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Olie of the 1I,0st important things to remember whell reading Black tlamba Risin<.j, a 

collect ion of ,;orker poetry hy oabul a, IIlatshwayo and !~alallge, all members of 

the Durban "Iockers' Cultural Local, is that the poems by and large are intenderl 

foc public performance as opposed to private, leisurely readin'). Stunying the 

poen.s quietly in one's study, one is therefore not receiving them as they were 

intended to he r ece Ive d, Furthermore, in the case of qabula's linn 

lilatshwayo's coems, one is reading thew, in t ransl at ion es they were oriqilll111y 

I.'ritten in vernacular and therefore somt' of the resonances ann layers of 

I"eanin'~ have probably been lost in the transition. Despite these two 

drawbacks, however, thia anthology is well worth reading awl it mar ka an 

excitill'l step forware in worker poetry. 'l'tJe three poets ill different voices 

dwell on the sa.r.e ther,tes: the struggle against oppresai on ann exploitation in 
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which the praises of FOSATU, then COSATU, together with those of individual 

heroes are sunq, 

This anthology has a very focussed aim which can be roughly sumn.ar i sed as 

follows: to regain ·the dignity of the workin", class. The ó i.qn i t y that has 

been slain countless times. The dignity that has been huried ill coulltle!;s 

forms. The dignity needs strong cultural foundations. he shall oui Id the:,,·,l 

It is refreshing to see that the i iupor t auce of cultural work ill the stru'}(_jle 

towards liberation from oppr es s i on and exp.Io i t at i on is st r ease." , ané , 

furthermore, that the vital necessity to control one's own cu l tur a I '~ork is 

recognised: "This n.ake s us say that it is time to begill controlling our 

creat ivf ty. ~Ie must create space ill our st ruqq Ie - throu':oh our own sonqs , our 

own slogans, our OWII poems, our OWII artwork, our own plays alia cances. <It the 

same time, in our struggle we must dlso fight acainst the cultural profit 

machines·.2 

\'littl the aims clear, how does the poetry ill t.hi s co l l ect Ion qo dbalt try ina to 

i llustratc them? r'any of t ho poe~,s fall within the III bon"i or r.r a i sc, ;>O'lH, 

genre with a diffeor!.'nc,' nowevor , in that tri.tr'itiollil t il,éI<.jf'S are C:álv.mic"" to 

the st ruqql e versus raci:;n" (\'~'rt£bioll ano explol tet.Iou, b .. ar inc, 'N i tll!'!;5 to a 

tension nr uuease un l i ko the 6en&(' of "taais and :..~cur it')' convoyed by 

traditional imOOll91. sit I) explain.; til is .;ell, 

"ThrouClh such "paradox s ", IIlatshwayo 
achieves son,ettling I cull r r h creates a 
"r urbu l nce ", "rest lesslless', dlld throuqh 
rapid contrasts h underminea the 
traditional lntlOngi forn" If olie conpares 
this with tbe structures of conpos tt ion ill 
i~.t:)()llgi poetry (of the poetry of ,lama, 
Dingane, Shaka, etc) .. hat is nestroyeo 
is the ca Li authority of the wholesome 
wor Id - a wor Id whose Ii,eaning were Ull­ 
ambiguous; a wor Id whose cos.rol oqy was 
adorned wiSh u.et.aphors conor ising of sturdy 
subjects" • 
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'111Us is the traditional genre suitably modified to describe present conditions 

of !'.outh I\frican working class life. 

Another comn.on thread linking the three poets are the calls to the divine and 

frequent niblical references, evidence in 1I1atshwayo's case of hill involvement 

in the eCibine (st •• John's Apostolic Church). These divine invocations and 

exhor t ae Ions marry well with the high formal style of the praise poem 

resul e ino in some passages which have a definite biblical ring to them: 

"on our side are your 
Brothers even at the new 
.Jerusalem 
Let it be workersl They say, 
The heaven above also approves". 

(from 'The Black MaJTtla Rises') 

"hile such passages call workers to look forward to a promised land, other 

poems invite workers to imagine a past, pre-lapserian hfrica, notably 

IIhtshwayo's "~Iorkers' Lamentation for Ancient Africa", 

The harvest ceremonies 
Recall 
I'.arriage cerelOOllies 
Recall in our struggle 
'!'hat f:pirit 
When we were a COIlolTWlity of concern 
Olie in grief 
One in joy 
Mayel 
Maye Mrica I" 

'I'he poet looks back wistfully to a (mythical?) time of cultural dignityallel 

social coherence and looks angrily at what has become of this unity. However, 

by calling on the paraclisal Ilytli of Mrican 1I1atshwayo shovs a short 

siqhterlness not evident eleswhere in his poetry, 

"Fro,l" our crowded dawn trains 
FroIO, the yawning fJIIeues of the unemployed 
At the labour offices 
Can the real African 
Resurface?" 
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'ftle problem arises with the word 'real' - the Mrica of today ~ olie version of 

reality but not the one the poet, desires. 'Real' Africa for h i i., i c one low' 

lost, which perhaps never ex i.st ed, but which is nevertheless 'real' for 

IIlatshwayo in that it is the one he chooses to construct. In con.par i son 

Malange, a product of the 1976 st.udent; revolts, has no such illusions, 

preferring a flatter, more prosaic style of writing. 

An interesting, if thorny, debate this anthology has raised - as witnessed ill 

the response to one review in Weekly ~lail - is that of aesthetics. One 

correspondent objected to the "patronisingly high praise" besto,oletl '011 passaces 

of very minor achievement. This killd of thin" does harm - not least to blad: 

poets, both accompj.i shed and aspirant. Its ,T.ain messase to tllelll is: 'The best 

is not for you,.·4 This antholoqy, to lI,y m i nd, is not so much concerned with 

crafting 'fine', 'difficult' verse as 811"in<; to share with as u.anv workers as 

possible creative effort and vision in a tradition that wouln ~ f.alililiar to 

many in the audience. Another vo i ce in the (lebate refers to these OOCillS as 

"slogan poetry •••• nothing more than praLse POems to se Iect.ed orqeru set Ioue, 

like the praise poets of old that sanq out to lIIollarchs in blirHl faith, in spite 

of their injusti..:es·.S 'l'his is to deny the rich metaphorical texture of much 

oC the poetry, ita freshness and imll,ediacy - so, for instance, in "Praise Poenl 

to FOSATU" which perhaps by nature of its subject could be expected to Lean 

towarns slogans and tile forlllulaicr 

"'lou're great FI~i\TU 
[layetel 
MancUa kubasebenz i' 

one will also find, 

"You movino;J forest of Mriea ••• 
'lou are the hen with wide wings 
that protects its chickens". 
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s t nu Lar Iv, "The Tears of a Creator" in praise of COSATU which ends "Woza 

'u.sebenz i r woza CO<;I\TU; woza freedoml" also includes the passage 

"l,e have rebuil tits head 
We lathed its teeth on our machines. 
The day this head rises 
Beware of the day these teeth shall bit~". 

To see these poems merely as slogan poetry is also to deny their flashes of 

nu.aour - in "Praise Poem to FOSATU" there is a damningly funny interchange 

:Jet'Neen 'baas' and worker conducted in fanikalo 

"You are a good mlntu 
l1ina bhilda wena 6 room house 
lapha lohar.eland kawena. 
Thatha lo-machine gUll, vala legates 
Skathi wena buka lo-union 
Culala lo-union", 

.Judgillg from the eneruy, anger and sense of solidatority conveyed by these 

poen.s, it seerus then that this collection is one of what one hopes will be many 

further responses from the .uan.ba that that has been "tease(d) in 

its/Century old sleep", ('rhe Black 11antla Rises), 

prprrxm:s 
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