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Articles

This arficle i the rest aof a speech delivered by the ailhar af e
Ind Africen Literature Days in Hamburg, on 2 June 1990, The
author kas exparded ir for publicaion in ABFR.

The Editor imvites similar conrribusions suitable for pablicarion
in ABPR. The average length suggested iz 3,000 ro 4 000 words,
and popers submined shoald ke clearly ryped, double spaced, on
Ad-gize paper.

Articlers in ABPR do no mecessarily reffect the opinion of the
Ediror.

Peter Ripken

Director, Sociery for the Promosion of African, Asian and Lasin
American Literatiere, Frankfur:,

African Literature in the Literary Market

Place Qutside Africa

“The biggesi censors ars the publishers.”
Timbabwean writer Stusley Nysmfukudra during the International
Wiilers' meeting, Erlangen, Sepiember 1988

Tmtroduction

Thers is & sramge paradox abour cresive writing by African
writers (whether on the continent or elsewhere): while paliticians
enther praise them withoun reading them or persecine them
becsuge of their fear of the word, 2nd while intellecioals praise
them or scold them for & variety of reasons, i s difficult o
asoertain who really reads them. On a continent with a recognized
“book famine'™ and the number of readers going into millsons in
the various langusge sreas, book publishing and book distribution
{with the exception of educationsl books) is pot high on the s of
development préocites, hence many authors are sall being pub-
lished outside the continent whale those who prefer to publish with
African publishing houses suffer the fave of limised access o Lhe
reading public, because of distribution problems inthe coumtry of

pubilication and beyond.

African Iirerarure 0 Englond, France and Porragal

England, France and Porfwgal are still far more important for
creative writers from sub-Saharan Africs thean Lagoes, Harare,
Dakar, or Abidjan - and the paradox goes even further because
there their robe is marpinal an best. Although admimedly the
nusnber of books published in Africa has incressed cremendoasly
im the last decade, the amoust of recognition an African writer can
get s still dependent on the fave of his or her books cutside Africa.
Altough thene Is - an lesst in some Afrlcan cousirles - something
like a linerary debate, the bulk of publishing, reviewing, analyzing
Adrican litersture - not to use the werm canon formation - is sill
taking place outssde Afrlca. And agein, even there its importance
om the lierary markel places in varions coustries s marginal: n's
confined - &gain with a few exceptions - to a small ghewo of
Africanists and well-wishers who sfe very often ol part and
parcel of the Lterary debates and the teaching of liverabre |n their
respective coanties.

Such o sweeping staleenenl calls for specificstion; of course i
does. make 8 difference whether 2 book by an Alrcan anbor s
being published in 215 original langusge in Paris, London or
Lishon {or Mew York for that matter) or whether it can anly be
read im a tranglation (im0 Dutch, [alisn, German, Danish,
Norwegian, Swedish or Russian). Some of the hest works by
African suthors have been published in England, France or
Partugal by big transnational companies (which have their mar-
kets also in Africa, sometimes with increasing degree, m Goopera-
tian with local publishers); some have been published by smaller
publshing houses with a specific “African list® with the disadvan-
tage of smalker print runs. Bat [ douht whether this situation goss
beyond the old pattern of relations between the metropale and the
periphery. OF course, there is & tendency at least in Paris to

perogive francaphone African suthors as an exlension of French
liveransre (and some suthors do get publibed by big and pres-
tigious publishing houses); there w8 a tendency also in England to
percelve anglophose African lnerarune as part of the New English
liveraneres on the same level as, eg., Camdian or Australian
creative writing. But there &re ather factors which may show that
creative wriling by Afrscans comlinoes 1o be marginal in the
liverary life of the merapale.

Serious reviews in large circulaion papers or ather mass media
are few and Far between, and then they are confined o those bools.
which hawe been published in the metropolde (a book published in
Africa is hardly ever reviewed, simply becauss it i more offen
than not unavailable on the markel of the metropole); if thers are
reviews, they are often wribllea by a small aumber of ‘experts” and
Africanisis, which to my mind 5 a specsal form of paternalism;
serions reviews, however, do appear in 8 number of gpecialized
magazines and joursals, often with a srong “Third World ™ bias -
which amounes 1o & gheno sirwation from which most ardinary
readers are excluded. This sinmbon may be slighily bemer in
Framoe but again this fs in Hme with perceiving francophone
African writers as junsor collezgues of the ‘mainsream’ writers.
That there |s lnle ntenest in African writing per 2e is evidenced
by the fact that there &fe very few iransladons, e.g., from French
imlo English or vice versa, or Pornaguese imo English or French
of thi sespective markets, an indication thar African creative
wriling is just & matter of the metropale-periphery sysdrome. The
situation may ke slighnly better bn the United Staces of Americs,
bt this mppears b be due o the existence af a larger Black
community, which has resulied in the exisience af a high number
of African studies departments with attendant publications (for
review and dehate), buat 1 doubt whether the general patern is
distimetly different. OF course there &8 mo doubt that the inter-
nationally known African writers do get anention by mass media
[like Chinua Achebe or Waole Sevinka), bt [ maimtain that the
hroad spectram of African literafure is being ignorsd. In evidencs
I may paint aut that nat cnly books published in Africs ane hnrdl}'
heing noticsd in Europe, but that all those written and pablished in
national or regional languages are not anly not translabed but also
being ignorsd (or sometimes even denigrated) by even the
cograscenti of African literatune,

Finally, Africa’s image in the North is definitely more influ-
encad by writers such as the *white Rhodesian’ Wilbar Smith wich
his bestselling books than, e.g., by the novels by wrisers such as
Chenjerai Hove or Dambudzo Marechera, if we stick o one
comniry only,

Translaripns and the case af Germary

African litzrabare on the market places of the former colonkal
mefropoles may call for mare analysis, bus its role on the markets
of countries where readers will hawe to rely on translations (if we
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