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Contemporary Poetry and Tradition
Wherever we find human beings we find verbal language; where we find language we find poetry and song. Poetry is one of the great unifying forces of humanity. We might even say that it is poetry is one of the key things that makes us human. It’s a hugely variegated species and in this short article I will try to point to some of the key issues that I see converging in African poetry in English today.

The origins of poetry are performative, belonging to a time when song, dance, ritual, religion and magic combined to celebrate diurnal or seasonal events and to record the history of the tribe. In ancient Greece and Mesopotamia epic poems were being written down centuries before Western Europeans had emerged from the Dark Ages – the time before written records. The spread of Christianity in Europe replaced earlier beliefs and led to a distinction between the religious and the secular, the pagan past and the Christian future. The spread of religion brought the spread of literacy and oral forms began to co-exist with written forms. Some poems from the old tradition, like Beowulf, were written down and Christianised but it’s hard to say to what extent they were burnished and developed as purely written forms.

The evolution of written language in the ancient Middle East was a staggering technological development. Like DNA, knowledge no longer had to die when people died; the development of libraries meant that human beings could learn from the past and contribute knowledge to the future. Even lost text could be rediscovered – like the ancient epic poem Gilgamesh that emerged from the ruins of the palace of Ninervah in Mesoptotamia in 1853, inscribed on fired clay tablets. But the benefits of a written system of literature are not just ones of durability. Through writing (and later printing) the text is stabilised, capable of attempting more complex forms, and remaining just as the author left it. 

Of course, oral traditions persisted alongside written forms – that’s obvious when we consider that mass literacy in Europe was a phenomenon of the late 19th century – but there came about a division between literary and demotic. Systems of writing allowed individual expression to persist since the poems needed no living interlocutor. English poetry became a form of personal expression and the sense that poetry was an oral tradition belonging to the tribe and its rituals declined. During the Renaissance, sophisticated Italian forms, like the sonnet were imported, and the re-discovery of Classical culture through translation had a profound effect upon poetry in English. In fact the ‘canon’ of English poetry was very much the product of dialogue across cultures and languages, between tradition and innovation.
By the time Europeans colonised Africa, poetry was seen very much as the product of individual imagination rather than a collective act. Western Europe had a largely literate population and the development of industrial printing presses, bookbinding, and paper and ink technologies meant that literature could be distributed widely and cheaply. When the First World War engulfed the first literate generation across Europe it led to an outpouring of poetry. The chivalric codes of previous centuries were blown away by technological violence that made Victorian and Edwardian conventions of discretion seem inadequate. A poetry that could match violence through its imagery, language and irony was developed by poets like Siegfried Sassoon, Isaac Rosenberg and Wilfred Owen. Though these poets not widely celebrated until after the war, English poetry had been changed forever. 

The rise of working class writers after WWII was a feature of a more egalitarian society as class differences were dismantled and educational opportunities extended. Then the Women’s Movement in the ‘seventies brought new and urgent voices to the poetry scene. In the last thirty years the voices of migrant populations in the UK – from the Caribbean and Asian sub-Continent in particular – have begun to be heard and celebrated as an aspect of the UK’s multicultural society. Forms of free verse and formal patterns of rhyme and metre have been discarded, rediscovered, modified and redeployed in the melting pot that is contemporary UK poetry. The sense of the English language as unique to the UK has been challenged by poets successfully writing in patois and the dominance of written poetry has been challenged by performers from cultures where oral tradition never died. The relationship between this ‘performance poetry’ and poetry on the page is often an uneasy one: literary poets often see performance poetry as lacking complexity, whilst performance poets are impatient with the elitism of literary culture.

The issues with contemporary African poetry seem to me to straddle this same spectrum. The oral traditions of indigenous poetry are being merged with the values of written poetry – as in Ocot p’Bitek’s Song of Lawino - creating dialectic between tradition and contemporary values. But sometimes the persistence of the poetic models of a rather fossilised colonial and post-colonial curriculum has led to an uncertain sense of voice and audience. When I first visited Uganda in 2001 I met poets who were clearly more influenced by Donne or Wordsworth than anything that was happening in contemporary poetry in English. This may be partly because, unlike the Caribbean where indigenous languages merged with English as patois, English persists as a formal language or lingua franca in Africa alongside a rich indigenous linguistic culture. But the preservation of the ‘canon’ seems ironic, considering the profound changes that have taken place in the UK. 

So what should guide young poets writing in English and trying to negotiate these paradoxes? Well, some sense of the range of contemporary English-language poetry - which includes that from Africa, the UK, America, Australia, Canada, the Caribbean and New Zealand - seems essential. Many writers both within and beyond the UK are attempting to find new forms and to mediate complex issues of identity that resonate with the modern African experience. In order to write we must read; in order to read we must listen. Reading the work of others helps us to orientate, to become sensitive and alert readers of our own work – and that’s the hardest thing of all!

The use of the page brings with it certain possibilities: those of economy of diction, durability, complexity of meaning, the use of typographical space, the sense that a poem can be a visual as well as an aural form. For a listening audience who cannot re-read a text to capture its nuances, a ‘performance poem’ may need more emphatic linguistic or rhythmical devices to achieve meaning and resonance. But when a written poem seems to be encrusted with rhetorical flourishes and florid expressions, it creates a sense of redundancy: what works in performance as a form of emphasis can often seem superfluous on the page. Most poems written for the page are written to be read and re-read, to be savoured as a concentrated or distilled form of language. 

But writing on the page is not just writing for the page. All poetry is an aural form, designed to move human vocal chords, to stir the human imagination. The advantages of careful and sustained literary composition need to be invigorated by a performative sense of how the poem will sound to an audience or echo inside the reader’s head. Poetry is an emotional form where language tries to shape and express feelings, but it is more than mere self-expression; in order to understand how to write we must try to understand how our readers and audience might respond.

What impressed me on my first visit to Africa - and continues to do so - is the belief amongst African poets that literature matters, that it can change individual perceptions and change societies. Performance and the page, the community and the individual, tradition and contemporary values do not lie at opposite ends of an irreconcilable spectrum. Written poetry is capable of generating the complexity and ambiguity necessary to address contemporary issues, whilst also exploring the musical dynamic of performance. African writers strike me as uniquely placed to achieve this synthesis and to contribute to the excitement and engagement of new poetry in English.

Graham Mort
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