romero 1997: 32), used the
poem of Mwana Kupona (Werner & Hichens 1934; Allen 1971) to impart
advice on how to behave in society, with the aim of preserving moral values,
such as those the poet Mahmoud Mau recalls in Wasiya.

Before Kimwondo and Wasiya, the first poem that he had composed for
public recitation (mahali pa umma) was titled Miaka Kumi ya Uhuru (Ten
Years of Independence), written on the tenth anniversary of Kenya’s
independence in 1973. A man who liked the poem awarded him five shillings
for his performance.® Although he recited his first poem in public and has
participated in many other performances,® Mahmoud Mau himself prefers
writing to reciting. However, he knows well the advantages of recorded
poems, which can reach a larger audience (Mau 2016; see also Mau & Frankl
2013: 2). In fact, his compositions have been recorded and distributed all
along the coast; for instance, the Wasiya wa Mabanati, as chanted by Said
Karama, has gained popularity also in Mombasa (see Kresse 2011).2° Not only
Karama, but other singers have also worked to “give voice” (kutia sauti) to his
compositions: Ramani ya Maisha ya Ndowa (A Map of Married Life, 2006)
was sung by Fakhrouddin Muhsin; Uzinduzi (Awakening, 2000), by
Abdurahman Mustafa, a man from the Comoro. Mau’s expertise in the Kiamu
language and Swabhili poetry, along with his astonishing knowledge of the
Arabic language, textual sources and Muslim doctrine, have made him the
authority to consult, and his library a meeting point where he has supplied
several scholars and researchers with information and material.

His private library, which he has created over the years, is a special place
for him. It is full of books, stacked high on every shelf, in Swahili, English and

" The plaque affixed outside her house, in the Mta Muini area of Lamu, reads as follows:
“Above here, in about 1880, Mwana Kupona wrote her utendi.” Mahmoud Mau kindly
provided me with a photo of the plaque, which allowed me to re-read it and to quote it here.

8 Mtu mmoja alipenda shairi hili na akanituza shilingi tano. Alipoa bashishi shilingi tano
(my transcript of the Encyclopédie des Littératures en Langues Africaines/ ELLAF video at
http://ellaf.huma-num.fr/contenu/kiswahili-bila-mipaka/ minutes 12.55-13.28).

® To name but a few: the Jukwani Festival, Nairobi 2009; RISSEA, Mombasa 2014; Chuo
Kikuu cha Kimataifa cha Kiislamu Africa, Sudan; lwalewa Haus, Bayreuth, 2015; Berlin and
Hamburg Universities, 2016; UNIOR, 2016; Zanzibar, 2017.

10 An audio version of another popular poem, Kiswahili, has also been recorded by
Mathieu Roy in 2005 (see Roy 2013: 45-56). In contrast to Wasiya wa Mabanati, this audio
version has been recited by Ustadh Mau himself.
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Arabic. He began to order Arabic-language books from Cairo when he was
around sixteen years old. Mahmoud Mau’s joy lies in his books, and this joy
permeates his library: Raha yangu iko kwenye zitabu. Ndio maana nimetenga
sehemu hii [makataba] niwe yangu, mimi peke yangu na vitabu vyangu.'!
Mahmoud Mau’s library contains plenty of journals and books about
Chinese culture as well, which has always fascinated him. Even his
nickname, “Mau”, comes from his support of Mao Zedong, and only later
was it associated with the Mau Mau rebellion in Kenya (at which point, to
avoid trouble with the government, he changed his nickname from “Mao” to
“Mau”).

Not only books, but also people have fostered his interest in and love
of poetry. Mahmoud Mau’s father, Ahmed Abdulkadir Abdulatif — the last
born from his grandfather Abdulkadir Abdul Latif and Hadidja — known
by the nickname “Gandhi” both for his intelligence and for being like the
Mahatma — was a poet himself.®> Mahmoud Mau still keeps a poem that
his father composed especially for him, Hapo Zamani za Jana (Once
Upon a Time). The poem features the same tone and theme of paternal
advice that one finds later on in the poem that Ustadh Mau composed for
his son Abud in 2000, Haki za Watoto (The Children’s Rights), which
addresses all the parents in the community.’* Mahmoud Mau started
reading his father’s poetry when he was a young boy, and this made him
start appreciating and composing poetry on his own. Another factor that

1 My transcript of Ustadh Mau’s interview for the Kiswahili Bila Mipaka corpus video,
ELLAf, minutes 17.7-12. “Books are my joy. This is the reason why | have set apart this
section [the library] for myself, so that | can be alone with my books.”

2 On his mother’s side, the poetic talent can be traced back to his nyanya, or
grandmother, who was also a poetess, although she mainly composed her poems orally
without writing them down. Mahmoud Mau still remembers the poem his grandmother
composed when the telephone arrived in Lamu. Mahmoud Mau’s grandfather Abdul Kadir
Abdul Latif originally from Poona in India, came to Lamu when his wife died and was
employed by the government as an engineer. Known for being a good Hanafi Muslim and a
very devoted person, Abdul Kadir Abdul Latif has been a close friend of Habib Swaleh, the
“Mwenye Mkuu” of the Riyadah Mosque and the Maulidi celebration on Lamu. Mahmoud’s
grandfather and later on his father, contributed a lot with the construction of the Riyadah
Mosque (see Salvadori 1996: 34-35).

13 Like the Waisya wa Mabanati, Haki za Watoto was sung by Karama and is available from
many shops in Lamu and Mombasa. A copy of it, provided by Mahmoud Mau during his first
visit to Bayreuth, is nowdays also kept at the DEVA archive at the University of Bayreuth.
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helped to train him as a poet was the madrasa that he attended for nine
years, where he learned how to chant and compose gasida to be recited at
celebrations of the prophet’s birthday (maulidi). Like many Swahili
scholars, particularly before independence, Ustadh received a Muslim
education — a type of instruction often frowned upon in contemporary
Kenya, despite having produced so many outstanding scholars and poets
along the East African coast, where, “since the coming of Islam to the
East African coast the Swabhili have received their formal education in the
chuo and the madrasa” (Frankl 2012: 3) — as opposed to the “formal
education” introduced by Christian missionaries in the nine-teenth
century. Even before entering the madrasa at the age of seven, he had
already started learning the Qur’an by heart with his uncle’s wife, Mama
Kinana. When he started his first year of madrasa, taught by Mwalimu
Omar Abdallah Kirume,** the talented pupil Mahmoud Mau already knew
how to read the holy book and was able to recite some suras from
memory.*®

It is not only his humbleness but also his immense knowledge of
Muslim culture and Swahili poetry and linguistic varieties that have earned
him recognition “despite the lack of formal education”, as P. J. L. Frankl
(2012: 3) has pointed out. Mahmoud Mau himself neither regrets nor hides
his upbringing, as is also attested in the following line from Kilio Huliya
Mwenyewe'® (Change starts at Home, 2006):

4 The teachers who followed him over nine years at the madrasa are the following:
Mwalimu Muhamad Sharif Said al-Beydh, Mwenye Ali Dini, Mwalimu Muhamad Ali
Khatib and Ahmad Ali Khatib, Kassim Abdalla Kirume and Athan Ahmad Kirume, Ustadh
Sayyid Hassan Badawy. The latter is one of the prominent religious leaders who opposed
Mahmoud Mau’s choice to start preaching the Friday sermon in Kiswahili (see Timammy
2013-14: 87-88). All his teachers were followers of the Tariqa ‘Alawiya, which had some
influence on the poet’s education until he was inspired by al-Ghazali’s doctrine, as
contained in the book Laysa min al-Islam (It’s Not Part of Islam), which signalled a turning
point in Mahmoud Mau’s education. This made his teachers consider him a Wahhabi.
(Timammy 2013-14: 86).

15 As reported by Timammy, under Kinana’s tutelage, Mahmoud Mau learned “the final

thirtieth of the Qur’an’ (namely juz’ ‘Amma in Arabic) at home” (Timammy 2013-14: 86).
16 The original title is namely Kilio Huliya Mwenyewe — na mtu mbali kalia. Clarissa Vierke
in dialogue with Andrew Eisenberg opted for translating it as “Change starts at home” since a
literally translation of it would have not rendered the intention and meaning imbued in the
poem’s composition.
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Nimezawa kisiwani wala nde sikutoka
masomo ni ya chuoni ndiyo niliyobahatika
wala dufu siiyoni mbee ya wailimika

I was born on the island, never did | leave it.
My education is that of the Qur’anic school, that is what I am blessed with.
I do not regard myself as worthless compared to those with a school education.

Being a poet and an imam at the same time are not roles that contradict
each other. In a roundtable on Islamic intellectual traditions and institutions
of learning in Africa held in Bayreuth in March 2016, Mahmoud Mau
recalled what the Qur’an clearly recites in the sura of the poets, aya 226, in
which quality poetry is praised whereas bad poetry is rejected.!’

His role as a preacher, delivering the Friday sermon at the Pwani
Mosque, and as a teacher in the Bandani Mosque permeates his poetic voice
and his repertoire of themes, which are strongly infused with a guiding and
admonishing tone. For him, all these roles share the common mission and
challenge of working together for the benefit of the community*® (umma)
(Mau 2017). This principle echoes Shaaban Robert’s concept of wajibu wa
mwandishi au mshabhiri (the duty of the writer/poet). The point of being a
poet, according to Mahmoud Mau, is to chronicle the events, both happy and
sad (like the tragedy embodied in Wasiya wa Mabanati), that bind the
community that he is part of: Na mshairi sawa na msanii mgine anaathirika
na mazingira ya jamii yake analiya wakati anapoona jamii haina raha na
anacheka na kufurahi wakati anapo shuhudiya raha na furaha ya jamii yake
kilio au kiteko chake kinaonekana katika kazi zake za sanaa (Mau 2017).%

Composing a sermon (hutuba) implies several levels of commitment for
Mahmoud Mau. Although sermons may deal with different themes de-pending

7 The prophet Muhammad AS, along with Hassan bin Thabit, Kaab bin Malik and
Abdulahi bin Rawaha, are the poets whom he mentioned in his talk, providing examples of
poetic practices as far back as the Islamic age. The Qur’anic aya he refers to is the following:
“Save those that believe, and do righteous deeds, and remember God oft, and remember
themselves after being wronged; and those who do wrong shall surely know by what
overturning they will be overturned” (Sura 26:226; Arberry’s translation 1986:381).

18 Mwalimu na khatib na mshairi wote hawa wanashirikiyana katika kutumikiya.

19 “And a poet is like any other artist who is affected by the context of his community. He
cries when he finds his society unhappy, and laughs when he pays witness to joy and
happiness in his society. His cry and laughter are evident in his artworks.”
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on the specific event the community is facing — be it Ramadan or political
elections — in every case, a hutuba has to supply testimony (ushahidi) from the
holy Qur’an or from the hadith. On some occasions, as Mahmoud Mau has
told me in an interview, imams also pick relevant quotations from proverbs
and poetry that could be of guidance in their sermons.

On the other hand, he considers it his special duty as a teacher to address
the youth. The teacher’s role in this sense is to take care of children and
prepare them to become adults®® (Mau 2017). Finally, being a writer entails
the formidable mission of guiding (kuwalekeza) and advising (kuwashauri)
people on how to go about their lives (jinsi yakwenda maishani) (Mau 2017).

Ever since he started composing poetry, he has typically written most of
his poems in Arabic script, which to him is the natural form in which to
commit his words to paper, but which makes him rather exceptional in
contemporary Lamu.?! Furthermore, he is unique in the sense that he started
to deliver the Friday sermon in Swahili, which was a very controversial
choice at that time; ultimately, however, the community approved of it, and
nowdays almost all the imams deliver their Friday sermons in Swahili (see
also Mau & Frankl 2013: 2 ; Timammy 2014: 87-88).

Ustadh Mau also writes short poems, mashari mafupi, for the people who
regularly knock at his library door, asking for poems to celebrate a
graduation or wedding or somebody’s pilgrimage to Mecca.?? Mahmoud ac-
knowledges that the community needs people who can transfer the message
(ujumbe) that is in one’s heart or mind into a better form (kwa ndiya nzuri
zaidi), namely poetry: jamii huwa inawahitaji watu hawa kwasababu
wanawasaidiya katika kuwasilisha ujumbe wao kwa ndiya nzuri Zaidi (Mau
2017).2 When he writes on commission, he commits himself to the person
whose behalf he is talking, and to their situation or context; he writes
through the lens of the other person: nawakati mgine anatunga kwa niyaba
ya mtu au watu wangine na katika hali hii ya pili inambidi mshairi ajiweke

20 Ni kuunda watoto na kuwatayarisha kwa maisha ya ukubwani.

21 For an example of his writing in Arabic script, see the poem titled Kiswahili in Mau & Frankl
(2013: 1-18), in which a list of all his composition in tendi and mashairi forms is also provided.

22 As attested by his daughter Azra, Ustadh Mau doesn’t even charge for these short
poems.
23 «“The community needs this kind of people so that they may help them to transfer their
message in a nice form.”
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katika mazingira ya ule mtu ambao anatunga kwa niyaba yake (Mau
2017).%

Besides writing poems on demand, based on inspiring books or chroni-
cling events in the community, Ustadh Mau regularly writes about his own
feelings (hisia) and the experiences which have come to mark his life. In this
respect, the poet says on his own behalf: mshairi anatunga kwa ajili
yakuelezea hisia ambazo ni zake yeye mwenyewe kwa mambo ambayo
yamemtokeya yeye binafsi (Mau 2017).2°

Bahari: A multi-layered figuration and experience

Reality is not a unique and homogenous thing; it is immensely diversified ,
having as many different schemes and patterns as there are different organisms.
Every organism is so to speak a monadic being.

It has a world of its own because it has an experience of its own.

(Cassirer 1992: 23)

The variety of Ustadh Mau’s compositions — imbued with moral values and
sermonic tones, and mixed with personal notes in mashairi and utenzi form — is
an inspiring and very complex area of investigation. In this paper, | will refer
specifically to the presence and cultural notions of the bahari in Ustadh Mau’s
life, thoughts and poetry. How do cultural concepts shape experience, and how
does experience shape cultural concepts? The ocean’s presence in a port city like
Lamu is woven into moral discourses on social responsibility in Ustadh Mau’s
poetry, as | wish to show in the poem Bandari ina Mawimbi (The Port has
Waves); on the other hand, it is also a presence that pervades and influences the
poet’s private sphere and personal feelings , as in the poem Hafi asiye timiwa
(No One Dies Before Their Time is Up, 1998), and his personal observations.
Besides these two topics, an investigation into bahari in terms of poetic meter
and rules of prosody, from Mahmoud Mau’s perspective, will also be necessary;
hence, the wordplay in this paper’s title.

I will look at the bahari in Mahmoud Mau’s poetry as an aesthetic idea,
as advanced in Blamberger (2013). In fact, the figure of the bahari contains

24 «“On other occasions, he composes on behalf of somebody else or other people; and in
that case, the poet has to make an effort to put himself into that man’s context on whose
behalf he composes.”

%5 “The poet composes to explain his own feelings about his personal experiences.”
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an ambiguity that can be understood in different ways. On this matter, it is
worth quoting Blamberger, who describes Thomas Mann’s attempt to show
“that interplay of figural constancy and discursive variation” with the
metaphor of black piano keys amid enharmonic change (enharmonische
Verwechslung):

A single black key on a piano can at the same time be “F sharp” or “G
flat”; the note can be reinterpreted, be assigned to a different tonal
context and a different function, thus allowing a change of key
(Tonalwechsel). (Blamberger 2013: 10-11)

In Mahmoud Mau’s compositions, bahari is subject to this change of
keys. However, as opposed to the concept of death in Mann, it does not
contain that “figural constancy” either, since the word itself already
embodies two unrelated meanings: rhyme/meter and sea/ocean. As first, |
wish to look at the approach to and use of bahari (prosody) in Mahmoud
Mau’s compositions in the following paragraph; I will then narrow the
focus to the use of bahari as a metaphor in some of his poems, which will
reveal the different contexts and patterns of its occurrence. As in the al-
Inkishafi by Sayyid Abdalla bin Nasir, in which the ruined city becomes a
metaphor for talking about experiences and is thus reused (much like in
Thomas Mann’s The Magic Mountain, which reuses the metaphor of
Joachim Ziemssen’s skeleton) (see Vierke 2016), to what extent does
Mahmoud Mau use the sea as a metaphor, a device for talking about
experiences? Its water and its port and the feelings generated from them
are components the poet exploits to add texture to his compositions.
Thus, bahari, as a point of departure, will first be analysed for its ability
to determine the “musical key” of a poem via prosody; then it will be
investigated as a cultural figuration: bahari as the port, Mahmoud Mau’s
own community, and bahari as a very personal experience permeated by
his own feelings: the metaphor of the universe and the fine line between
the experiences of life and death.

What will emerge from a comparison of bahari in the poet’s personal
memories (see paragraph “Bahari inanikumbusha”) and bahari as the
figuration of the Lamuan community which is plugging like a jahazi (dhow)
or in troubles because of mawimbi (see paragraph “Bahari in the port-city”),
is a striking tension between Ustadh Mau’s plurality of experiences and the
metaphor of the ocean.
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Bahari, a prosodic change of key

The twofold meaning embodied in the technical term bahari in Swahili
classical literature is well-known: Kwanza, hurejelea kile kina cha mwisho
katika utenzi na ambacho hakibadiliki katika utenzi au utendi mzima. Maana
ya pili ni kumbo la tungo za kishairi ambalo huweza kuwa na sifa na vitanzu
mbalimbali (Wamitila 2003: 27). Indeed, as concerns the kina (rhyme, pl.
vina) of the utendi, the term bahari (from the Arabic bajar, _~), literally
“ocean, sea” in Swabhili), denotes the monosyllabic end rhyme, which is also
known as kina cha utendi (rhyme of the utendi) or kina cha kikomo (end
rhyme). In a broad sense, the term bahari also refers to categories of poetry,
genre as is clear from the following passage: Sheikh Nabahany na Bibi
Zaynab Mahmoud Fadhil wamenifunza juu ya bahari kumi na tatu? [...]
Hakuna anayejua kwa hakika, ni bahari namna ngapi waliotumia
Waswahili; zaidi ya bahari za aina tatu maarufu ziitwazo: wimbo au
nyimbo, shairi, utenzi au utendi (Shariff 1988: 44-45).%

In this broad sense, bahari echoes the meaning of the Arabic bashr
(meter, pl. buhir), a term that was first used in the science of metrics and
rhyme. In his Poem about metres (Fr buhir al-5i‘r), Safi al-Din al-Hilli
says of the “meter/sea”, “Every bahr has a shore” (Capezio 2013: 22).
This imagery of sea and shore also applies to the ubeti structure: as every
sea has its shore, every ubeti has a monosyllabic bahari, which flows
throughout the poem. Indeed, in the utendi meter, while the end rhyme of
the first three vipande changes from one stanza to the next (aaa-, bbb-,
ccce- ...), the end rhyme of the last hemistich recurs throughout the whole
poem (-X, -X, -X ...).

Knowing the norms of composing poetry, for Mahmoud Mau, is like
knowing the grammatical norms of one’s own language. However, his ap-
proach to poetry has developed in a very spontaneous way, and transcends
any established schools of poetic practice. When Mahmoud Mau composed
his first poem, Wasiya wa Mabanati, in 1974, he didn’t know anything about

% Here the following thirteen meters elicited by Shariff (1988: 45): 1. Wimbo, 2. Shairi, 3.
Zivindo, 4. Utenzi au Utendi, 5. Utumbuizo, 6. Hamziya, 7. Dura Manhduma/Inkishafi, 8. Ukawafi, 9.
Wajiwaji, 10. Tiyani Fatiha, 11. Wawe, 12. Kimai, 13. Sama, Mahadhi au Sauti.

27 “Sheikh Nabahany and Bibi Zaynab Mahmoud Fadhil have taught me upon thirteen
meters [..] there is no one who knows with certain how many types of meters the Swahili do
use; three of the most renowned meters are: nyimbo, shairi, utenzi au utendi.”
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the so-called sheria za kutunga mashairi (rules for composing poems; see
Abedi 1954). In fact, the poem, meant to be a moral admonishment to
Muslim youth, is known as an utendi, praised for its “enduring relevance”
across time and place (Kresse 2011); however, it was not composed in the
utendi form, but in the Dura Mandhuma genre?® based on four bi-colons
(mishororo) and of six syllables (mizani) per each verse (kipande).?® The
first line of the poem reads as follows:

Sikiza mwanangu  nikupe waswiya
Mimi ulimwengu  ninauweleya

28 For the description of this genre | am basically referring to the definition and
explanation provided in Shariff who groups Dura Manduma and Inkishafi together and
defines them as it follows: bahari ya sita ya utungo hujulikana kwa majina mawili, yaani
Dura Manduma au Inkishafi. Kwa upande mmoja, majina haya ni ya bahari yenyewe ya
utungo wa aina hiyo, na kwa upande mwingine majina haya ni ya tungo maalum zilizotungwa
zamani kwa bahari hiyo. Bahari hii ina beti za mishororo mine yeneye mizani sita kwa tano
na vina vyake viko mwisho wa mishororo mitatu ya kila ubeti, kwa hivyo mizani ya sita ni
kiwango tu (Shariff 1988:54-55); “The sixth genre of composition is known under two names,
that is Dura Manduma or Inkishafi. On one hand, these names refer to the genre itself of this
kind of compositions. On the other hand, these are the names of famous compositions which
have been composed in this genre/meter.”

29 The term kipande (line) has a different meaning compared to the term mstari. In the
general acknowledged manuscript form of all the Swahili tendi, the stanza is a unit that
occupies one manuscript line, namely mstari and is written from right to left. Thus, each
kipande is placed one after the other in a single line (mstari), and some scribes used to place a
small, upside-down heart filled in with either black ink or a different colour to mark the
caesura (kituo). Just as the caesura is optionally denoted, often an ubeiti corresponds to a
single manuscript line. This one-line pattern characterises most utendi compositions in Arabic
script. Accordingly, the utendi has also been described as a one-line verse that is 32 syllables
long (Shariff 1988: 58). The one-line stanza arrangement in the manuscript and the visual
division of the page into four equal columns is made possible by the writing of the Arabic
consonant system, as only the consonants are written and the vowels most often appear only
as diacritical signs above or below each consonant (ibidem). This accounts for a uniform
length of eight consonantal characters for each kipande. When Roman script was introduced
for writing Swahili poetry (see Krapf 1882, Frankl & Omar 1997 and Gerhard 2005), verses
started to be written one on top of the other (as a quatrain), since the script, which includes
both consonants and vowels, contained too many characters to fit each stanza into one line
(Shariff 1988:58). The four-line layout led in turn to the misleading perception of the ubeti as
a quatrain based on four equal lines, although it actually consists of two bicolons (mishororo),
as Shariff (1988: 51) and Vierke (2011: 48-50) have shown.
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Mingi nyaka wangu  katika duniya
Nawe haya yangu  hela zingaitya

Listen, my child to the advice | shall give you;
I understand the ways of the world.
I have spent many years on this earth;
and what | tell you now, you should bear it in mind.°

As evident from this first stanza, the ubeti falls into eight verses (vipande,
sg. kipande). Each kipande is made up of six syllables (mizani). Further-
more, the ubeiti falls into two parts (mishororo) made up of four verses
(vipande) each, which consist of twenty-four syllables (mizani).®! On the
contrary, the poem Bandari ina Mawimbi (The Port Has Waves; 18 stanzas)
is listed as one of Mahmoud Mau’s shorter compositions in mashairi form
(Frankl & Mau 2010: 16). Still, despite its brevity, the meter does not adhere
to the shairi prosody but to the utendi prosodic pattern of eight syllables per
verse, amounting to 32 syllables per stanza, as the first stanza shows:
Bismillahi awwali, kwa ina lake Jalali/ Twaanda yetu kauli, ya karibu ku-
wambiya (In the name of God, first, in the name of the Almighty, we start
our speech by welcoming you). Beyond the prosodic pattern, the very tone

30 Kresse & Mahazi’s translation (2011).

81 For the description of the utendi stanza, | am adopting the technical definitions as
provided by Shariff (1988) and Vierke (2010: 25): “ The stanzas are the biggest independent,
prosodically and graphologically separate units of the utendi. A stanza consists of four lines
(vipande, sg. kipande “piece”) of eight syllables each. The four lines are divided into two
pairs (hemistichs) or bi-colons (mshororo, pl. mishororo), so that an ubeiti consists of two
mishororo (which in turn consist of two vipande each).” As concerns the utendi bi-partite
structure falling into two mishororo it is worth citing what Vierke and other scholars before
her have extensively commented upon: “The utendi stanza can be considered as displaying a
form of progressive bipartition: two rhythmic groups account for a line, two lines for a
mshororo and two mishororo for the stanza, ubeiti. [...] For Hinawy, for instance, who
considers the utendi ubeiti to consist of two long-lines, the division into four vipande which
are marked by rhyme is not the decisive criterion that could turn the utendi in a quatrain
strophic form - which he eventually calls a “pseudo-quatrain” or “false quatrain” (Hichens
1962/63: 110, 111). He rather considers the utendi as being derived from the long-line (long-
measure) of Persian-Arabian origin: ‘It is, plainly, none other than the old long-measure
strophe graced by three vituo or internal rimes and one true kina or verse-end rime. It is, thus,
not a true quatrain, but a single-line verse, riming with its adjacent verses and carrying three
subsidiary or internal rimes of its own’ (Hichens 1962/63: 120)” (Vierke 2010:48).
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of this opening stanza encourages us to read it as a typical utendi, which
typically sets the atmosphere with praises in the name of God in the first
stanza. The utendi style of his short compositions, as he himself defines
them (mashairi mafupi), has been also highlighted in the political verses of
Kimwondo (Shooting Star) , which are in fact shairi verses “in the utenzi
vein” (Amidu 1996: 56).

Mahmoud Mau’s numerous roles in everyday life are also reflected in his
compositions, in which he does not stick to the conventions of a specific
meter or prosodic pattern. He rather lets the first line of his composition de-
fine which “bahari — key” the poem will bear: mshairi mara nyingi hachegui
bahari gani anataka kutunga. Anatunga na ubaiti wa kwanda ndio una-
muongoza kufuwata bahari (Mau 2017).3? Thus, the poem dictates its own
rules: the first stanza (ubaiti wa kwanza) is conceived of as the leading
stanza, which dictates the meter and guides the poet’s hand. Mahmoud is
referring to the natural act of composing poetry, which goes beyond any
norms: the poet starts composing naturally, without any premeditated deci-
sions. The meter does not even strictly shape the composition: Kwetu sisi
utungo waweza kuitwa utendi hata kama haukufuwata ile bahari maarufu ya
utendi [...] Bahari ya utendi kawaida ni mrefu lakini mara nyingine washairi
hutumiya bahari ya utendi kwa kuandika tungo fupi (Mau 2016).%
According to Mahmoud Mau’s perspective, the utendi genre is easier than
the shairi, which makes it even more apt for compositions, and this is the
reason why he himself recommends this genre to students of poetry (Mau
2017).3

Bahari as personal experience: Bahari inanikumbusha ...

Bahari kwangu mimi mbali nakuwa naipenda kwa ajili ya mazowezi, lakini piya bahari
inanipa utulivu wamoyo namapumziko yaroho baharini nahisi raha ambayo haielezeki labda
nikwa sababu kuwemo baharini inaikumbusha nafsi yangu wakati ule nilipokuwa tumboni

32 “Very often the poet does not choose the meter in which he wants to compose. He
composes and the first stanza is the one suggesting him a meter to follow.”

33 “For us a composition can be called utendi even if it does not follow the well-known
utendi meter [...] The utendi genre is usually long but very often poets use the utendi genre to
write short compositions.”

34 Bahari hii ya utendi nyepesi kutungiya kwa hivo mara nyingi mimi huwambiya
wanafundi wa ushairi waizoweshe kwa kutumiya bahari hini.
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kwa mama nilipokuwa nikiogeleya katika maji yalionizunguka hali ambayo akili haikumbuki
wakati huo lakini bila shaka roho namoyo unakumbuka hiyo hali labda ndiyo sababu yakuhisi
utulivu ninapo kuwa baharini. (Mau 2017)

In this first section, 1 will consider the relationship between Ustadh Mau and the
sea, where he enjoys swimming and above all feels at home, but where he has
also risked his life. As I wish to show in the following, Mahmoud Mau’s
feelings towards the sea exhibit an affinity and closeness that can be traced back
to a) his memories of being a fetus in his mother’s womb (the sphere labeled
Tumbo la Mama in the diagram below); b) his reflection on God’s power over
this world (the sphere Uwezo wa Mungu na mipango yake below); c) his
reflection on human beings and their lives, which find parallels in the way the
sea’s water “behaves” (the sphere Mwana Adamu na mabadiliko ya maisha yake
below); and finally d) his memories of times spent together with his friends in
the very early hours of the morning (the sphere Urafiki na kushirikiana below).

In an attempt to define how and why he feels at ease in the water in
which he swims, Mahmoud Mau digs into the depth of his feelings and finds
an explanation for something that can hardly been explained rationally.
Beyond the merely aspect of swimming and training, the sea bestows his
heart with tranquility, serenity and calmness, and allows his soul to rest
(utulivu wa moyo na mapumziko ya roho). The joy that he feels in the water
brings him back to a state that the mind cannot remember, but that lingers on
in the heart and soul: the time when he was in his mother’s womb
(nilipokuwa tumboni kwa mama) and when he was surrounded by water
(maji yalionizunguka). The sea, for Mahmoud, is the same water in which he
floated before being born. Bahari and the mother’s womb share the same
universe, whose secret hides in the water that flows through us.

Beyond Mahmoud Mau’s private feelings, the bahari also flows into a
parallel dimension — namely that of God, since it is a symbol of God’s power
and his plans, which are never subverted, jongo:*® Bahari kadhalika ina
nikumbusha uwezo wamungu na mipango yake isiyo kuwa na jongo [...]J*®

3 Jongo ni kama kombo (pl. makombo ): “kombo hauko sawa sawa.” Mtu anweza kusema
“mti huu una jongo” (this tree has a crookedness) (Mau 2017). Among other expressions, hapana
kombo means hapana shaka “there is no dispute” ; asiye kombo na tua “he who is without
crookedness nor blame” , is one of the pretended quality of Muhammad (Krapf 2012 [1882]:168).

% “The ocean reminds me also of God’s power and His plans which are without
crookedness.”
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God’s power can be seen in his firm plans (mpango madhubuti), which control
the ocean as well as the regular high and ebb tides of the water, which become
more evident on Lamu in some seasons (maji ya bahari yanajaa kwa siku
maalumu na yanafuma kwa siku maalumi). Tides are very important in
delineating time in Lamu. Thus the imagery evoked in this scene, particularly
the ever-moving water (known as maji makimbizi “flowing water” as opposed to
maziwa “stagnant water”) does not come from its meaning alone, but is totally
rooted in Mahmoud Mau’s culture. As depicted in Prins’s volume, “Tidal
waters, always in flux and reflux, not only surround the islands, but are an
integral part of the Lamu world” (Prins 1965: 62).%

God’s power, as reflected in the natural flux and reflux and the
systematicity of the ocean’s water, reminds Ustadh Mau of a famous verse
that still is anchored in his memory: Angaliya baharini, mai yaliyoko pwani/
Hutoka wapi mwendani, nakisa yakarejea (Look at the ocean, the water
which shores the coast. It goes out in its flow and then comes back; my
translation). This verse, which likely originates from a qgasida learnt by heart
at the madrasa, invites one to look at the ocean’s water and how smoothly it
falls upon the coast, changes direction and then comes back again.

In the changing of the ocean’s states, Mahmoud Mau sees the same
progression that happens to every human being. He invites us to reflect on how
the serenity and cruelty of the ocean are like the calmness and turmoil within our
own lives. In fact, the ocean can be glad or get angry just like humans do: Na
mabadiliko yake ina nikumbusha mwana Adamu na maisha yake/ Furaha na
hasira shuwari na dharuba za bahari ni sawa na utulivu na misukosuko katika
maisha yetu sisi wanaadamu bahari inafurahi na piya inakasirika (Mau 2017).%®
The bahari, described by the common adjective shwari, is compared to the
abstract concept of utulivu for human beings, just as the ocean’s dharuba
parallels the people’s misukosuko (vicissitudes; turmoils).

37 As attested in Prins, the ebbing of the tide “is perceived as a downward movement
when on an open beach like Malindi’ while “its horizontal movement is more stressed in
Lamu and elsewhere in the islands where the mass of the water has to seek a way out to see
again at every ebbing tide”. Thus, while on Lamu it is heard maji yafuma or mai kufuma for
‘the tide ebbs”, in Malindi and Mombasa the most recurrent form is maji yapwa or maji
kupwa, “the water falls” (see Prins 1965 62-63).

38 «And its changes remind me of the son of Adam and his life: The joy and anger, the
calmness and turmoils of the ocean are like the quietness and vicissitudes in our life of human
beings. The ocean rejoices and becomes angry.”
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Similarly, though in a more personal sphere, bahari is a motif that links
him to friendship. What links the bahari, the poet’s friends and himself is
precisely the moments after swimming when, at the seashore (ufuwoni mwa
bahari), they eat fish or meat with bread and weigh themselves on the last
Sunday of every month: Kadhalika kwenda baharini kwangu kunanipa fursa
ya kukutana na marafiki na kujumuika nao pamoja [...] wakati tukila
asubuhi baada yaguoga kila jumapili ya mwiso ya mwezi tunapima uzito
natunakula samaki namkate au nyama namkate (Mau 2017).%

This sense of serenity and completion, which makes the poet Mahmoud
Mau feel blessed and grateful, finds its complete opposite in Hafi Asiye
Timiwa (No One Dies Before Their Time Is Up, 1998; 14 stanzas). This
poem rather evokes a tragedy which the poet had to face in 1998, when
the roads where still flooded because of the El Nifio storms of 1997 — to
the extent that the buses couldn’t cross the bridge over the Tana River,
which had turned into a huge current (leaving its river bed). The
passengers had to get off the bus and use small canoes to cross the water.
Mahmoud Mau was on his way to Mombasa to visit his daughter Nadya,
who attended a boarding school in Mombasa. The young man who saved
his life is called Ali, a Mbajuni. At the time, he was in his twenties. The
incident that occurred to him on that day left him with a strong conviction,
found in the form of a refrain at the end of every stanza (Hafi asiye timiwa
... Hafi asiye timiwa... Hafi asiye timiwa), and finally emphasized in the
last stanza with a sort of axiom: Nna na faida moya, ambayo nimeipata:
Mauti kuyakimbiya, si dawa hukufuata. Hafi asiye timiwa.*® The poem
recounts an incident which almost ended in tragedy. From the very first
stanzas the reader is thrust into the scenario; the poet describes how six
people were put into a canoe (stanza 2, Mwaoni twalingiya, kwa idadi
watu sita, “We got into a canoe; we were six in number”), along with the
image of them looking at the captain (nahuza), who was untying the rope
(kamba) as the canoe set off, following the current (na mai kikafuata).
From these first stanzas on, the poem depicts a risky setting that only gets

3 “Similarly, for me, going to the sea gives me the opportunity to meet friends and to stay
together with them [..] when we eat in the morning after swimming. Every last Sunday of the
month we weigh ourselves and we eat fish with bread or meat with bread.”

40 «“And there is one lesson that I learned from it: running away from death is not a
solution; it still follows you. No one dies before their time is up.”
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worse and worse stanza after stanza. The particular image evoked in these
lines is the one of the poet struggling in the water, moments of surfacing
alternating with the sensation of sinking again. The struggles he mentions
in stanza 8 (kwa kuwana nakuteta) were specifically caused by his
carrying a heavy load (mzigo nimebingita) on his shoulder: Jibaba lakilo
miya, maungoni meikita / Kwa dhati meniemeya, mabegani menambata /
Kesa kuisaidiya, kutaka kumkukuta./ Hafi asiye timiwa, “I was carrying a
colossus of one hundred kilos on my back. He weighed heavily on me,
leeching on my shoulders. | tried everything to get rid of him. No one dies
before their time is up” (stz. 5). He first had to let go of the bag that he
was trying to hold, because it became too heavy, which he viewed as a
first sign of being unable to manage the situation: Kauona kupoteya,
kashindwa kuufuwata, “I watched it sinking, unable to follow it.” The
force of a man pushing him underwater, along with a strong current,
prevented him from breathing, and brought him to the point where he
thought he would die: Shahada kaipijiya, na tamaa muhukata. Hafi asiye
timiwa, “I pronounced the last creed, and was about to give up” (stz. 7).
Despite the water being portrayed as “swirling forcefully” (mai kasi hu-
sokota, stz.13), he was given another chance by God, which allowed him
to come to the surface and shout for help. Far from that feeling of being
safely at peace, surrounded by water like in his mother’s womb, in just a
few seconds Mahmoud, pushed under water, feared and saw death. While
trapped underwater, he unconsciously (he describes himself as without
breath, after all) thought about his entire life and its end drawing near:
Mwenyewe kashuhudiya ulimwengu hunipita, “I could see myself how the
world left me behind” (stz. 10).

Bahari, the port-city as a social experience

As a result of inter-port competitions and new postcolonial patterns of
political and urban development, once-flourishing port cities like Lamu,
Mombasa and waterfront renewals taken place in Cape Town and Dar es
Salam have all been, to a greater or lesser extent, part of a process of sus-
tainability in postcolonial Kenya and Tanzania (Hoyle 1983, 2001: 298).

As Hoyle insinuates with the phrase “once-flourishing”, along with
Mombasa, Malindi and Kismayu, Lamu was one of the main ports of the
East African coast (Salvadori 1996: 15):
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Lamu was a well-established trade center years ago. The English and
French Mission Societies which wanted to force Christianity on the
people of Lamu used to buy a lot from Lamu. At present they only
buy foodstuffs, the rest of their necessities being imported from
Europe, and this has affected the trade in Lamu. When the Portuguese
ruled the town, they built a very strong fort at great expense. You can
see this fort even today in its ruined state, a reminder of the
Portuguese rule. This is one of the several forts built by the
Portuguese along the coast to fight their enemies.

Salvadori (ibidem), offers a portrayal of Lamu’s harbour dating back
to 1904; later, in the 1920s and ’30s, there was also an abundance of
“jahazis and mtepes, joined by the occasional dhow in the harbour;* all
the adminstrators considered Lamu ‘the most attractive coast station’,
although the district commissioner’s house had ‘no electricity or piped
water [and] a multitude of bats” (Romero 1997: 202-203).

This “well-established trade center” (Salvadori 1996: 15) and “most
attractive coast station” (Romero 1997: 202-203) are not exactly the loci
portrayed in Mahmoud Mau’s compositions such as Jahazi and Bandari
ina Mawimbi. In the first poem | am going to present Mahmoud Mau uses
the maritime lamuan symbol of the jahazi (dhow) to talk about the state
of the economy of his own island which had declined. He particularly
intends to portray a situation of economic statis: Nalikusudiya hali ya
uchumi wa Lamu ulikuwa uchumi umeharibika sana.*? His inspiration
came from a proverb on tanga liembete na mongoti (Sail attached to the
mast) that he overheard in the street, uttered by a seller of mishikaki. The
proverb is meant to describe a safe moment (shwari) when the jahazi
doesn’t move (haitembei ) and the sail (z’anga) is attached to the mast of
a sailing vessel, mlingoti (Kiamu, mongoti), since there is no wind.
Ustadh reuses it to depict a moment when there is no economic hustle and
bustle (harakati za biashara). Hearing it by chance, he had the idea to write

41 As pointed out by Romero, “The mtepe came from the Bajun islands carrying both
mangati, the better quality and heavier mangrove poles, and boriti” (1997: 202). However,
this Bajuni origin was already attested in the pretious utendi penned down By Sheikh
Nabhany Sambo ya Kiwandeo: Mitepe mufahamuni / ikitundwa T’ikuuni / wakounda ni
Bajuni /waweze kusafiriya; “The mtepe, you must know, was built in Pate by the Bajun folk
to enable them to travel (stz. 5)” (see Miehe & Schadeberg 1979: 8-9).

42 “I intended [to depict] the state of the economy in Lamu which had spoiled a lot.”
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the following poem, which is presented in its completeness and translated

into English* for the first time here:

Liembete na mongoti*, tanga kwa lingi shauri
Hautukuti ukuti, imetuwama bahari
Hata mai* hayavuti, tutapatae bandari?

Ngurudi*® imeshopoka, mai ng’amani*’ hujiri
Haitaki kuzibika, na hata kwa misumari
Kuyafua® tumechoka, mikono hutuhairi*®

Tumekosa taratibu, hatuna tena shauri
Na bandari si karibu, hakupiti manuwari
Zimetutanda dharubu, metuzunguka khatari

Hatuisi la kutenda, tumeshindwa kufikiri
Kiza kingi kimetanda, kote kimepija dori
Ni heri mwamba kupanda, kama hunu utiriri

Hatuna ila Manani, wa kumuomba Jabari
Atwegeshe nasi pwani, yapokuwa kwa kihori
Tuokowe Rahamani, waja wako tusitiri

Suwali si la jahazi, hili katika shairi
Litambuweni wayuzi , mafundi mulo hodari
Wa mtoni wende mbizi, muzizamiayo duri®

Attached to the mast are the sail due to intense calm
Not even a twig is moving, the sea is too settled

even the waters are not pulling, how will we reach the
harbour?

The stopper is out, and water is pouring in the bilge
It doesn’t want to get plugged, not even using nails
We are tired to wash out, hands hurt us.

We have lost our way, we don’t have any plans
And the harbour is not even nearby, and no vessel is
passing by

Difficultly has engulfed us and danger surrounds us.

We don’t know what to do, we have run out of ideas,
There is total darkness completely engulfing us
It is better to hit a coral reef than this nuisance.

We don’t have except God to pray the Almighty
May He take us near the shore, even if through a canoe
Save us Most Merciful, protect us, your servants.

The theme in the poem is not the dhow,
Let the discerning talented artists understand,
Let the deep-sea divers dive in pursuit of pearls.

43 My heartfelt thanks to Azra, Ustadh Mau’s kipande cha ini (Mahmoud Mau’s daughter
or lit. “piece of his liver”), for having gone thoughtfully to the translation of the poem and
contributed to improve its English rendering.

4 Swahili standard mlingoti: mti mrefu unaosimamishwa katika chombo ili kuweza
kuzuwiliya ¢t ’anga ambalo limefungwa katika foromani (Nabhany 2012: 35-37).

45 Swahili standard maji.

® T'undu maalumu ambazo hutolewa kusudi ikiwa jahazi yatakiwa kutiwa maji ili
ishirabu kuna na vipande vyake vya kuziba baada ya kumwagwa maji (ibidem).

47 Mahala nyuma ya jahazi au tezi ambapo maji yanoyoingiya hushukiya hapo, ikiwa ya
mengiya kwa omo au kwa tezi, waswahili wasema “mwenda tezi na omo marejewa ni
n’gamani” (ibidem).

48 Kuyachota (maji) na kumwaga nje (Mau 2017).

49 -uma (ibidem).
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The poem depicts from the early stanzas the mahabariya and all of them
far from the harbour floating on a too settled sea. Their being lost in troubles
and dangers (dharabu and khatari) is already figured out and predicted by
the state of the jahazi itself without a stopper (ngurudi) and with water
pouring in the blige (ngamani) and the sailors tired of using their hands and
nails to let the stopper be plugged and to wash the vessel out (-fua maji). A
miserable state of total defeat is portrayed in stanza four, wherein the feeling
of being powerless and thoughtless permeates the stanza. At the end of the
poem, the road to salvation is attested in God’s power which may guide and
anchor all of them back and close to the shore.

Within another composition, Bandari ina Mawimbi, it is the figuration of
the port , not anymore the jahazi, which is adapted and used to talk about
other political issues concerning Lamu.

Between the poem’s lines, composed almost eight years ago, Mahmoud
Mau — in 18 utendi stanzas — addresses important questions that specifically
concern the Waamu (the Lamu people). The composition was recited
(Twaanda yetu kauli, ya karibu kuwambiya) on the occasion of a congress
(muhadhara) organised by the governor of Lamu to present the new port
construction project to the island’s citizens.®* Before writing about the
project’s risks, already implied in the word mawimbi (waves), Mahmoud Mau
first composed a poem in 2009 under the simple title Bandari in order to
explain to his people — in poetic form — the plans to build a new deep-sea port:

Mimi nalitunga mashari mawili; moja anwani yake ni bandari na
baadae nikatunga Bandari ina Mawimbi. Lile la bandari

50 Lulu (Mau 2017).

51 It is worth quoting Hoyle at length regarding the political and economical features (or lack
of such features) of Lamu’s port: “The special qualities of this predominantly Muslim port-city,
and its inherent attraction to visitors, lie in this relative remoteness and in the fact that the town
still lives and prospers, albeit modestly, as a small-scale regional centre of trade, transport and
socio-political activity. Unlike other once-prosperous port-cities of the archipelago, Lamu did
not irreversibly decline as traditionally dispersed port activity became increasingly concentrated;
unlike Zanzibar, it did not become the principal 19th-century East African emporium of
maritime transport and trade; and, unlike Mombasa, it was not selected by European colonial
administrators as a modern deep-water port and railway terminal.” “The Kenya Government,
through the National Museums of Kenya (NMK) initiated the Lamu Conservation Project in
1975 [..] in 1988 waterfront were paved”; (Hoyle 2001: 298-99) . Here the project Mahmoud is
talking about dates back after 2000, when debates concerning the port started again.
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nilikusudiya kuwaeleza watu kuhusu huo mradi, la pili
nilikusudiya hatari ambazo zitaweza kutokeya nakuharibu maadili
mema yetu na mila na desturi kwa sababu ya wageni watakao
kuja Lamu kwa ajili ya nafsi za kazi zitakazotokeya. (Mau 2017)

From the very first stanzas of Bandari ina Mawimbi, he invites the
audience to pay attention to his talk in order to find a way out (stz. 4, Tupulike
kwa makini, tuyatiye akilini / Na kisa twangaliyeni, ipi ya kwandama ndiya,
“Let us listen carefully and reflect upon it, so that finally we can decide which
way to go”).%? In this composition, not least because of the context in which it
was composed, the port is not portrayed as the strong and stable entity that
makes his people feel at home; it is rather — as the title suggests — a bringer of
waves (mawimbi), which are used as a metaphor for immense and endless
(hayakomi) pitfalls and bad consequences, and are liable to generate a violent
tsunami: Bandari ina sunami, mawimbiye hayakomi / chochote hakisimami,
kwa kifuwa kuziwiya, “The port causes a tsunami, bringing endless waves.
Nothing can resist them, no matter how hard one tries” (stz.7); Sunami hiyo ni
kali, itazowa ma ‘adili Nisharuti yambo hili, akilini kulitiya, “The tsunami is so
strong, it will wash away our moral standards. It is important for us to consider
this.” The tsunami, popularly considered the water’s earthquake, is depicted as
so harsh that is able to wash away (the verb used is -zoa) their moral beliefs
(ma ‘adili). The image that emerges from the two above-quoted stanzas reveals
a dichotomy between mila zao (their customs) and the port, which was
planned to be built on the mainland opposite the island. Thus, this new port
was a threat since it belonged neither culturally nor geographically to the
Lamuans, the people of the island.

While the port was expected to boost the economy, the stanza rather
predicts a disaster that will ruin the people’s moral values. The only way
to avoid this disaster is to be prepared, to know one’s own culture and to
strive to preserve what belongs to oneself. The risk hinted at in the poem

52 Waves are definitely a recurrent motif which is also portrayed peculiarly in Sheikh Haji
Gora’ composition titled Bahari Usichungue (Don’t Delve into the Sea/ Recondite Sea), as
this stanza illustrates: Bahari ina mawimbi Milele hayaondoki / Kadhalika na vitimbi / Vilo
havidhihiriki. Kama si rangi na vumbi / Ingekuwa hakwendeki, “The sea contains waves
Ceaseless waves. Other mysteries and riddles Not evident to untrained eyes Were it not for
the colour and dust You would not leave” (translation of Abubakr Zein Abubakr, Dr. Mshai
Mwangola; see Owuor 2014: 113-114).
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is that others might profit from the port, which is located in their
immediate vicinity: Sharuti tuwe imara, kuunda twabiya bora. Tuimarishe
fikira, za kutuonesha ndiya, “We must be firm, and work on our conduct.
We should strengthen the thoughts that guide us along the right path” (stz.
9); Tuipindeni mapema, kwa masomo kuyasoma. Tukitaka wetu umma,
nao funguni kungiya, “We should make an effort very early, by studying
the relevant disciplines, if we want our community to get its share” (stz.
10); Au tutamiza mate, na chochote tusipate. Watavuna tangu tete, kwa
yuu wamezokuya, “Otherwise, we will continue longing for it, without
getting anything, while others will already profit from the first harvest”
(stz. 11).

In these lines, Ustadh Mau is exhorting his people to keep “a critical attitude
towards human life” at every moment by contemplating and scrutinizing human
existence (Cassirer 1992:6): is this not the reason why Mahmoud pays the atten-
tion to those critical acts of kumarisha fikira and of kusoma masomo? Rein-
forcing their own thoughts and learn relevant disciplines are the keys to acting
and reacting properly in one’s own home and for the good of their port-city. He
wishes for every single mwamu to be “that creature constantly in search for
himself” and “responsible/a moral subject” (ibidem).

The admonition and recommendations come in stanza fifteen:
Tukisaliya na pwaji, na kwingi kuipa miji na hayazoleki maji, fahamu
tukiyamwaya, “If we stay idle, ill-talking and boasting, remember, once
spilled out, water cannot be gathered up again.” Here the imagery of
spilling water (kuipa miji) is used to symbolise wasting time, which, once
wasted, cannot be returned. Mahmoud Mau exhorts his listeners not to let
major events occur and keep passive towards them, without exercising
the power to control, react to them or plan them. His belief in moral
activism lies in the wise assumption that things evolve and change, and it
is people’s duty (wajibu) to observe and be part of the change they wish
to see occur. Knowledge of many disciplines, as he hints at in the lines
above (masomo kuyasoma), is seen as the key to being active in
protecting one’s own land.

The multiple facets of the port city that Mahmoud Mau sketches out in
Bandari are similarly present in Kilio Huliya Mwenye (Change Begins at
Home), composed on the occasion of the conference on popular culture
organized by Andrew Eisenberg and Ann Biersteker in Mombasa in 2016.
Here, the natural flow of the water is used as a metaphor for life, which
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flows and invites you to keep in tune with time: Yanayotoka tezini na omo
kutiririka / Yadirikeni ngamani si kwa hiyari kumbuka / Ni hukumu ya
kanuni / Ya mambo kubadilika, “[The water that] comes from the stern and
that which flows from the bow, both reach the sinkhole; Remember there is
no other option. This is an inert principle: things change.”

The image of a cruel tsunami, able to wash away everything, or that of
water flowing from the stern to the bow before arriving at a sinkhole and
changing its aspect — both spell out the essence of life, which is unpredicta-
ble and challenging, like a tsunami, and a constantly ongoing process
(divenire, becoming). Mahmoud Mau hints at and reminds his listeners of
this universal principle (hukumu ya kanuni). The water that he is
highlighting in his lines both belongs at and comes from home: both the
pronoun mwenye and the noun bandari, which are reiterated in the poems,
are linked with and rooted to the island of Lamu.

The presence of his own hometown and his first-person involvement with
it is emphasized by his frequent usage of the first person plural form tu-, by
which the poet Mahmoud Mau includes himself: Tupulike kwa makini, “Let
us listen carefully and reflect upon it” (stz. 4); Sharuti tuiyandaye, tangu
sasa tuangaliye Tusineneni niiye mbona yamekuwa haya, “We must be pre-
pared; from now on we should have a plan, lest we wonder, Why did it turn
out this way?” (stz. 6); Au tutamiza mate na chochote tusipate, “Otherwise,
we will continue longing for it, without getting anything” (stz. 11); Na tuwe
wakakamavu, tukitaka kula mbivu Tukibaki na uzivu, patupu taambuliya,
“Let us be steadfast, so that we may eat ripe fruits.>® If we remain lazy, we
will have nothing to bite” (stz. 12).

Nevertheless, there are lines in which he directly addresses to his audi-
ence by means of “you” (u-), which is not unusual in contemporary Swabhili
poetry. Ahmed Nassir, also known by his pen name Ustadh Bhalo, directly
addresses the audience in different parts of his poem Utenzi wa Mtu ni Utu
(Nassir 1979) to achieve — in Kresse’s words — an “increased emotional
identification” (Kresse 2007:159). In one of the last stanzas before the
poem’s conclusion, Ustadh Mau shifts from the recurrent first person plural
tu- to the second person singular u- (or its negative hu-) with a particular
admonitory tone, typically found in Mahmoud’s sermons and echoing his
role as a teacher.

53 Allusion to the proverb Mvumilivu hula mbivu (A patient person eats ripe fruits).
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Ni kinyang anyiro hiki, kiwa ziwawa hutaki
Ng’o! Kitu hushiki, wendo watanang anyiya

This is a competition: “first catch, first win”. If you do not like the
jostling, you will never get it, but your opponents will fight for it (stz. 14).

While such political and economic issues as the building of a port rein-
force how the local lifestyle is under threat, and alarming signs seem to point
to doom and decay, other spheres, such as married life, are portrayed as safe
shores. In his long poems composed in the utenzi form, enumerating the
virtues of married life for husband and wife respectively (Ramani ya Maisha
ya Ndowa / kwa mume na kwa mwnamke, “The map of married life / for the
man and for the woman’), marriage is depicted in one of the first stanzas as
a floating buoy that will never let you drown if you hold onto it. Still, the
word boya, the verb kuzama (to drown) and the causautive of kuvua (to save,
to rescue), along with the omnipresent bahari, convey a maritime imagery.
In this composition, the port, bandari, represents stability, home and peace;
it is portrayed as a safe destination for anchoring (bandari tasikiliya): Boya
hili la maisha, kattu halitozamisha / Ashikao tamvusha, bandari tasikiliya,
“This lifebuoy doesn’t sink at all; it will rescue the one who holds onto it, so
that s/he reaches the port” (Stz. 9; my translation).

Conclusion

What I find striking about Mahmoud Mau’s life as a poet and his manner of
composing poetry is the seriousness and multi-layeredness of his thoughts and
compositions. His commitment to everyday social life is mirrored in his
poems, in which he constantly feels the urge to talk to his people. If, on the
one hand, his poems, be they in utendi or mashairi verse, have famously been
born of specific circumstances, the content of their messages is more
universal, since they can always be read as current and useful reminders. The
“nice form” of poetry that he refers to is meant to touch the reader’s heart and
to make him or her ponder its message.>* The phrase kilio hulia mwenye (the
cry/change starts at home) can easily be used as a motto, which is useful to re-

54 This is precisely the reason why he claims to favor hip hop music, as well as with its
goal of conveying a message: umuhimu ni ujumbe (see ELLAF).
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read and remind one another. In fact, in his compositions, Mahmoud Mau’s
voice does not hold back from uttering the truth to his people. He rather dares
to reproach them, push them and rouse them to action. In this sense, his being
a teacher, preacher and poet are intertwined in one unique voice.

In the selected poems featured in this paper, | have attempted to show how
much the ocean matters to the poet and how it figures in different ways in his
poetry. His community is portrayed as surrounded by its ocean and its port,
which are both motifs of home, but on the other hand also pose a threat (to the
community). In Mahmoud Mau’s poems, bandari plays a role in the political
and economic landscape of the island and means “home”, which every citizen
should care of, but also its opposite, a deep-water port. To that end, bahari
evokes both sweet old memories of safety in his mother’s, as well as the panic
he felt in the actual water, where he risked drowning.

Still, his lines contain a sense of wisdom about the inevitable flow of life.
Everyone will always find his or her own path, high tides and low, as well as
tsunamis and lifebuoys. Ustadh reveals himself as a believer in change and
development,which for him is an ambivalent but inert principle that nobody
can prevent: life changes like the tides.
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LA MEDIALITE ET INTERMEDIALITE DU SAVOIR EN AFRIQUE:
LE SAVOIR PHILOSOPHIQUE ENTRE TRADITION ET MODERNITE

ALENA RETTOVA
(School of Oriental and African Studies, London)

Le savoir philosophique se définit laconiquement par le paradoxe socratique,
comme un savoir de 1’ignorance: “je sais que je ne sais rien”. Cet aspect de
la négation, la conscience du “non-savoir” dans tout savoir, fait du savoir
philosophique une sorte de savoir trés spécial. Le savoir philosophique
prétend que tout savoir affirmatif implique un au-dela de ce savoir, que
celui-ci n’est ni définitif ni achevé et que I’on ne doit jamais renoncer a la
possibilité de le questionner de nouveau et a partir de ses propres fondations,
c’est-a-dire, la possibilité d’une réflexion critique doit toujours rester ouverte
et garantie.

L’importance accordée a cette possibilité fondamentale de la philosophie
de critiquer tout savoir donné a poussé certains auteurs a définir la philoso-
phie par cette capacité de questionnement illimité, comme étant une “pensée
libre et critique” (Kresse 1999: 28). D’autres auteurs (Gyekye 1997) disent
que la philosophie n’est pas que cette capacité critique dans son abstraction.
Toute philosophie inclut les deux aspects: une connaissance affirmative, qui
constitue un systeme de convictions (beliefs), et la capacité de doute et de
guestionnement. Les philosophes ajoutent aussi que la connaissance dont on
parle en philosophie est une connaissance d’ordre général qui s’oriente vers
la totalité du monde et se distingue ainsi des connaissances des sciences par-
ticulieres (Patocka 1929 et 1992). Elle est fondée sur I’argument et la pensée
logique plutét que sur la recherche empirique (Husserl 1993).

Il convient de souligner que le savoir philosophique n’est pas que cette
connaissance affirmative sur le monde en général — un type de savoir qui a
souvent ét¢ nommé “philosophie” dans des contextes africains. Les philo-
sophes africains anglophones, dont Henry Odera Oruka ou Kwasi Wiredu
(Oruka 1990, Wiredu 1980a et 1980b), ont forgé 1’expression “philosophie



254 La médialité et intermédialité du savoir en Afrique ...

du premier ordre” en parlant des systémes de convictions sur le monde et ils
ont insisté sur le fait que ceux-ci ne doivent pas étre appelés “philosophie”
au sens propre du terme. Ils réservent le nom “philosophie” a la “philosophie
du second ordre”, c’est-a-dire, un discours philosophique qui inclut les con-
victions et aussi leur réflexion critique, les arguments ayant conduit a ces
convictions et avec lesquels on peut les défendre, etc.

En résumant, nous pouvons dire que le savoir philosophique est un savoir
général du monde qui inclut la capacité de tout mettre en doute, y compris
Ses propres principes.

Il est une question trés debattue dans le contexte africain, a savoir: ou faut-
il chercher le savoir philosophique africain? Y a-t-il une philosophie africaine?
Le développement rapide, depuis le milieu du siécle passé, de la philosophie
africaine europhone qui suit le modéle occidental, a apporté une réponse af-
firmative a cette derniere question, mais beaucoup de chercheurs se sont rendu
compte que la question de 1’existence de la philosophie africaine a été ¢ludée.
Il s’agit maintenant de savoir s’il existe ou s’il a existé une philosophie afri-
caine en dehors du discours philosophique occidental ou occidentalisé. C’est
surtout la question de 1’'usage des langues africaines en philosophie qui a été
I’objet de nombreux débats dans la communauté académique.

De grands philosophes africains, comme par exemple Kwasi Wiredu
(Kresse et Wiredu 2000), affirment que les langues africaines, méme si elles
contiennent les germes d’intuitions philosophiques pertinentes, ne convien-
nent pas a 1’usage philosophique: elles manquent la capacité d’expression
abstraite, elles ne peuvent pas exprimer des concepts philosophiques fonda-
mentaux (comme par exemple I’étre existentiel, opposé a I’étre identificatif
et I’étre locatif). Le philosophe africain peut bien s’en inspirer, mais pour
une meilleure élaboration philosophique de cette inspiration, il a intérét a se
servir d’une langue européenne. Wiredu ajoute, avec défaitisme, que méme
si les philosophes africains essayaient d’utiliser leurs langues maternelles
pour faire la philosophie, cela n’apporterait qu’une impossibilité de se lire et
de se comprendre mutuellement comme philosophes. Il se produirait un iso-
lement total des philosophes individuels, car il y a beaucoup de langues afri-
caines et tres peu de lecteurs. Face au célébre cas de Ngugi wa Thiong’o,
Wiredu estime que les philosophes ne peuvent pas compter sur la traduction
comme Ngugi, parce-qu’ils ne sont pas aussi populaires.

Certes, il serait utopique de vouloir que les philosophes africains, ayant
une formation philosophique occidentale et, en regle générale, déja bien
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installés dans les universités européennes et nord-américaines, commen-
cent a utiliser les langues africaines pour leur écriture philosophique. Mais
la possibilité de trouver des discours philosophiques en langues africaines
est-elle épuisée par cette option qui consiste a remplacer 1’europhonie par
I’afrophonie? Peut-&tre doit-on renverser la perspective: au lieu de cher-
cher a traduire la philosophie europhone en langues africaines, ne devrait-
on pas considérer ce qui existe déja en ces langues?

Il se pose des lors la question: ou trouver la philosophie parmi les dis-
cours en langues africaines? On peut facilement établir que dans la plupart
des langues africaines il n’y a pas de discours qui s’appelle “philosophie”.!
Mais il y a d’autres discours qui remplissent la fonction de la philosophie
dans une société donnée, c¢’est-a-dire la fonction de ce savoir fondamental
sur le monde, d’un coté, et de la critique universelle de tout savoir, de
I’autre cote.

Ce constat constitue le point de départ de la recherche du chercheur al-
lemand, Kai Kresse. Dans sa these doctorale de 2002 et ensuite dans son
livre, Philosophising in Mombasa: Knowledge, Islam and Intellectual
Practice on the Swahili Coast (2007), Kresse analyse les discours intel-
lectuels en cours dans la ville de Mombasa au Kenya, hotamment la méde-
cine traditionnelle, la poésie et les discours religieux. Suivant la définition
d’Ernst Cassirer de la philosophie, Kresse soutient que I’acte constitutif de
la philosophie est 1’auto-réflexion: la capacité de questionner méme ses
propres principes et idées fondamentales. Les discours intellectuels de
Mombasa disposent de cette capacité d’auto-réflexion. Ces discours repré-
sentent une philosophie au sens propre du mot, une philosophie enracinée
dans le contexte politique et culturel est-africain et portée par une langue
africaine (le swahili).

Tout en nous inspirant de la réflexion méthodologique de Kresse, nous
avons poursuivi la recherche dans ce domaine dans notre livre, Afrophone
Philosophies: Reality and Challenge (2007). Nous y avons examiné les
littératures en langues africaines comme expression de la pensée philoso-
phique. L’objectif principal était de montrer qu’il est possible de philosopher

! Ce n’est que dans les cultures profondément influencées par le christianisme ou I’islam
que ’on trouve le mot de “philosophie”, par exemple filosofia (du grec) et falsafa (de 1’arabe)
dans la langue swabhili; ’usage de ce mot dans ces cultures reste souvent limité au domaine de
la philosophie religieuse.
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dans les langues d’Afrique et d’en établir la preuve au travers de quelques
exemples clairs et convaincants des discours qui servent de vecteurs des dis-
cussions philosophiques. Nos ¢tudes de cas incluaient 1’écriture
d’imagination (romans), I’écriture spécialisée (historiographie, ethnographie,
études littéraires) et une tentative méthodologique d’approcher la littérature
orale. Les textes que nous avons étudiés étaient en six langues africaines dif-
férentes: le swabhili, le lingala, le shona, le ndebele, le bambara et le yoruba.

Ces textes afrophones abordent, d’un point de vue théorique, des
themes philosophiques généraux, comme par exemple la question de la
métaphysique en tant que dualité de I’étre immanent et son origine trans-
cendente, 1’epistémologie comme dichotomie entre le sujet et 1’objet ou
le probléme de la définition de ce qu’est la réalité; il y a aussi des thémes
relatifs a la philosophie de la culture, qui sont des lieux communs de la
philosophie africaine (entendue comme le discours majoritaire de la phi-
losophie en Afrique, qui est exclusivement europhone) et parmi lesquels
figurent les questions de 1’identité culturelle, la fonction de la tradition
dans la construction d’une telle identité, la constitution et la consolida-
tion historiques des identités, le role des traditions locales du savoir his-
torique dans ce processus, la construction de 1’altérité (ou 1’identité vue
par les yeux d’atrui), ainsi que le réle controvers¢ de la littérature orale
comme véhicule d’une philosophie “authentiquement africaine”.

Toutefois, nous n’avons abordé dans ce livre que des textes qui se
prétaient facilement au regard philosophique. Ce faisant, nous avons
laissé de coté de vastes champs littéraires, en particulier le domaine des
littératures orales ou, a notre avis, la la philosophie n’a pas encore trouvé
de méthode efficiente pour les aborder et en tirer la substance et
I’inspiration philosophiques.

Dans cet article, nous aimerions aller plus loin en développant une ap-
proche méthodologique plus inclusive qui, basée sur le concept de mé-
dialité, impliquerait toute littérature comme possibilité d’expression phi-
losophique. Concrétement, aprés une présentation théorique du concept
de médialité, nous exposerons trois études de cas en guise d’illustration.

Médialité et intermédialité

Pour s’exprimer, tout contenu de la conscience est médié, c’est-a-dire transmis
par quelque chose qui est en dehors de la conscience et qui en est différent: un
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médium. La médiation est une qualité fondamentale de toute expression de la
pensée humaine et de toute communication humaine (Bystiicky 2006).

Le mot médialité évoque cette qualité d’étre trasmis par un médium.? Le
médium se définit comme la forme de médiation avec des effets caractéris-
tiques (Haferland 2004: 385); il est concu ici en un sens plutét large et tres
variable. La langue, I’oralité ou 1’écriture sont des médiums, mais on peut
aussi distinguer, sous le concept de médium, les genres littéraires (comme
par exemple le roman, la poésie orale) et également les divers moyens tech-
niques de communication — “les médias” (dont la radio, I’internet, la presse,
la télévision), etc.

La médialité attire I’attention sur la médiation en tant que telle, notam-
ment sur le fait que le contenu, le message n’est jamais “pur” — jamais pré-
sent a la maniére d’une essence platonique. La recherche inspirée de cette
question de la médialité n’examine plus que des discours isolés, trouvés plus
ou moins par hasard sur le terrain, qui servent d’exemples de conservation et
de transmission du savoir et dont on essaie d’extraire un contenu “caché” —
le savoir en soi. Plutdt, la recherche devient d’abord une exploration du pay-
sage médial d’une culture donnée. Qu’y a-t-il comme possibilités de com-
munication et d’expression? Quels médiums y a-t-il, dans un contexte cultu-
rel spécifique? Quelles sont les regles et paramétres qui déterminent leur
usage? Par exemple, quel est le r6le des enjeux politiques et du mécénat dans
la production des textes littéraires? Quelles sont les spécificités de leur di-
vulgation a travers la performance, 1’oralité ou 1’écriture?

Ainsi, la question de la médialité du savoir en Afrique renverse toute la
perspective de recherche. La littérature est, en principe, un médium parmi
tant d’autres. La médiation, a travers la littérature, est orientée vers un but:
la transmission d’un message d’un émetteur a un récepteur et le message passe
par un “matériau” (le médium en soi) qui a ses qualités et ses régles spécifiques:
les conventions littéraires, I’obéissance aux genres, etc. Le concept de la média-
lité renvoie ainsi a une vue fonctionnelle de la littérature (Haferland 2004).

2 Le concept de médialité a été développé récemment dans les études de littérature et de
médias (voir Febel et al. 2004, Greber et al. 2002, Jager & Linz 2004, Krdmer 2004, Pruisken
2007) et utilisé avec succés, par exemple, dans I’analyse des épopées en ancien-haut-allemand
et moyen-haut-allemand en tant que littérature entre oralité et écriture (Haferland 2004, cf.
aussi Wenzel 1995) ou les premiéeres impressions de Moyen Age et des débuts du Temps
Moderne (Kapfhammer et al. 2006).
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Ce renversement de perspective qui consiste a aborder le savoir a travers le
médium (dont la littérature) permet de repenser certains concepts fondamentaux
du savoir philosophique, comme par exemple I’unité de la philosophie. Prenons
le cas des proverbes, qui sont fréquemment cités comme expression par excel-
lence de la philosophie africaine. Il se pose la question concernant I’unité de la
philosophie, au sens d’un ensemble d’idées ayant a étre cohérentes entre elles,
c’est-a-dire qu’elles ne peuvent pas se contredire mutuellement. Dans la philo-
sophie occidentale, le principe de I’unité est I’auteur;> méme avec les fragments
des philosophes présocratiques, on a un auteur qui sert de point de référence —
méme les fragments des auteurs inconnus sont attribués a un nom, dont 1’identité
incertaine est exprimée par le préfixe “Pseudo-". Puis, leurs interprétes peuvent
essayer d’harmoniser les idées de cet ensemble de fragments attribués a un au-
teur inconnu et d’en tirer une philosophie cohérente. Mais quel est le principe
d’unité dans un ensemble d’énoncés anonymes comme les proverbes? Quelle
serait [’unité pour I’interprétation: un proverbe? Un groupe de proverbes choisis
par I'interprete? (Et selon quels critéres?) Ou bien tous les proverbes d’un
peuple?

Le concept de médialité apporte aussi un nouveau regard sur les possibilités
de générer la réflexion philosophique au travers des pratiques discursives. L’acte
constitutif de la philosophie, a savoir la réflexion des contenus de I’esprit, est
facilité par le passage d’un médium a un autre, c’est-a-dire, par ’intermédialité
du discours. Le concept de I’intermédialité montre explicitement la succession
de médiation en exposant l’interface entre deux médiums. Bien que
I’intermédialité concerne toute conservation du savoir en général, elle acquiert
une nouvelle pertinence dans le cas du savoir philosophique. La transition d’un
médium a un autre ouvre la