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ELISABETH GUNNER

NEW WINE IN OLD BOTTLES:
IMAGERY IN THE IZIBONGO

OF THE ZULU ZIONIST PROPHET, ISAIAH SI-EMBE

I t  i s  a  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  some o r a l  a r t  f o r m s  t h a t  t h e y  a d a p t  t o
chang ing  s o c i a l  and  p o l i t i c a l  c o n d i t i o n s .  I n  some c a s e s  new
p r e s s u r e s  p r o d u c e  a  new g e n r e ,  a s  i n  t h e  c a s e  o f  S o m a l i  h e e l l o .
I n  o t h e r  cases  t h e  f o r m  r e m a i n s  t h e  same b u t  t h e  c o n t e n t  r e f l e c t s
and comments o n  t h e  c h a n g i n g  c i r c u m s t a n c e s .  I n  many i n s t a n c e s
o r a l  a r t  f o r m s  p a r t  o f  c l a n g i n g  r i t u a l s  w h i c h  a r e  t h e m s e l v e s
c r u c i a l  c u l t u r a l  s y m b o l s .  T h e  i z i b o n g o  ( t r a n s l a t e d  a s  ' p r a i s e -
poem' o r  ' p r a i s e s '  )  o f  I s a i a h  Shembe , f o u n d e r  o f  t h e  Z i o n i s t
Nazare th  Church  ,  a r e  o f  i n t e r e s t  i n  a  number o f  ways .  F i r s t l y
t h e y  show t h e  e x t e n s i o n  o f  a  p r a i s e -poem t o  c o n v e y  a  new s e t  o f
b e l i e f s .  S e c o n d l y  t h e y  a r e  a n  example  o f  i z i b o n g o  f o r  a  l e a d e r
who i s  n o t  r o y a l t y  b u t  who h a s  m o d e l l e d  h i s  l e a d e r s h i p  o n  t h e
p a t t e r n s  o f  Z u l u  r o y a l t y ,  a n d  t h i r d l y  t h e  i z i b o n g o  show t h e
a b i l i t y  o f  a  p r a i s e -poem t o  i n c o r p o r a t e  new i m a g e r y  a n d  a l s o  t o
c a p i t a l i s e  o n  and  i n  some c a s e s  r e d e p l o y  e x i s t i n g  i m a g e s .  T h i s
t h i r d  p o i n t  w i l l  b e  my ma in  c o n c e r n  i n  t h i s  p a p e r .

Shembe was b o r n  i n  I 8 7 0  and d i e d  i n  1935 a t  w h i c h  p o i n t  t h e
l e a d e r s h i p  o f  h i s  Chu rch  was t a k e n  o v e r  b y  h i s  s o n  Johannes
G a l i l e e  Shembe. H e  began h i s  m i n i s t r y  a t  a  t i m e  when t h e  Z u l u s
had s u f f e r e d  l o s s  o f  p o w e r,  t e r r i t o r y  and  n a t i o n a l  i d e n t i t y .  I t
i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  t h a t  h e  was b a p t i s e d  i n  I 9 0 6 ,  a  y e a r  a f t e r  t h e
Bambatha r e b e l l i o n  w h i c h  was a  s h o r t - l i v e d  ( b u t  l o n g -remembered)
e x p r e s s i - n  o f  a n g e r  and  o u t r a g e  a t  a n  a l i e n  and  r e p r e s s i v e
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n . 2  Shembe s t a r t e d  h i s  own N a z a r e t h  Chu rch  i n  I 9 I 6 ,
t h r e e  y e a r s  a f t e r  t h e  N a t i v e s  Land A c t  whereby  b l a c k s  w e r e  d e b a r r e d
f rom b u y i n g  l a n d .  H e  a c q u i r e d  l a n d  i n  r e s e r v e  t e r r i t o r y
e i g h t e e n  m i l e s  f r o m  Durban ,  a n d  Fkuphakameni  ( T h e  E x a l t e d  P l a c e )
became t h e  c e n t r e  o f  h i s  C h u r c h .  H e r e  h e  adap ted  Z u l u  r i t u a l s
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f o r  t h e  w o r s h i p  o f  t h e  N a z a r i t e s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  f o r  t h e  t w o  g r e a t
f e s t i v a l s  h e l d  i n  J u l y  a n d  J a n u a r y.  S u n d k l e r  r e f e r s  t o  t h e
' f o r m a t i v e  a n d  i n t e g r a t i v e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  t h e  f e s t i v a l s '  ( 1 9 6 1 ,
p .178 )  . I n  h i s  l a t e r  Z u l u  Z i o n  h e  r e f e r s  a l s o  t o  t h e  r e g e n e r a t i v e
i n f l u e n c e  o f  t h e  Z i o n i s t  Churches  ( o n e  o f  w h i c h  was Shembe 's
Nazareth C h u r c h )  o n  t h e i r  f o l l o w e r s :

There was a  new r e a l i z a t i o n  o f  s e l f h o o d  a n d  w o r t h y  i d e n t i t y
i n  t h e s e  men a n d  women because  o f  t h e i r  d i s c o v e r y  i n  a n d
w i t h  Z i o n ,  o f  t h e  r i c h n e s s  a n d  r e l e v a n c e  o f  t h e i r  own
r e l i g i o n s  a n d  c u l t u r a l  e x p r e s s i o n s .  ( Z u l u  Z i o n ,  PP .318-9)

Shembe n o t  o n l y  a d a p t e d  Z u l u  r i t u a l  and  ceremony t o  t h e  C h r i s t i a n
worsh ip  o f  h i s  C h u r c h ,  h e  a l s o  composed a  s e r i e s  o f  hymns,  some
222 i n  a l l ,  some n a t i o n a l i s t i c , s o m e  v i s i o n a r y .  T h e  hymns h a v e
formed t h e  c o r n e r s t o n e  o f  h i s  f o l l o w e r s '  r e l i g i o u s  e x p r e s s i o n .
They have  been  e x t e n s i v e l y  d i s c u s s e d  b y  b o t h  S u n d k l e r  ( 1 9 6 1 ; 1 9 7 6 )
and O o s t h u i z e n  ( T h e  T h e o l o g u  o f  a  B l a c k  M e s s i a h ,  L e i d e n ;
B r i l l ,  1 9 6 7 ) .  T h e  i z i b o n g o  o f  Shembe h a v e  n o t  been  men t i oned  i n
s t u d i e s  o n  t h e  p r o p h e t , y e t  t h e y  were  r e g a r d e d  a s  a n  i m p o r t a n t
exp ress i on  o f  c h u r c h  u n i t y  b y  N a z a r i t e s  i n  t h e  e a s t  c o a s t  o f
Zu lu l and  where  I  d i d  f i e l d  w o r k  i n  1976  a n d  I  was  l u c k y  t o  b e
ab le  t o  f i n d  o n e  o f  J . G .  Shembe 's  b a r d s ,  A z a r i a h  M t h i y a n e .  T h e
v e r s i o n  I  h a v e  o f  I s a i a h  Shembe's  i z i b o n g o  i s  f r o m  h i m .  H e  was ,
he s a i d ,  f i f t h  i n  t h e  l i n e  o f  N a z a r i t e  b a r d s  a n d  t h e  v e r s i o n  h e
r e c i t e d  was a  c o m p o s i t e  o n e  w i t h  s e c t i o n s  composed b y  each  o f  t h e
e a r l i e r  b a r d s .  T h e  Z u l u  p r a i s i n g  t r a d i t i o n  u n l i k e  t h e  con tempora ry
Xhosa t r a d i t i o n , 3  emphas i ses  s t a b i l i t y  and  c o n t i n u i t y  i n  t h e
i z i b o n g o  o f  l e a d e r s .  T h e  Shembe i z i b o n g o  t h e r e f o r e  d o  n o t  change
r a d i c a l l y  a t  e a c h  p e r f o r m a n c e ;  M t h i y a n e  emphasised t h i s  b y  p o i n t -
i ng  o u t  t h a t  c e r t a i n  l i n e s  w e r e  t h e  c o m p o s i t i o n  o f  a  p a r t i c u l a r
e a r l i e r  b a r d ,  a n d  t h e  name men t ioned  mos t  f r e q u e n t l y  was t h a t  o f
Md lad la ,  t h e  f i r s t  b a r d  o f  I s a i a h  Shembe. I n  a  r e c e n t  p a p e r  o n
t h e  e i g h t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  Xhosa C h r i s t i a n ,  N t s i k a n a ,  J a n e t  Hodgson
remarks t h a t  ' A n y  new s o c i o - c u l t u r a l  deve lopment  mus t  f i n d  a  mode
o f  commun ica t ing  i d e a s  a n d  i d e a l s  t h r o u g h  l a n g u a g e ,  a s  w e l l  a s  i n
r i t u a l  b e h a v i o u r ' . 4  S h e m b e ' s  hymns a n d  h i s  i z i b o n g o  a r e  a  b r i l l i a n t
example o f  s u c h  commun ica t i on .  O t h e r  r e c o r d s  o f  i z i b o n g o  show t h e
a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  p r a i s e -poem t o  modern t o p i c s .  T h e r e
i s  f o r  example  t h e  p r a i s e -poem b y  S . E . K .  M e l a y i ,  t h e  Xhosa ' b a r d
o f  t h e  n a t i o n '  a n d  n o v e l i s t .  H e  was commiss ioned t o  compose a n d
pe r fo rm i z i b o n g o  f o r  t h e  P r i n c e  o f  Wales o n  h i s  v i s i t  t o  S o u t h
A f r i c a  i n  1925  and  h i s  e u l o g y  c o n t a i n e d  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  i r o n i c  and
c a u s t i c  l i n e s :

Ah G r e a t  B r i t a i n !  G r e a t  B r i t a i n !
Grea t  B r i t a i n  o f  t h e  e n d l e s s  s u n s h i n e  . . . .
She s e n t  u s  t h e  p r e a c h e r :  s h e  s e n t  u s  t h e  b o t t l e ,
She s e n t  u s  t h e  B i b l e ,  a n d  b a r r e l s  o f  b r a n d y.

A r c h i e  M a f e j e 5  g i v e s  examp les  o f  modern T r a n s k e i  p o l i t i c i a n s  b e i n g
v e r b a l l y  c a s t i g a t e d  b y  Xhosa b a r d s  a n d  i n  a n o t h e r  i n s t a n c e  i l l u s -
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t r a tes  t h e  ease w i t h  which a  r i c h l y  assoc ia t i ve  c a t t l e  metaphor
can be used f o r  modern p o l i t i c a l  comment. T h e  Xhosa bard i s
commenting on  t h e  p l i g h t  o f  a  c h i e f  e x i l e d  by  the  South A f r i c a n
Government:

. up  t o  now, nobody has made any reference t o  J o y i ,
The dark  b u l l  t h a t  i s  v i s i b l e  by  i t s  s h i n y  horns,
Horns t h a t  today are  smeared w i t h  s t reaks  o f  b lood.
I t  i s  f o r  t h a t  reason t h a t  today he i s  n o t  among us .

(Mafeje, 1963, p . 9 1 )

Mathabela and Cope5provide a  r a r e  example o f  a  modern Zu lu  p ra ise
poem, performed f o r  the  KwaZulu M in i s te r  o f  Education a t  a  Durban
school 's speech day.  H e r e  g rea t  p l a y  i s  made o f  the  M i n i s t e r ' s
i l l u s t r i o u s  ancest ry  and i n  t h i s  example a  s tock  m a r t i a l  metaphor
is  t r ans fe r red  t o  t h e  classroom:

He overcame me w i t h  t he  spear o f  a r i t h m e t i c ,
He overcame me w i t h  t he  spear o f  Eng l i sh ,
He overcame me w i t h  t he  spear o f  the  Zu lu  Treasury,
He overcame me w i t h  t h e  spear o f  the  deep t h i n k e r ,
The depth and s o l i d a r i t y  o f  the  Zu lu  Storehouse.

(Mathabela and Cope, 1976
p.21)

The i z ibongo r e fe r red  t o  above serve t o  demonstrate t h a t  p ra i se -
poetry i s  n o t  imprisoned i n  a  r h e t o r i c  b ind ing  i t  t o  a  crumbled
soc ia l  s t r u c t u r e  and a  pas t  g l o r y.  Y e t  o n l y  Shembe's i z ibongo
have attempted eulogy f o r  a  contemporary Ch r i s t i an  leader  on a
scale u s u a l l y  reserved f o r  Zu lu  r o y a l t y.  W i t h  h i s  iz ibongoppast
and present  fuse  i n  a  way no t  found i n  o t h e r  contemporary p ra i ses .

Shembe's i z ibongo a re  c l e a r l y  the  work o f  bards deeply
f a m i l i a r  w i t h  the  r o y a l  i z ibongo.  T h e r e  a r e  many p a r a l l e l s  which
are obv ious ly  i n t e n t i o n a l  and t h i s  i s  n o t  s u r p r i s i n g  g iven  t h e  way
in which leadersh ip  i n  t h e  Nazareth Church i s  modelled on t he  Zu lu
kingship pa t t e rn .  (Sundk le r,  1961: 102 ,  104 ) .  T h e  p ra ises  o f
Shembe a re  the re fo re  i n  a  sense ' r o y a l ' .  Y e t  t hey  are  a l s o  ve ry
c lea r l y  t he  p ra i ses  o f  a  Z i o n i s t  prophet and n o t  o f  a  Zu lu  k ing .
There a r e  c l e a r  d i f fe rences  where the  needs o f  communication have
forced t h e  composers t o  new modes o f  expression and new po in t s  o f
reference. T h e  p a r a l l e l s  w i t h  t h e  r o y a l  p ra ises  a re  as  f o l l o w s :
i t  i s  e s s e n t i a l  t h a t  a  bard inc lude  i n  h i s  composit ion a  number o f
references t o  p laces associated w i t h  the  hero .  I n  t h e  i z ibongo
of  t he  k ings  f rom Shaka t o  Dinuzulu t he  p lace names r e f e r  l a r g e l y
to  conquest and v i c t o r i e s .  T h o s e  i n  Shembe's p ra ises  l i s t  many
of  the  p laces t h a t  t h i s  u n t i r i n g  t r a v e l l e r  v i s i t e d  i n  t h e  course
o f  h i s  m i n i s t r y  and ins tead  o f  r e f e r r i n g  t o  homesteads associated
with t h e  hero t h e  i z ibongo r e t u r n  i n s i s t e n t l y  t o  Ekuphakameni; s o
much so  t h a t  t h i s  ho l y  v i l l a g e  o f  the Nazar i tes ,  t h e i r  e a r t h l y
Zion, becomes a  l e i t m o t i f  o f  t h e  pra ises  moving i n  i t s  assoc ia t ions
from t h e  e a r t h l y  t o  t he  heavenly Z ion.
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One o f  the  ways i n  which p res t i ge  and c r u c i a l  l ineage l i n k s
are under l ined i n  t h e  r o y a l  p ra ises  i s  through t h e  mention o f
ear ly  ancestors o f  the  r o y a l  l i n e .  T h u s  Shaka i s  p ra ised  as
UNodumehlezi kaMenzi, He-Who-Thunders-At-Home-descendant-of-Menzi.
The names o f  o the r  ancestors such a s  Phunga, Ndaba and Mageba
carry the  same e u l o g i s t i c  connotat ions and he lp  t o  es tab l i sh  t h e
exalted aura o f  the  r o y a l  p ra i ses .  S h e m b e  had no r o y a l  connec-
t ions  whatsoever, h i s  l i n e a g e  was obscure and though the  names o f
his f a t h e r ,  g rand fa ther  and great -grandfa ther  a re  mentioned i n  t h e
izibongo t hey  would o b v i o u s l y  c a r r y  no a f f e c t i v e  charge. T h e
bards compensated f o r  t h i s  by  us ing  metaphorical  p r a i s e  names
which s t ress  Shembe's appeal t o  r o y a l t y  and t o  t h e  c h i e f s  wh i l e
other p r a i s e  names under l ine  h i s  suppor t  f o r  t h e i r  a u t h o r i t y.
The f o l l o w i n g  p r a i s e  suggests n o t  o n l y  a t t r a c t i o n  bu t  dependence
as w e l l :

(98)Nduku ye thus i  edondolozela makhos '  a k i t h i  ohlanga.
USwazi o luncokazi
Luyelwabonwa amakhos' a k i t h i  oSwayimani bakaZiphuku.
Bath i ,  ' N a n t i  uSwazi o luncokazi  IukaThixo.

(98)The Copper S t a f f  on which o u r  r oya l  leaders  l ean .
Switch o f  many c o l o u r s
Which was seen by o u r  c h i e f s  Swayimani and h i s  p e o p l e

the c h i l d r e n  o f  Ziphuku.6
They s a i d ,  'He re  i s  t h e  many-coloured sw i t ch  o f  God' .

Shembe i n  t u r n  i s  drawn t o  them:

(38)IMpukane i j i n g '  i s i l o n d a
Wobujingsabohlanga lwendlu eSenzangakhona.

(38)Fly which pesters  a  sore
As i t  pestered t h e  r o y a l  l i n e  o f  Senzangakhona.

Besides s e t t i n g  ou t  these i n d i r e c t  l i n k s  w i t h  the  c h i e f s  and
the r o y a l  l i n e  t h e  bards at tempt  c l o s e r  assoc ia t ions  by  working
in to  Shembe's i z ibongo pra ise  names a l ready  associated w i t h  o n e
or more o f  the  k i n g s .  F o r  example they  o p e n  and c lose  w i t h  t he
praise name uGugabadele, Kneeler-and- they-are- s a t i s f i e d ,  a  p ra i se
tha t  i s  used f o r  Cetshwayo kaMpande b u t  a l so  f o r  God. Shembe's
UVemvane olunamabalabala, B u t t e r f l y - w i t h -many-co lours ,  echoes t h e
b u t t e r f l y  p r a i s e  ep i t he t s  o f  Shake and Dingane and t h e  'Copper
S ta f f '  r e f e r r e d  t o  above i s  a l s o  a  p ra ise  e p i t h e t  f o r  both  Shake
and Dingane.7 Wha t  seems t o  mat te r  i n  t ak i ng  over  such p r a i s e
names i s  t h a t  t h e  a f f e c t i v e  charge accompanies t h e  p ra i se .  T h e
precise denota t ive  meaning o f  p ra i se  names i s  o f t e n  n o t  impor tan t ;
they can convey a  hero ic  aura w h i l e  they  defy  exp lanat ion.  I n n e s
remarks o n  a  s i m i l a r  phenomenon w i t h  Mandinka p ra i se  names i n  t h e
Sunjata e p i c :  t h e  meaning o f  t he  p ra ise  name may be opaque b u t
i t s  a f f e c t i v e  power f o r  a  Mandinka audience i s  s t r i k i n g . 0

Besides t h e  metaphorical  p r a i s e  names associated w i t h  a
p a r t i c u l a r  k i ng  the re  are  a l s o  metaphors which a re  normal ly  con-
f ined t o  r o y a l t y  o r  t o  people o f  s ta tus  and examples o f  these
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too a p p e a r  i n  Shembe's p ra ises .  T h e  sometimes ambiguous metaphor
o f  t he  eagle -  i t  can suggest both  p ro tec t i on  and p o t e n t i a l  des-
t ruc t ion9  a p p e a r s  as  a  p ra ise  name f o r  t he  prophet .  Shembe,
personi f ied a s  a  g rea t  p ro tec t i ve  b i r d ,  i s  t h e  'Eag le  beat ing  i t s
wings above o u r  o w n  p lace a t  Ekuphakameni'. T h e  r o y a l  image o f
' the horned v i p e r '  i s  a l s o  used b u t  i n  a  s p e c i f i c a l l y  Naza r i t e  way:
the f e r o c i t y  i s  balanced by  love  and Shembe i s  p ra ised  as  'Horned
Viper w i t h  t he  compassion o f  h i s  f a t h e r s ' .

The pra ises  o f  Shembe may have these s t rong  and i n t e n t i o n a l
echoes f rom the  r o y a l  p r a i s e  poems y e t  t he re  a re  o t h e r  techniques
used which l i n k  t he  i z ibongo t o  t he  w ider  t r a d i t i o n .  O n e  o f  these
is  t h e  i n c l u s i o n  o f  formulae i n  Shembe's i z ibongo.  I n  Zu lu  p ra i se -
poems where t h e  emphasis i s  on composit ion before performance and
on memorisation t he  formulae serve as  recognised ways o f  r e f e r r i n g
to  charac te r  and a c t i o n .  A l t h o u g h  they  appear t o  show no me t r i ca l
r e g u l a r i t y  they  o f t e n  e x p l o i t  standard s t y l i s t i c  dev ices ,  and
f i g u r a t i v e  language which fea tures  f r e q u e n t l y  i n  t he  formulae,
adds t o  t h e i r  aes the t i c  appea1.1°Shembe's q u a l i t i e s  as  i n s p i r a t i o n -
a l  l e a d e r,  h i s  courage and h i s  g rea t  t h i r s t  f o r  new converts a re
conveyed i n  formulae some o f  which a re  expanded so t h a t  t h e
spec i f i c  Nazar i te  message i s  c l e a r .  I n  two instances t h e  bare
formulae s u f f i c e .  H e  i s  described as

(10)Usambula 'nkwezane kuve l '  ukukhanya,
Scatterer o f  the  f o g  and t he re  i s  l i g h t ,

and i n  a  l i n e  f i r s t  recorded i n  1868 as  ' a  t y p i c a l  w a r r i o r ' s
pra ise '  (H.Cal laway,  N u r s e r y  Ta l e s ,  t r a d i t i o n s  and h i s t o r i e s  o f
the Zu lus ,  London :  TrUbner,  1868) he i s

(12)UMlamula ' n k u n z i  ungayeki z i bu l a l ane .
Peacemaker among t h e  b u l l s  i ns tead  o f  leav ing  them t o  k i l l

each o t h e r.

In another  ins tance ,  t h e  expansion s i g n i f i c a n t l y  s h i f t s  t h e  t h r u s t
o f  t h e  s i n g l e  l i n e  formula by  descr ib ing  Shembe's evange l is ing
m i n i s t r y.  T h e  formula 'Spear  red  even a t  t h e  h a f t '  w i t h  i t s
evocation o f  bloody combat i s  expanded and turned i n t o  an image
o f  evangelism:

(54)UGagyelibomvu ngasekuphathweni,
Kuhlasele ngalo kuMpukunyoni
Ngoba kuh lase le  ngeVangeli .

(54)Spear red  even a t  t h e  h a f t ,
You attacked w i t h  i t  a t  Mpukunyoni
Because you at tacked w i t h  t h e  Gospel.

The themes o f  combat and more e s p e c i a l l y  conquest prov ide
another r i c h  source o f  adaptat ion f o r  t he  Shembe bards.  I n s t e a d
o f  l i s t i n g  t h e  v i c t i m s  o f  b a t t l e ,  t h e  i z ibongo mark o f f  those who
succumbed t o  h i s  p r e a c h i n g ,  becoming members and p r i e s t s  o f  h i s
Church. T h e  imagery o f  t he  elements i n  t u r m o i l  -  der ived  f rom
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the f i e r c e  e l e c t r i c a l  storms o f  t h e  reg ion  -  has m a r t i a l
connotations i n  t h e  r o y a l  p r a i s e s ,  f o r  example i n  those o f
Shaka (Cope, 1968: 9 2 ,  100) .  I n  Shembe's p ra ises  t h e  idea o f
s p i r i t u a l  power dominates; t h e  sky  thunders and h u r l s  down b o l t s
o f  l i g h t n i n g  t o  i n s p i r e  and conver t  r a t h e r  than des t roy :

(129)Lidumela liphos'imbane phezu kwentaba eNhlangaazi.
Lamthath' uGwabhaza kwabakaShangase,
Lamshaya ngamasango esEkuphakameni.

(129)(The Sky) thundered and hur led  down l i g h t n i n g  above
Nhlangakazi mountain.

I t  t ook  ho ld  o f  Gwabhaza o f  t he  Shangases,
I t  s t ruck  him a t  t h e  gates o f  Ekuphakameni.

Cat t le  imagery which fea tu res  so  p r o m i n e n t l y  i n  t h e  o r a l
poetry o f  East and Southern A f r i c a  i s  a  v i t a l  source o f  reference
f o r  composers o f  iz ibongo•  C a t t l e  p l a y  an impor tant  p a r t  i n  Zu lu
society and metaphors o f  b u l l s  and ca lves  i n  p a r t i c u l a r  permeate
the p r a i s e -poems. Y e t  f a r  f rom becoming hackneyed as might  be
the case i n  a  w r i t t e n  t r a d i t i o n  t hey  cont inue t o  g i v e  aes the t i c
pleasure. D .  Kunene (op . c i t . )  assoc ia tes c a t t l e  imagery i n  Zu lu
and Sotho p ra i se  poe t r y  w i t h  s ta tus  b u t  i n  t h e  Zu lu  p r a i s e s  they
also i n  many cases s tand f o r  a  genera l  sense o f  worth and o f t en
have a d d i t i o n a l  assoc ia t ions  o f  s t r e n g t h ,  v i r i l i t y  and beauty.
Once again t h e  Shembe bards e x p l o i t  t h e  metaphors f o r  t h e i r  own
purpose wh i l e  c a p i t a l i s i n g  on t h e i r  i n t r i n s i c  appeal.  U s i n g  the
t r i n i t y  o f  co lours  which dominate Zu lu  thought  pa t te rns  t h e  p ra ises
r e f e r  t o  Shembe as

(81)(IThole I a k i t h i )  eliwaba e l i h l e  ngokutshekula kwallontand-
abathakathi

(Our C a l f )  o f  b lack ,  w h i t e  and r e d ,  Gracefu l  Mover o f  t h e
Place- o f - the  Lover-of-wizards.11

Elsewhere he i s  Zuncokazi,  T h e  Many-Coloured C a l f ,  and a  l i t t l e
l a t e r  i n  l i n e s  which h i n t  a t  t h e  d i v i n e  q u a l i t i e s  which some o f
h is  f o l l o w e r s  ascr ibe  t o  him he i s

(114)IThole l a k i t h i  kwallontandabathakathi
E l i f i h I e  ngamahlahla enhla komuzi kaJan Dube,12
Lithe elighamuka lasel im'bal '  imithathu.

(114)Our C a l f  o f  the  Place- o f - the -Lover- o f -wizards
Which h i d  among t h e  lopped- o f f  branches a t  t h e  u p p e r  end

o f  John Dube's home. 12
Then i t  appeared i n  a  t r i n i t y  o f  co lours .

In an essay a t t ack ing  t h e  emasculating e f f e c t  o f  C h r i s t i a n i t y  on
Af r ican t r a d i t i o n s  A l i  Mazrui 13 a rgues  t h a t  images o f  v i r i l i t y
such as t h e  b u l l  cannot be absorbed i n t o  t h e  new r e l i g i o n .
Cer ta in ly  there  i s  no evidence o f  any such l o s s  o r  emasculation
in  t he  Shembe pra ises .  H e r e  the  prophet  i s  a t  o n e  p o i n t  seen as
a b u l l  caught by  a  h o s t i l e  crowd -  a  re ference t o  res is tance met
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during h i s  preaching -  and elsewhere, i n  reference t o  a  successfu l
campaign, he i s  pe rson i f i ed  a s

(138)INkunzi y a k i t h i  emdwayidwa egweb' ez inye  emantshwebeni,
INohlasela ngeVangell kwaMpukunyoni.

(138)Our Ta l l  B u l l  which gores t he  o thers  i n  t h e  f l a n k ,
Warrior w i t h  t he  Gospel a t  Mpukunyoni.

Not a l l  t he  imagery o f  t h e  prophet 's  i z ibongo i s  s e t  i n  t he
aggressive and m a r t i a l  'Shaken'  mould (see Cope, 1966:50 and R.M.
Kunene, A n  A n a l y t i c a l  Survey o f  Zulu Poet ry,  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  Na ta l
M.A. t h e s i s ,  1962:60-107) o f  so many o f  t he  examples c i t e d  so  f a r .
In an a t tempt ,  perhaps, t o  convey a  d i f f e r e n t  aspect o f  conversion
and t h e  s o f t e r  aspects o f  Shembe's pe rsona l i t y  t h e  bards use t h e
metaphors o f  t he  h o r n b i l l s ,  t h e  heavenly messengers o f  t r a d i t i o n a l
thought ( A . I .  Berg lund,  Zu lu  Thought-Pat terns and Symbolism
London: Hurs t  1 9 7 6 )  and a  buck:

(143) I ' ns ing iz i  zakhal '•esangweni kwaNduli waze wavuka.
UManxala aphande esangweni koMhlakazi waze wavuka.

(143)The Hammerheads which c a l l e d  o u t  a t  t h e  ga te  o f  N d u l i ' s
place u n t i l  he awoke.

Buck which pawed ( t h e  ground) a t  t he  ga te  o f  Mhlakazi 's
place u n t i l  he awoke.

S i m i l a r l y,  i n  moving f rom a  record  o f  Shembe's l i f e  t o  t h e
a t t i t udes  o f  the  Nazar i tes towards t h e i r  l eade r,  t h e  imagery t he
bards employ i s  more l y r i c a l .  Examples i  and i i  below convey a
sense o f  the  mys t i ca l  and t h e  v i s i o n a r y  as t hey  express t h e
Nazarite v iew o f  the  p rophe t ' s  r o l e  as in te rmed ia ry  a t  t h e  gates
o f  heaven (see Sundkler,  1961 pp323; 1976 pp200-201). T h i s  sense
of  o the r -wor ld ly  reve la t i on  i s  a l s o  present  i n  t h e  t h i r d  example
below. H e r e  a  formula l i n e  con ta in ing  the  metaphor o f  t he  moon
is  expanded t o  descr ibe Shembe's r i s e n  p resence  r e t u r n i n g  t o  h i s
old haunts and remaining p r o t e c t i v e l y  over  t he  gates o f  Ekuphaka-
meni. T h e r e  i s  no precedent i n  e a r l i e r  i z ibongo f o r  the  gate
image which appears so  f r e q u e n t l y  i n  Shembe's p ra i ses .  S u n d k l e r
( i b i d . )  mentions i t s  recurrence i n  t he  Shembe hymns and i t s
importance i n  a l l  Z i o n i s t  dream l i f e .  I n  the  p ra i ses  t h e  gates
symbolise e n t r y  i n t o  a  new mode o f  ex is tence,  acceptance by  a
greater  being and p r o t e c t i o n  f rom the  dangers and e v i l s  o f  what
l i e s  ou ts ide .  T h e  use o f  t h i s  key  Z i o n i s t  symbol under l ines  t h e
v is ionary  dimension i n  t he  Shembe i z ibongo which so d i s t i ngu ishes
them both  f rom the  r o y a l  p r a i s e -poems and f rom o the r  contemporary
iz ibongo.

Example i
(133)UPhuh1u n jeng '  ikhowe emasangweni asEkuphakameni.

Sudden spr inger -up l i k e  a  mushroom a t  t h e  gates o f
Ekuphakameni.

Examples i i  and i i i
(105)UMghibuka n jeng '  i t hanga

Oghibuka ngaphakathi ngamasanga asEkuphakameni.
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INyanga b a t h ' i f i l e  k a n t i  b a s h o  n j e  i d u k e  e m a f i n i .
Ugud1agudla i ' n t a b a  zoMkhambath i .
Uthe ngimbona eshona  n g a l e z i y a  ' z i n t a b a  zakwaMad lad la .
Uthd namh1an je  u n e m p i l o  e s i d e  s imbona .
Waseghamuka e s e k h a z i m u l a  esexhopha n g a p h a k a t h i  kwamasanao

asEkuphakameni.
(105)Sudden B lossomer  l i k e  a  p u m p k i n

B u r s t i n g  i n t o  f l o w e r  i n s i d e  t h e  g a t e s  o f  Ekuphakameni .
Moon w h i c h  t h e y  s a i d  h a d  d i e d  b u t  i t  was o n l y  w a n d e r i n g

i n  t h e  c l o u d s .
He s k i r t e d  t h e  m o u n t a i n s  o f  Mkhambathi
And t h e n  I  saw  h i m  d i s a p p e a r i n g  i n  t h e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  t h o s e

f a r  o f f  h i l l s .
Even t o d a y  h e  i s  a l i v e  a n d  we b e h o l d  h i m  c o n s t a n t l y .
He appeared  s h i n i n g ,  d a z z l i n g  t h e  e y e s ,  w i t h i n  t h e  g a t e s  o f

Ekuphakameni.

The way i n  w h i c h  t h e  Shembe i z i b o n g o  r e s e m b l e  a n d  y e t  d i f f e r
s h a r p l y  f r o m  t h e  r o y a l  p r a i s e s  i s  a l s o  e v i d e n t  i n  t h e  c e n t r i p e t a l
and c e n t r i f u g a l  t e n s i o n s  c o n t a i n e d  w i t h i n  t h e m .  O n  t h e  o n e  hand
t h e y,  l i k e  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  r o y a l  p r a i s e s  ( b u t  u n l i k e  t h e
more muted  r o y a l  p r a i s e s  o f  Solomon k a D i n u z u l u  d . 1 9 3 3 )  a r e
i n t e n s e l y  n a t i o n a l i s t i c .  T h e y  d e l i b e r a t e l y  s t r e s s  t h e  d i s t i n c t i v e -
l y  Z u l u  n a t u r e  o f  Shembe's C h u r c h .  W h e r e a s  o t h e r  churchmen a r e
shown w o r r y i n g  o v e r  d o c t r i n a l  n i c e t i e s :

(26) Baphenya amadastamente namaBhay ibhe l i  abavume la ,
A t h i ,  ' K u b h a l l w e  k a n j a l o

(26)  T h e y  b r a n d i s h e d  t h e i r  Tes tamen ts  a n d  t h e i r  B i b l e s  i n
un ison  s a y i n g ,  ' I t  was  w r i t t e n  t h u s  ! '

-: lembe's Z u l u  s e p a r a t i s m  i s  a p p l a u d e d :
(28) UHlamuka s i m u k e  s i y e  k i t h i  kwe lak waZu lu ,

Ngoba uh lamuka n g e v a n g e l i ,
(28 )  B r e a k e r -Away,  l e t  u s  l e a v e  and  l e t  u s  head  f o r  o u r  o w n

Z u l u l a n d ,
Pecaw.e h e  C r o k e  away w i t h  t h e  G o s p e l .

And i n  a  s t r i k i n g  compound metaphor  w h i c h  p l a y s  o n  t h e  d o u b l e
meaning o f  ' Z u 1 u ' i . e .  ( a )  ' t h e  heavens '  a n d  ( b )  ' t h e  Z u l u  p e o p l e ' ,
t h e  e x c l u s i v e  n a t u r e  o f  Shembe a s  a  Z u l u  p r o p h e t  i s  e x p r e s s e d :

(70) I S i h 1 a h l a  e s i b l e  somdlebe  e n g a s i h l a l w a  ' z i n y o n i ,
S i yaseh la lwa  ' z i n y o n i  z e Z u l u .

(70)  B e a u t i f u l  E u p h o r b i a  Bush o n  w h i c h  n o  ( o r d i n a r y )  b i r d s  p e r c h
I t  i s  a  p e r c h  f o r  t h e  b i r d s  o f  t h e  Z u l u .

Yet  t h e  p r a i s e s  a l s o  t o u c h  upon  t h e  u n i v e r s a l i t y  o f  C h r i s t i a n i t y .
They c h r o n i c l e  Shembe's  i n c e s s a n t  t r a v e l l i n g  n o t  o n l y  i n  Z u l u l a n d
and N a t a l  b u t  t o  t h e  T r a n s k a i  a n d  m e n t i o n  i s  made o f  a  hoped- f o r
j o u r n e y  t o  t h e  t e r r i t o r y  o f  ' M z i l i k a z i  o f  Mashobane'  i n  p r e s e n t -
day Zimbabwe. I n  l i n e s  w h i c h  s t r e s s  t h e  s u p r a - n a t i o n a l  message
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o f  C h r i s t i a n i t y  h e  i s  p r a i s e d  a s

(135)The S t a r  w h i c h  b r o u g h t  l i g h t  t o  t h e  d a r k n e s s ,
I t  e n l i g h t e n e d  a l l  n a t i o n s  b e n e a t h  t h e  s u n .

(135) INkanyez i  e k h a n y i s e  emnyameni
Yakhany ise la  z o n k '  i z i z w e  p h a n s i  k o m t h u n z i  w e l a n g a .

Gerard ( r o u r  A f r i c a n  L i t e r a t u r e s :  X h o s a ,  S o t h o ,  Z u l u ,
Amhar ic ,  B e r k e l e y :  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  C a l i f o r n i a  P r e s s ,  1 9 7 1 :  1 8 4 )
r e f e r s  t o  Shembe's hymns a s  a  phenomenon o f  t r a n s i t i o n  f r o m  o r a l
t o  w r i t t e n  l i t e r a t u r e .  T h e  i z i b o n g o  r e p r e s e n t  a  d i f f e r e n t  k i n d  o f
t r a n s i t i o n  i n  t h a t  t h e y  show b a r d s  w o r k i n g  i n  t h e  o r a l  mode a n d
us ing  a n  e s t a b l i s h e d  p o e t i c  g e n r e  t o  e x p r e s s  new c o n c e p t s  a n d  new
i d e a l s .  S h e m b e ' s  p r a i s e s  a r e  t h e r e f o r e  b o t h  c o n s e r v a t i v e  a n d
p r o f o u n d l y  i n n o v a t i v e .  I t  i s  p e r h a p s  s i g n i f i c a n t  t h a t  t e e
i z i b o n g o  w h i c h  a r e  s t i l l  p e r f o r m e d  f o r  Shembe's s u c c e s s o r s
were f o r  t h e  mos t  p a r t  composed a t  a  t i m e  when t h e  Z u l u  k i n g s h i p
was weak .  C e r t a i n l y  t h e  p r a i s e s  o f  Solomon k a D i n u z u l u  ( I s a i a h
Shembe's r o y a l  c o n t e m p o r a r y )  d o  n o t  b e a r  compar i son  w i t h  t h e
prophet 's i z i b o n g o  e i t h e r  i n  t h e  r i c h n e s s  o f  t h e i r  l a n g u a g e  o r  t h e
bo ldness  o f  t h e i r  v i s i o n .  A l t h o u g h  t h e y  a r e  i n  o n e  s e n s e  a n
i m p o r t a n t  r e l i g i o u s  s t a t e m e n t  Shembe's i z i b o n g o  c a n  a l s o  b e  s e e n
as s e r v i n g  a  f u n c t i o n  somet imes a s c r i b e d  t o  e p i c :  t h e y  c r e a t e  a
sense o f  n a t i o n a l  c o n s c i o u s n e s s ,  p r i d e  a n d  p u r p o s e  a t  a  t i m e  o f
n a t i o n a l  c r i s i s  a n d  weakness.  I n  t h e i r  n a t i o n a l i s m  a n d  t h e i r
c o n t i n u e d  s u c c e s s  a s  a  v e h i c l e  o f  c u l t u r a l  a n d  r e l i g i o u s  i d e n t i t y
the  i z i b o n g o  d e m o n s t r a t e  how a n  o r a l  a r t  f o r m  c a n  e x p l o i t  t h e  p a s t
and m a i n t a i n  i t s  r e l e v a n c e  t o  t h e  p r e s e n t .
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