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Preface


Discoveries are, by essence, intellectual processes that apply best to the disciplines of the sciences. Literary analysis, by contrast, does not naturally lend itself to the idea or language of “discovery,” due mostly to the fact that literary criticism tends to be, first and foremost, a rather subjective affair. This is because, as Roland Barthes once posited, literary criticism relies, fundamentally, on the prejudiced interaction between self and text to produce interpretive meaning. In our vain attempt to fully uncover an author’s intent, we are essentially rewriting his or her text in ways that rely, mostly, on our own idiosyncratic subjectivities to create meaning that approximates, or not, an author’s artistic or ideological intent. What we end up uncovering is, more often than not, our own biases rather than the intent of the author. Whether one agrees with Barthes or not that “the author is dead” is perhaps not important here. What matters, really, are the types of back-and-forth dialogues into which the reader and the text engage and the types of interpretive illuminations that help to clarify, or not, an author’s intent, as a result.

In literary criticism additionally, we use interpretive plausibility as a criterion that helps to make sense of the work and author under study. For this purpose, we engage in a veritable psychoanalysis of both the text and its author, with the goal of, hopefully, uncovering their most secretive, yet also utterly elusive, intent. As long as what we offer by way of interpretation or conjecture makes logical sense and, thus, remains an acceptable way of looking at the textual phenomena under consideration, critics of the same body of work have generally accepted or adopted such interpretations as plausible because they add to what we already know and, by so doing, help to bridge the gap that separates the community of readers from the elusive interpretive frontier of the text.

But there is yet another dimension to literary criticism that has to do with the accepted notions inspired by the dominant views or interpretations of a given text. These can sometimes act as interpretive dogmas that tend to obscure or even inhibit new insights into authors and bodies of work that otherwise would have deserved a second look, often leading to the dismissal of an author and his or her relegation to the dustbins of creative thought. Such has, unfortunately, been the fate of Thomas Mofolo.

Once in a while, however, a rereading of a neglected body of work leads to new insights that have the potential of rekindling interest in long-forgotten authors and their work. Such is the case with this book in its attempt to shed new light on Thomas Mofolo and his Chaka (we will be using Mofolo’s spelling—Chaka, as opposed to Shaka—throughout this book).

New literary insights, as pointed out earlier, are rarely viewed as “discoveries.” And while one may indeed talk of “discovery” in the much more concrete situations where a researcher, for example, might have stumbled upon a hidden manuscript, a lost letter, or a long-rumored artifact that might help to illuminate aspects of an author’s life or oeuvre, it is unusual for critics to describe as a “literary discovery” any type of conjecture that would derive solely from the text under study, however groundbreaking such a conjecture might be. This book might just be a rare exception to this rule in view of the new light it sheds on Thomas Mofolo and how, in writing Chaka under missionary supervision, he still managed to blasphemously “jesus-fy” the Zulu king under the beard and nose of the missionaries, without anyone noticing.

I first became aware of the existence of King Chaka while still a middle or high schooler in the 1980s in my native country of Gabon, in central west Africa. My history teachers in middle or high school might have mentioned him here and there and my literature teachers might have even introduced us to some excerpts from Chaka that were more likely than not derived from Victor Ellenberger’s 1940 French translation of Mofolo’s novel. I may have also encountered King Chaka at some point in the early 1990s in some of the literature or history courses that inseminated my first three years of higher education at Omar Bongo University in Gabon.

With these early contacts with King Chaka’s story and history, I must have necessarily been influenced by the pop culture trends whereby Francophone Africans undertook to heroize King Chaka, probably owing to the effusive reception Chaka’s myth and legend received from Leopold Sédar Senghor and others, who saw in the Zulu king a symbol of Africa’s liberation movement and, thus, made him a feature of the Negritude movement. Interest in King Chaka may have become even more deeply rooted into popular lore throughout Africa after the 1986 release of the South African television series Shaka Zulu. The popularity of the series across all age groups on the continent appears to have indeed generated waves of pride in African history that fueled a renewed sense of pan-African nationalism among the African masses.

It is however over the course of my master’s and doctoral studies in the mid-1990s that I became intellectually acquainted with Thomas Mofolo’s Chaka, but this time based on Daniel P. Kunene’s English translation. This was the time, also, when I began working on my doctoral dissertation on La représentation des groupes sociaux chez les romanciers noirs sud-africains [The representation of social groups in novels by Black South African writers], where I said a few things about Thomas Mofolo and his Chaka that did not go beyond what everybody already knew. This dissertation was eventually published as a book by L’Harmattan in 1996.

I was not yet intellectually mature enough, at the time, however, to realize that what I had actually come to know and understand about Mofolo’s novel had, in fact, already been shaped, for me, and into me, implicitly and explicitly, by decades of literary interpretations whereby critics, especially in academia, had already dismissed Mofolo as a “mission boy” who, in order to please his mission masters, had produced three novels—one of them Chaka—that were essentially extolling the virtues of Christianity’s civilizing mission in Africa. For many, such as we will see in this volume with critics such as Hallencreutz, Attwell, Mphahlele, Malaba, and others, Mofolo was essentially writing as a Christian and, as such, his body of work could not, in the words of David Attwell for instance, be seen as constitutive of a nationalist counter-canon. And, of course, myself, just like so many others who had approached Mofolo and his work as newly minted critics, equally became analytically conditioned to view Mofolo and his novels as being nothing more than the rudimentary representatives of a corpus of early African literary expression that, boringly, boasted no nationalist agenda.

Until about seven years ago.

Indeed, some seven years ago, for a reason that is still unclear to me today, I decided to reread Chaka and, unexpectedly, the proverbial “lightning” struck: I had a “eureka” moment. What this moment was suggesting was that I may have in fact made what may well be considered a “literary discovery,” whereby I was now suddenly seeing in Chaka things that had not been transparent to me and many others before; I was now finding in Mofolo’s narratorial style hidden discourses that had not been transparent to me and many others before; I was now discovering in both Mofolo and his novel ideologies, intents, and, indeed, a “purpose” that were now strongly belying not only my previously acquired notions about the novel but also the predominant views of Mofolo as a “mission boy” who had uncritically embraced the mission of the mission and, therefore, written novels in which he was essentially praising the purported civilizing mission of the White man in Africa, while condemning and rejecting his own values of civilization.

My initial findings were consigned into a 2020 article published in Research in African Literatures under the title “From Villain to Messiah: Colonial Discourse and the ‘Jesus-fication’ of King Chaka in Thomas Mofolo’s Chaka.” This is the article that inspired the expansion of my findings into this monograph, where I amplify my suggestion that Mofolo had, in fact, not just messianized the Zulu king in a manner congruent with what many a critic had already suggested, he had also, however, blasphemously engaged in a purposeful “jesus-fication” of King Chaka that had literally turned the Zulu king into a “negative” mirror image of Jesus Christ, in the sense of a Jesus looking into the mirror only to find Chaka staring back at him as a Black man that Mofolo had turned into a Jesus-like alter ego.

Indeed, we find in the way Mofolo surreptitiously describes King Chaka more or less the same life stages, the same events, and even the same deeds that, in the Bible, typify the major stages and events in the life of Jesus Christ. This “jesusfication” (or “jesus-fication”) of the Zulu king is precisely what allows us to suggest, ultimately, that Mofolo may have, in fact, been a nationalist writer all along, but without many people really noticing, until now.

In other words, Mofolo appears to have embedded a nationalist intent, or “purpose,” into his novel that calls for a rereading of Chaka, but this time not just as a mere mission literature artifact, but much more, really, as a historical tale written by the very first nationalist novelist to come out of Black Africa, a tale turned masterpiece that, consequently, should be viewed as an integral part of Africa’s nationalist counter-canon. And while there are no absolutes when it comes to literary analysis and interpretation, I nevertheless should like to invite the reader to look at this “discovery,” not as an interpretive absolute but, rather, as yet another way of understanding Thomas Mofolo and his work that may lead to a more nuanced look at an author who, more often than not, has been dismissed as a mere artifact of the mission.


Introduction


Thomas Mofolo is, perhaps, one of the most underrated and yet probably also one of the most impactful and insightful writers to come out of Africa. One might even consider him one of the most visionary and revolutionary. Despite authoring some of the very first novels to be written by a Black African, Thomas Mofolo has continued to remain somewhat of an afterthought among analysts and critics of written African creative expression, and this in spite of one of his novels, Chaka, being paradoxically considered an African literary masterpiece that, in 2002, was ranked one of the twelve best African books of the twentieth century by a panel inspired by celebrated late Kenyan scholar Ali Mazrui (Ndebele et al. 2002, 146–47). It is this incomprehensible predicament of sub-Saharan Africa’s first novelist that led a critic such as late Alain Ricard (2016) to bemoan what he felt was the gradual silencing of Thomas Mofolo.

The relegation of Mofolo and his work into quasi-oblivion is even more stunning when considering the fact that the 1986 television series Shaka Zulu appears to have not infused into academia, in America and elsewhere, the type of impulse into “Shaka studies” that could have led to a frank and energetic rediscovery of Mofolo’s novels. Yet the 1980s did see, especially after this popular South African series became an international success, the emergence in the media of a peculiar form of love-hate brouhaha about the Zulu king, particularly in the United States. A November 1986 Los Angeles Times article by Howard Rosenberg, for instance, negatively portrayed the series as one that sought to “shape history to fit a contemporary political theme.” Rosenberg went even further to assert that “yesteryear’s supposedly blood-lusting Zulus fill nearly every frame of ‘Shaka Zulu,’ becoming a negative metaphor for today’s black South Africans, reinforcing a wild tribal image in contrast to ‘civilized’ whites. The mental jump is easy to make: Where would South Africa be today (gasp) if not for a white minority government to control these bloodthirsty black savages?”

On the other side of the debate, the popularity of the series was such that Keyan G. Tomaselli (2003) described it as “one of the most repeatedly screened mini-series ever shown on syndicated television in the United States of America,” so much so that “by 1992 it had been seen by over 350 million viewers (Mersham 1993: 80). The series dislodged the films The Hunters (1958) and The Gods Must be Crazy (1980), by John Marshall and Jamie Uys respectively, as the prime shaper of American perceptions of ‘tribal’ history in southern Africa. The series even achieved cult status” (Tomaselli 2003, 91).

That the Shaka Zulu series’ popularity and other cinematic adaptations such as the 2001 TV movie—Shaka Zulu: The Citadel—failed to trigger renewed interest into Mofolo’s very readable novel about the Zulu king is, to say the least, rather odd. Alain Ricard (2016) sums up the paradoxical fate of Mofolo best when he writes that “despite having written three novels in the first decade of the 20th century, Thomas Mofolo has been largely ignored by historians of literature” and “the story of the Mofolo’s translations, from 1931 onwards . . . is a story of goodwill, but also of misconceptions and serious misunderstandings. It is also an eerie tale of dismissing the author” (48). Ricard adds that he was quite “surprised to read from his obituary by Victor Ellenberger that Mofolo only died in 1948, but he seems to have been completely dissociated from his own works long before that, and detached from their publication in other languages” (48–49), so much so that Mofolo may have, in fact, “disappeared from the literary scene while still alive, in his twenties” (58).

Yet, not only was Mofolo one of the very first, and few, sub-Saharan Africans to publish novels in the early twentieth century, he was also the very first to have done so, in an African language, and this decades before what Chantal Zabus (1991) called the “Europhone novel” became the standard in Africa from the 1950s onward. In his 2010 “tribute” to what he calls “A Hundred Years of Thomas Mofolo,” Jeffrey quotes Tim Couzens who, in 2003, wrote that “Moeti oa Bochabela was the first novel ever to be written by a black African anywhere in Africa” (Couzens 2003, 285, qtd. in Jeffrey 2010, 37). Moeti was also, according to Jeffrey (2010), “the first novel to be written and published in an African language, Sesotho” (37). Interestingly, even this very peculiar piece of information—Mofolo’s apparent decision to write only in his native Sesotho—appears paradoxically to not have elicited more appropriate insights. Yet the fact that Mofolo wrote all of his novels—all three of them—in an African language is itself of significant import when it comes to gauging the possibility of Mofolo also being, potentially, the first nationalist novelist to come out of Africa. This possibility alone—Mofolo’s often ignored and dismissed nationalism—is worth the type of reexploration, rereading, and reassessment we are setting out to achieve in this volume.

Mofolo, indeed, has three novels to his name that were all originally published in Sesotho, starting with Moeti oa bochabela in 1907, then Pitseng in 1910, and finally Chaka in 1925. Moeti oa bochabela was translated into English as The Traveller to the East by Harry Ashton in 1934 while Chaka was translated into English first in 1931 by F. H. Dutton and then again in 1981 by Daniel P. Kunene. Kunene again translated another novel by Mofolo, Pitseng, in 2013, under the title Pitseng: The Search for True Love. Later on, Chaka and Moeti oa bochabela were translated into French by Victor Ellenberger in 1940 and 2003 respectively. An Afrikaans version of Chaka—translated as Tjhaka by Chris Swanepoel in 1974—as well as a German version (Chaka Der Zulu) translated in 1953 by Peter Sulzer and an Italian version (Chaka Romanza) translated in 1988 by Riccardo Durrante also exist. Kunene in 1981 did note that, after Chaka was translated into French,


abridged versions were published in English, German, French and Italian. More recently an abridged version has been published in Swahili, very likely translated from Grenfell Williams’s English abridged version. And even more recently still, the unabridged version has been transferred into Afrikaans. Unfortunately the translator, Chris Swanepoel, has marred an otherwise good translation by leaving out portions of the original without any explanation whatsoever. Some of these omissions are quite extensive. (Kunene 1981, xvi)



Regrettably, one may be forced to acknowledge that the groundbreaking artistry and ideological impact of Mofolo’s body of work have not yet been given the full due and recognition they deserve. This fate inevitably confirms Alain Ricard’s sobering assessment that we know of Mofolo’s work today not because of its intrinsic historical and/or literary value, but, in reality, only, and mostly, because of the goodwill of a few indomitable and fervent believers, one of whom was Rev. Alfred Casalis, the missionary whose encouragements and support led to Mofolo finally publishing his Chaka in 1925, sixteen long years after the manuscript is said to have been completed. This literary tragedy is nowhere more poignant than in the fact that Mofolo’s translations were not always triggered by academic or scholarly interest. With the exception, perhaps, of the International African Institute (IAI) sponsoring the Dutton translation of Chaka in 1931 based on its stated goal of promoting “the scholarly study of Africa's history, societies and cultures,” most of the Mofolo translations have been the result of the goodwill of either the missionaries—Ashton’s translation of Moeti oa bochabela was sponsored by the Society for the Promotion of Christian Literature (SPCL)—or dedicated individuals such as Daniel P. Kunene and the Ellenbergers. This trend has led to Mofolo’s novels either becoming what Ricard calls “institutional products” (50) likely to fall prey to specific institutional agendas or owing their literary relevance only to the few organizations and individuals who saw their artistic and/or historical worth. As Ricard (2016) points out:


Quite clearly, the agendas of the IAI and of the SPCL were not fundamentally to promote fiction writing among the Basotho. The translator of Chaka rightly understands the importance of the work, and the quality of the prose: a novel, not “historically accurate in all its details” (OUP jacket) but nonetheless in the words of the preface’s writer, “a serious contribution to history” (Newbolt xi). Newbolt (xii) points out the Christian point of view of the author, “a soul by nature Christian,” which sees in every crisis “the clash of good and evil, of gentleness and militarism, of chivalry and brutality.” The author mentions another book, rather perfunctorily, and so does the reviewer in Africa (Smith). Both insist on the Christian dimension and make Moeti oa Bochabela look like an adaptation of Bunyan. (50–51)



As Ricard (2016) further reports, the translations of Mofolo’s novels were never an easy affair. From initial publication to translation, difficulties arose that, as we show here and there in this volume, made Mofolo’s work unlikely candidates for either publication or translation. We already know, and will address in this book, some of the difficulties that Kunene reports Mofolo encountered in Morija
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