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Preface

Welcome to our world, a world created by 26 poets from 12
countries on the continent of Africa! A world that is under
construction, filled with noise: the rumble of diggers and building
machinery, in urban spaces Chinese-manufactured boom-boxes
blare out jazz and indigenous pop music. If you have the ears to
hear, the landscape exhales the song of birds, the calls of animals
and the ancient drumbeat of African cultural traditions.

Initially, African poetry was ritualistic and anonymous, that
is to say, within those early communities poets and storytellers
who had a gift with the language and a richness of idiom were
celebrated within those communities, Authorship was not a priority
until words were captured in books. Z. Pallo Jordan, South Africa’s
former Minster of Arts and Culture, in his foreword to his father
AC Jordan’s seminal Tales from Southern Africa writes: “The ethos
of traditional society was enshrined in an oral legal, religious,
and literary tradition through which the community transmitted
from generation to generation its customs, values and norms. The
poet and the storyteller stood at the centre of this tradition, as the
community’s chroniclers, entertainers, and collective conscience.”
[Tales from Southern Africa, translated and retold by A.C. Jordan,
University of California Press 1973] Because orality was dynamic
and improvised and relied on the audience’s participation, the
storyteller’s creativity includes facilitating the communal voice,
what Jordan refers to as “the collective genius”. For this reason
writers like Keorapetse Kgositsile say: “Poetry will survive without

me. It was here long before me and it will continue long after me.”

1



We wanted to include traditional oral poetry, so that readers
could get a sense of the history captured in the idiom of working
songs and women’s songs, and more recently, struggle or resistance
songs, because this, for us, is also classical literature. Many
traditional poems have been translated and recorded in anthologies
published by western houses like Penguin, Jonathan Cape and
Faber and Faber. We were unable to get the rights to republish
these poems because of the bureaucracy of these institutions — but
we hope the essence of these early texts has informed our choice
and you can still feel’ the African tradition through the voices of
contemporary poets.

Kgositsile’s In the Naming explores the emotional results
of the colonial practice of renaming African settlements. Rhini
is the African name for a place where people have lived since
time began, and Grahamstown is the name of a relatively recent
military base and colonial town. It is the same physical place, but
experienced entirely differently by two different sets of citizens,
English speaking and Xhosa or Afrikaans speaking, white and
black. This is a portrait of a town, a microcosm of South Africa
and its historical contradictions, and captures the essence of some
of those contradictions for the whole continent.

Kofi Anyidoho gives voice to loss of identity, language and
culture and tradition as he charts the journey of a twin brother
who is seduced into the easy promises of the West. Song of Twin

Brother was composed in honour of master poet Kofi Awonoor:

...And here I am today,
Holding on to Grandfather’s sinking boat
While Atsu my Twin Brother
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Floats on air in Jumbo Jets
And stares into the skies

And dreams of foreign ports...

Many of the poems that you will read here carry the imprint
of the poet’s mother tongue: there are close to 2000 indigenous
languages spoken on the continent. The colonial experience and
slavery depleted Africa of resources like gold, copper, platinum
and oil but also the languages and cultures that ensure social
cohesion and historical continuity. At the same time, the strange
benefit of having languages like French, English, Portuguese and
Arabic imposed was that it allowed fellow language users across
the continent and further into the world to engage with African
thought.

And African thought is vibrant and varied: from Tolu
Ogunlesi (Nigeria) and Stanley Kenani (Malawi), to Obodimmo
Oha (Nigeria), Dorian Haarhoff (South Africa,) Tania Tome
(Mogambique), Beaven Tapureta (Zimbabwe) and Keamogetsi
Molapong (Namibia) and Alemu Tebeje Ayele (Ethiopia), we
explore the human condition via their hearts and minds. We
recreate the fireside of oral poetry with the inclusion of three
internationally renowned performance poets, T] Dema, Lebo
Mashile and Shailja Patel.

You might say that this anthology is hopelessly inadequate,
when there are more than 50 countries in the continent, each with
its highly respected canon of indigenous literature we have only 26
poets! This is not a definitive work, it is a handful of seeds from
which we invite you to feed your curiosity. This anthology was

created in a desire to offer an experience of Africa through poetry
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to the Chinese people: in a celebratory spirit Xiao Kaiyu was asked
to throw a party for African poets, Isabel Ferrin-Aguirre was given
the task of sending out the invitations, and I was asked for names.

South Africa, as most recently liberated country in Africa,
is also the most industrialized and the economic powerhouse
of the sub-continent. With its history of racism and resistance,
South Africa is a microcosm of the world, becoming a home
to Europeans and Asians, who daily commit themselves to the
task of creating a society based on values of equality and non-
racialism. Africa, already diverse, now is home to people from the
whole planet, and this is reflected in the choice of poets. For these
reasons, and also because South Africans were more accessible,
there are more of them featured in the anthology.

Together with Isabel and Kaiyu, we decided on the order of
the poems and the journey through the pages. We invite you to
listen to our elders, the Nobel Laureate Wole Soyinka (Nigeria),
South Africa’s National Poet Laureate Keorapetse Kgositsile,
Ghana’s Kofi Anyodoho, Chirikure Chirikure from Zimbabwe,
Shabbir Banoobhai and James Matthews from South Africa,
and younger voices like Nii Ayikwei Parkes (Ghana), and Hama
Tuma (Ethiopia). We introduce you to the unsung co-creators
of literature: the giants Ama Ata Aidoo (Ghana), Fatima Naoot
(Morocco), Veronique Tadjo (Cote d’Ivoire), Makhosazana Xaba
(South Africa), Joyce Chigiya and Amanda Hammar both from
Zimbabwe.

Music is one of Africa’s major exports, and the proximity of
poetry to song is heard over and over again in the cadences of the
poems that are gathered here. The poems are arranged around

broad themes of:
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I Landscapes and Change

II Identity, History and Language
IIT Oppression and Resistance

IV Love

V Hope and the future.

The internet has played a major role in collecting and
compiling this work, which speaks to the technological fluency
of African writers. As barriers dissolve, the entire planet becomes
the setting for the ritual, the storyteller’s fire, the dance of words
in which all are invited to see themselves reflected. You will not
find serenity between these pages, you will find voices struggling,
laughing, weeping, voices that are alive, roaring and whispering as

they enrich the world’s song by adding their voices.

Phillippa Yaa de Villiers
Johannesburg, 10 May 2010
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Introduction

Renowned artist Hu Xiangcheng is profoundly drawn to the lit-
erary, as well as the visual, arts. At an early age, he spent some
time in Africa and to this day has a deep longing for it. Thus, he
entrusted me with overseeing the editing and translation of an
anthology of African poetry. With the help of Phillippa Yaa de
Villiers, a poet from South Africa, and the German literary figure
Isabel Ferrin Aguirre, we have come up with this work.

Phillippa has already addressed the process of selection in
her own preface. What I wish to clarify here is that although the
three of us collectively established the principles and parameters of
selection, the final say in matters of editorial strategy was primarily
in the hands of the two of them, especially Phillippa. I was proud
to have been included in their deliberations. The accumulation
of source material and selection of the poets and poems was also
carried about by the two of them together. Whenever I would read
the poems they would send, with their different languages and
orientations, as well as the superb analyses they included with the
poems, so many works and analyses, I would have a sense of fear:
the vast subject matter confronted in African poetry, the profound
meaning, the direct expression and the special admonition,
would make me physically quiver as the poems shattered my
expectations. In my previous involvement in various literary events
in Europe I had come across some African poets who gave me the
impression their works were adorned for momentary shock value.
But this time, I was enveloped by an unsettling system of thought.

It truly sank in to me that Africa is a part of the contemporary
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world with its imperiled environment, enigmatic relations, and its
frayed psychology. No matter how innocent or unaffected, Africa
is no exception to this. From the point of view of poetry per se,
these works from an utterly different literary tradition are deeply
inspiring. Not only does the subject matter strike a chord and the
sentiments expressed in them are clearly apprehended; beyond
the basic forms that poets from around the world share, they
present all sorts of unique stylistic flourishes. One example is the
construction of performative and ballad techniques as a powerful
and direct way of opening the door.

I was able to secure poets with strong foreign language and
poetic skills who happened to be available to do the translations.
As the first reader, I believe they've done quite a handsome job,
especially when it comes to the quality of their use of the Chinese
language in conveying the meaning of the original and their ability
to maintain a poetic character. Every poet has his or her own method
of assessing poetry as it makes its debut in another language. With
the results here in full view, the reader can get a taste of how different
ways of achieving beauty vie with each other. Certain poems have
different translations, and they are published here together.

The energetic support of the Jiang Nan Art and Design
Foundation, which has been engaged in exploring how the
interaction between the Neo-Confucianism, traditional arts and
village society can be conceived for the contemporary world, and
the Moonchu Foundation, have been a prerequisite for the success
of this complex project. And for that I would like to express
sincere gratitude. Finally, we would like to thank the insight and
collegiality of World Affairs Press.

Xiao Kaiyu, Berlin, 26 June 2010
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