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ON NAMING "TRADITIONAL ORAL LITERATURE"
By

E.0. Apronti®

_The~p:oblem'o!'d&tiﬂitions iz one of those .
knotty issues that have featured in scholarly dis~
course in the African. gomain,. notably because many .
‘disciplines are still" ‘struggling to rid themselives
of encrusted prejudices bequeathed to them by the
~activities of well-intentioned but ultimately mis~
‘guided ploneerinyg amateurs in the field of African
studies, Now-obsolete evolutionists theoriesé have
had many unfortunate effects on the sxtant work of

' the early ethnographers, explorers and adventurers.

One 0f the moat persistent prejudices fostered by
such”an orientation has béen the habit of regarding
the continent as "retarded®™ in more than the stric~
tly technological sense. An extension of this is
the outlook that xegarde the un-written litsrature.
of so-called "primitive" societies across the world
not as literature yet, but rather as the raw {(or
source) material from which "literature™ will aVens .
fvwally emerge in some latar svolutionary stages .of
development. . s

such arguments run ocounter to several facts.
For ‘one thing, all ouitures have eévolved their _
modes of literary expression first in an oral mode
and later in a written mode. The primacy of speech
over writing in al) civiligations 13 ungquestionable,
But whether a culture is literatea or not, it mani-
fests modes of expresaion “that we organize as "liter-
"ary" because they contain evidence of the imaginative
‘uge of language in a creative perspective to comment
on the human condition, help man to cope with his
environment and heighten man's awareness of the
beautiful and the sublima, Such 1iterary qualities
are evident in verbal data net primarily intended to
comminicate "facts™, as well as in some data that is

* Senior Research Fellow, I,A.S. University of Ghana
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written. The appeal to the etymology of the worxrd
" "literatuike” which leads some scholars to insist ...
that the term should be limited in its application:
to written materials is untenable, It smacks of
unnecessary obsolescence and provides some cover
for those who, in addition to propounding such
views, would like to insinuate that written mate--
rials are deserving of more serious literary astudy
than unwritten ones. There is every justification
therefore for talking of both written literature
and oral literature. .

Secondly, now-written literature has persistoed
(in its own right) in cultures which hale developed
systems of writing., Whereas there are obvious links
between the two literary modes, it cannot therefore
be argued that oral literature will vaporise when
.written literature emerges in any specific culture.
This 1s demonstrably false, :

In the domain of African Literature, the debate

as to what to call the unwritten congener of modern
written literature has gone on for some time. Contend-
ing schools of thought have argued the rival claims

~of "verbal art”, "oral literature”, 'traditional verse”®
and "traditional literature”. Ruth Finnegan's Oral.
Literature in Africa, a monumental exploration of the
field, should, one would have thought, have finally
decided the matter in favour of the term "oral
literature"® But occasional rumbles do get heard still.

In this essay. therefore, it is intended to re~
examine some of these issues in the light of two fairly
recent publications in this domain: Igbe Traditional
verge  compiled and translated by Romanus Egudu and-
Donatus Nwoga, two Igbo-speaking literary scholars at
the University of Nigeria at Nsukka, and Guardians of
the Sacred Wood, Bwe Postry, compiled and translated
‘with explanatory notes by the Ewe~speaking English-
medium poet and literary scholar, Kofl Awconor of
Ghana, currently Professor of Comparative Literature
at Stonybreok, New York., :
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What, one may ask, is the dispute about? There
lingers.in - the minds of soms peaple a motion that un-
written: materials are somehow inferior to. and less
reliable than, written ones. The study of Africdh
Literature, 1ike African historiegraphy before 1t.
is having to divest itself of these prejudices.’

It is unfortunate that some African scholars {e.q.
E.O. Akyea and €., Angmor) have found these arguments
persuasive enough to adopt them in dissertations.
Even the Americanism, "verbal art”._bggs_the ques-
tion. ' For neither this term nor its presumed opposite,
“unwritten art" possesses the definitive power that
we need so as to adequately discuss areas of artistic
activity such as drama, which may be wriltten, read or
quintessentially declaimed on stage; or music, which
can. be notated bhut not vocalized. -Which of these
three art forms is not a "written art"?

No, the term "verbal art® is somewhat otiose and
lacks the precision that we would like to see in our

terminologies. It would be readily admitted that the .. -

increasing corpus of written literature of our con-
tinent, although mostly articulated in European lan-
guages, bears unmistakable evidence of its debt to
our [equally contamporary)_African-language traditions .
. of literature, Indead, it 1s highly desirable that.
this link should be made manifest in scholarly studies
-so that the aesthetics of this form of literary ex-
pression may be objectively revealed and also sBO as

to pre-empt any attempt (and attempts have been made,
. £for instance in the Leeds School's proclamation of

the entity "Commonwealth Literature”!) to balkanize -
and appropriate the output of our writars by claiming

:=-that-anglophone African Literature belongs primarily

to the English-speaking world, and Francophone African
Literature: belongs to the French-speaking world.
Claims. of this nature £fly in the face of all the evi-
dence which problaims an affinity in narrative tech~
nigues between, for instance, anglophone Chinua Achebe
of Nigeria. and francophone Ferdinand Oyono of Cameroun,
both of whom write under the inspiration of literary
traditions saparated by only a few hundred miles of
territory.
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: In ettemptinq %o, jueti!y the oriteria on which
thelr collact;on is based, Bgudu and Nwoga llY tp 1):

-.It might be queetioned by what- oriterie we
include gontemporary verse on life and per~
- sons., which obviously has heen composed in.-
. the leet few yesars within the 'traditionel'-f
. since 'treditienel’ is normally undsératood.
O mean the p:oduct of & forgétten past,:
handed down froim qeneretibne inmemorial..
We do this because our concept of 'tradie..
tional' hee its antitheais ‘modern' and
hoth are eeperated in the African context :
not so much by time as by mentality and i
mode . REENS -

. Thie etetemint strikes at the root of the metter:
the contention, ﬁhile not overtly denying and-eentinuity
of feeling between the "traditional” anmd "modern", does
underline the fact that the two worlds are eepgreble.
The traditional r&istes to ‘group~emphasis in those .
'-epheres of qqntemporary hfricen 1ife that derive. thelir
esgency. from indigenous ritidl, belief and-practices;
- the;modern de!inee those new forms-of exprassion whose
 #pcisl refstence owes much to!the influsnce.of alien
f.culturel, notably Eutopeen culture.{y ; _-;kﬁ_;ﬁ_”
. The euthore' next statement, however. 1eevel room
- far. mucb_potentiel cdnfueion by eeeking, to my mind,
-to eguate - "Qpeditibnel" with “unwritten“ and "modern"
with “writtqh“ ,;”‘;" . . .

4,The mode thet dietingutlhee the nedern from
the treditidnel din this context “is whether
the verse belongs to the written tradition
. .0% _to the coral tradition. The versas in
‘thiy collection belong to the: orel:treditien
"ot the Igbo._ oo R e

{A eublidiery amplifiodtion eecribee the eeeent# 1
quality of thesé #skts: to the fact that they are. gn-
influenced by the forms and techniques introduced:
. thropgh formal educationy that.is to say,. the poets

" have not beeh iﬁfluenced by Europeen literery experienoe).

'.' o
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.. The eguation betwaeen "traditional and "written"
cannot be pressed very far. To make" a trite point,.
do the verses in the Egudu-ﬂwoga volume cease to be _
"traditional" now that they have been: trappad on paper?
Or let us recall what happened gome faw years ago when.
a dinner ‘was held in konour of Robcrt GxaVes op his . -
seventieth birthday. Opn that’ occatioh; he’ made an
impromptu speech which everyone present dovlaimed as
pure poetry: the uvnanimous opinion wag' thﬁt it was a
shame that this spontantous poetry was - not recorded .
and preserved. It presumably was unwzitﬁeﬁ but, since
Graves was a native of some locality ‘or other, was it
also "traditional®™? Or “verbal art" rather than "oral
poetry"? It is clear that the Bqudu~Nwoga equation
cannot hold : _ _ oy

" AE we shakl see in the discussion of the Awoonor
volume ‘below, the anunymity of autuprs cannot in itsslf

. be a defining criterion, for the three poets he féaturas'

sxe Adistinct individual artists whom he interviewed as
récently .as 1970, Besides, we gannot ascribe a detin-
ing rolie ‘to-the literacy or illiteracy qf‘the poet.
Thia is" because. the method of- compoaition aescribed
by Awoonsr'!'s:poets . ‘bears a specific xesemblanca S 1%

the modai"a!“éompoaitiou that creative. writess in the
‘Weatern and otheritraditions have attested.' Akpaiu.

o the most tamoul of the: threc. exempiifiet this tp 3)

“_Sometimes.ﬂ..a song oomea to me’ in my sleep._ _
At first cockwcrow, I naLl it aubstanco down.
Then I arrange it in stanzas, ' s&na nay demand
- four or five stanzas. I think aeriously abovt
- the tune that will carry it, since it is this:
that: qivﬁs “the. sonq 1t; -notional ana lyrical
: !p}t“r. : -
The axperieaca oz poebs in the written traditions is
-analogous to Akpalu's. It may tharcfore Be contended
that the .accéidéntal factor ‘of the ‘literacy of the -
aythof ‘1s not a- ‘useful criterion for nstablishing
what censtitutes traditional po‘;ty. .

RN .
"-'sra: .

jrtlonl on’ thc

Indeed, another of hwoonor 5 a'

‘role of the individual artist in traditional literature

should oommend itnelf to us tp 12).

S TR AR P e
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-Akpalu is acknowledged as the master and the
~teacher. His example is one of the stfongest
evidences we have to counter. the claim often .
"made by acholars that all oral poetry is the
-work of ‘anonymous men in a vaguely defined . g
~tribal tradition. Like Magolwane of ‘the Zulu-'
during Shaka's reign, "Akpalu took an older
tradition and turned it around, forging it
.into a new and more dynamic poetic medium.

It should be clear, therefore, that the crux of the B
definition of traditional literature lges in its =~
- sources of inBpiratjon and its artistic technique.

If we put Akpalu's work alde by side with that of

the early Awoonor or Okot p'Bitek, on what basis
are we going to say that the one is "verbal art" -
and the others are not, seeing that all three derive
their inspiration and technique from a 1iving indi-
. genous tradition: Akpalu happens to have:been ‘non~. =~ -
literste and (I believe) monolingualfinfzwe: Awgonor

~-4in his early work translated much oral Ewe poetry.

into English; Okot p'Bitek wrote his Song of Lawino
first in Acheoll and then translated it into. English.

~.gadioquahﬂa broadcast the Acholil version extensively,

and it is reported that non-literate Acholis had no
hesitation in recognizing it as authentic Acholi,
‘poetry, that is, poetry in an unmistakable Acholi -
tradition. :

Is it any wonder that the irrepressible Komi

- Ekpe, one of the poets ln Awoocnor's collection, should
" devise an elaborate linguistic ruse to ensure that

he is ‘not consigned to some “non-modern® ghetto?

‘He has in his day sung in many places across
Ewe country including Ho, Kpedze, Kpetoe,
Anyako, aAnloga, Vuti and ‘outzide Eweland -in"
Nsawam and Koforidua. He is a poet whose
power rests on sarcasm,; insvlt, allusion,
.exaggerated ise of events, real or fictiondl,t_
and a sharp wit. He knows a smattering of _
English and pretends to.a knowledge of Hebrew, . -
. German, French and a vountless number of other
African lLanguages. Some of these claims are
for pure comic effect. He neither reads nor
writes any gsingle language including his own

Ap.9).
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It would ‘be a shame 1f we made our prejudices compel -
our most gifted artists to resort to such tedious trickv
530 as to get the recognition they deserve.

To dispoae now of the Egudu-Nwoag a» volume, it pro-
vides in its introduction a very informative  atatement
on the Igbo (and theérefore tradftiowal African) under<’
standing of poetry, giving appropriate emphagis to its
group- orientation, the importance of “technigues of per-
formance,_the cultural and gocial background from: which
it has sprung, Its statement on.the aesthetics of
litprary texts 1s noteworthy (p. 4).

‘Moreover, and this is significant, except
for .narration, the oral situation calls for
succint statements rather than for long logi-
cal discussion, The performer iz therefore
ﬁxppctpd to show expertise, not in the build-
‘ing up of a complirated sequence of théught,
but ‘in the variety of expressions with which -
_he ¢an gtate, expand and deepen a single state-
ment, When this fails the result ig uninterest-
ing tautology. When it succeeds it is.a marvel=
lous exposition of imaginative wealth..
In thus drawing attention to the cumilative {as opposed
"to progressive) technique of artistic performance, the
anthors provide an important clue to one of the aesthe-
tic principles underlying traditional literature:. They
also justify thereby their action in editing out of. the
text those occasional excharges between performer and
"active audience which are a common feature of the actua-
'lization of traditional oral llterature.

The volume is divided thematzcally 1nto chapters
dealing. respectively with Praise Poems, Invocation Poems,
Incantation Poens, Igodo Dance Poem,’ Relaxation Poems,:
Satirical Poems and Lamentatlion Poems,  There is much
material here that will sound familiar to the Ghanaian
reader, a veritable proof of the cultural unity of {at
least West) African peoples. . The ‘slot-f11ling word-
play of the relaxation poems {pp.45 ££) have a positive
echo in a type of light Ewe poetxy that the people of
Ada are very fond of. One example starts thus:

E do loo? -

E ee !

Nuka e do loo?

E do0 loo afanyal
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Nuka & do loo?
E do loo afanyal

‘Nuka tsitsi?
Teital mial

- Nuka mia?
'Hia.......

.0..0.00.0.

“eesseesn ogbool

Nuka ogboo?
Ogboo lati]
Nuka lati?
Lati olor!
Nuka olor?
Olor korsor!

Wuka korsor?
KOorsoOr,.aa..

And so it goes'on to a grand finéle;

The one final question one 13 prompted to aik on

<. the Bgudu-NHwoga volume, though, is in regard to the

material on pages 2% to 27. Hexe we find a presenta-
tion of Igho male and female names, with English trans-

- lations., Useful and interesting information on toponymy,
;. no, doubt., But by what definition of verse does this -

. short and disjointed series qualify for space in a
‘chapter on Pralse Poetry? How usefully can ke apply
the term Pralse Poetry to Schapera's substantial work
on: the Tswana and at the same time to this list of
names? This, surely, plays into the hands of those
who would have ug believe that all traditional verse

i3 no more than the raw material out of which poatry
may he made! This kind of material detracts from the
worth of the genuine praise poetry with which it shares
the chapter.

. Awoonor 8 volume explores entircly new ground, as
indeed has been intimated above. Already widely known

‘'as an English-medium poet who transmutes the poestry of
his people into the Bnglish lYanguage with more modesty

as well as more artistry than Taban 1o Liyon claims to
have done in Eating Chiefs's Awoonor spent the summer of
1970 sitting at the feet of three acknowledged contempo-
rary (modern?)} Ewe poet-cantors. These are unsung heroes.
of Ghana's literary firmament, innovators whose one dis-

"ability is that they are not fluent in the language
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: ”of our. crntwhiie coloﬁiai maatarsa but thay are master-

. eraftsmen whose names are legend ifi their ismediate tra-

. ditiona ~u1116u._ Hegino - Akpalu, the most famous of them

- all, ‘ea¥ned o moge than a. J3=ineh paragraph in The .

‘Ghanaian Times when he died lnte in 1974, The other twa.
Xomni rkp. and Amsga Dunyo must now be' reapectively 81 and

- 87, 12 ‘they are still- living. oOne hopes- that some. nationat
rscognition can be given to them be:or- thny paaa away.-

[

L Awoonor ‘. 1ntroduution 1: an ixaeilent poetic—proie

tribute to his fellow posts. Among ‘other things, he draws -

- attention. to the integrated multi-artistic nature of Ewe

poétry. On the role of drums in Bwu poetry, for 1nstance. _
he atatea tp.16) - _ .

'Poet:y_anong the“nweai&s amheddaa in their drums.
By drums I do not mean thesphyaical entities of
leather and wood, rattlers, gongs and other in-
struments which are part of the African wmusmical
engsemble., I mean the variety in mueical and poetic
- approaches of' the various drumming groups that hava
'becone part of the Ewe oultural tradition.Q

-_Thua 1t 13 that oach of his poats are creditea v&th havinq

.- founded a ‘drum. . This e-atfirnation ‘of our prediloution

for the concrete ia farther illustrated by how Komi Expe
installed his Muse, hi god of song, 1n ‘his house after a
“diviner had recounonde; ‘that he do so, . The rtlationi
_between god and cantor’are best. illustrataﬂ by Ekpe's
affirmation: "He is wfiil with me. When he tells me not
to appaar 1n public, I do not“ {p.a) s

nwoonor - definitioh of the ramifications of Bwe poetry‘
is also notaworthya j_ _ O

L poem.. Inaantations,' hante; ! 1ptationa ‘and praiun_
' names. are part of thej same poetic conception. Tts

' ‘s@sential features ait .reveated in statémenty

. sllusion; imagery cre ted through simile or metaphor,_.
 _and repetition. . _ _

"¢Th- nonq ‘{n the Ewe tFaditlou BT ptfuééﬁiliy'éhg

The statement 1; capped by the final observation to tha

effact that amang ‘many: qroups 1n hfrica,."the poen is the
music, the drum: and the !dance®. With appropriate nudiﬂicaq
-tions (e.g. for dtum reid cora among. the Wollof of SQnegall
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‘the generalization holds qood for cur continent. Eéually
valid is Awoonor's list of skills needed by the poet- '
‘cantor: good volce, verbal skill, excellent drumming and
superb dancing (p.7). . = ' : ' :

. It is precisely because African thought abhors the _
Caucasian penchant for compartmentalization that Western-
oriented criticiasm has heen loath to accord the status of
literature to much of the material from the traditional
milieu on our continent, The African poet is often a
composer-arranger-diviner~dancer~-songster. His protem
gifts make him an elusive character to recognize if one
approaches him strictly from the perspective of the West-
ern tradition, But there should be no doubt of his status
as a poet with an individual voice, as well as a carrier-on
of a living tradition. Awoonor's introducticn contains two
pertinent observations:

I was struck by the discovery that each poet
within the oral tradition is a distinct in-
dividual, propelled by a deep sense of loneli-
. negs and an overwhelming ennui that are the
-~ burdens of all true poets. (p.2).

and Because they ate all older poets they carry
in their work a continuing tradition which goes
"back in time. They are also poets who have in-"
fiuenced younger poets. {(pal11)

It is, I hope, superfluocus to indicate that "eating older
poet” in the second quotation i1s an earthy, concrete and
fa2ithful translation of the (metaphorical) act of absorbing
the works of the artist's predecesscrs. The evidence on the
role of individual creativity in poetry (see Harocld Scheub)
and the folktale (see S.L. Anszah) must by now be overwhelming.

To conclude then, thege two collections do much service
to the stydent of African Literature in thus making available
in print some of the gems of literary creativity which the
language barrier would otherwise have made the exclusive pre-
serve of Igbo and Ewe speakers. The texts vary in quality,
which is not surprising:; but they do provide evidence (if
such should be needed) of genuine creativity of anonymous
authorship in the case of the Igbo volume, and of the re-
pertoire of three distinctive Ewe poetic personalities. The
Awoonor volume in particular is a timely reminder that due
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recognition should be accorded to the artistic
stature ¢f those many unsung . practitioners of

arts in our various African countries, torch-_
bearers of a living tradition. In the same

way that they have extended the boundarias of

the aesthetic traditions in which they work, we
need alsoc by study and even experimentation to
extend thd scope of theix achievement. - = . ..

In the circumstances, who are we to deny them thaea
status of literary creators by quibbling over whether
to. call thelr output "verbal art", "traditional verse"”
or some such plece of apologia. Their bequest is
litexature, albeit literature in an oral medium. To
be amply specific, it is "traditional oral literatura“
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