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Abstract

This article analyses the dialectics between the memory of and nostalgia for
the Venda of yore in Tshivenda poetry to underline the Vhavenda’s attitudes
towards issues they deem central to their African experience such as being,
belonging, land, home, colonisation, loss and recovery. The article argues that
— in Tshivenda poetry — pre-colonial Venda is depicted as the land of
abundance and civilisations to fortify African feelings and memories of ethnic
pride across the pre-colonial, colonial and post-colonial epochs in South
Africa. This idealistic image of Venda which recurs in Tshivenda poetry and
gravitates more towards a recollection of pre-colonial Venda, argues the
article, appears and disappears during the colonial and postcolonial epochs, to
be replaced with a more realistic depiction of Venda under colonisation and
neo-colonisation. The article focuses on three Vhavenda poets, Ralson
Ramudzuli Matshili, Eddie Thinandavha Maumela and Tendamudzimu Robert
Ratshitanga, and distinguishes their eight poems into two broad categories
based on the poets’ attitudes towards Venda: those who romanticise the Venda
of yore and those who reject the romanticisation. Interrogating the disruptions
and losses brought by the conquest of Venda, the selected poets reconstruct
from memory and imagination pre-colonial Venda history to reveal the tragic
consequences of colonisation and apartheid upon the psyche of Vhavenda. The
article also points out that in their attempts to confront the oppressive powers
which aimed to erase the selfhood of their peoples, the poets explore areas of
overlap drama between the turbulent experience of Africans and the cata-
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clysmic history of black Africans in unsettling colonial narratives and creating
their own cultural mythology.

Keywords: discourse, home, identity, memory, poetry, Vhavenda

Introduction

Africa has been a casualty of misrepresentation since the advent of colonialism
(Andindilile 2016). This article, which is fundamentally grounded on textual
analysis, examines how Tshivenda poetry reflects on the intersection between
memory and nostalgia in an attempt to bring about a better understanding of
Venda as a representative sample of Africa pre-, during and post-colonisation.
The article argues that the intersection of memory and nostalgia witnessed in
African-language literary discourse is largely a predictable result of the
historical happenings, including colonialism and apartheid, that colluded to
relegate the continent — as a whole — to subjugation in the Western world of
thought, and the response that this reality implored from Africans facing the
challenges of the Western concocted modernity. The article examines the
writing of some of the pioneering modern Vhavenda poets who have attempted
to challenge ideas proliferated by the West — in a characteristic Eurocentric
tradition — to emasculate Africa and ultimately Venda, places and spaces they
barely understood. The objective is to show that through poetry, Vhavenda
were able to reveal more about their thought regarding subjugation than what
has been readily acknowledged. In due course, the article shows that, like other
forms of creative expression, African-language literatures, including
Tshivenda poetry, are not merely folksy, domestic, parochial and ethnically
exceptional in their scope and reach, but a domain in which individuals
experimenting with a variety of literary genres are free to comment on issues
that reflect, among other aspects, the dynamics of memory and nostalgia in
society at large. Vhavenda poets, namely; Ralson Ramudzuli Matshili, Eddie
Thinandavha Maumela and Tendamudzimu Robert Ratshitanga, largely rely
on memory and nostalgia to comment on the bygone, pristine beauty of Venda
and link their commentary to the concept of African selfhood, and eventually
present either a romanticised pre-colonial Venda or a contrast of the former in
their poetry. Memory, though alterable and at times contestable, is used by
these poets as a dynamic process of (re)cognition, (re)creation and
(re)invention that is encapsulated in their longings for the past, rituals, images,
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performance and narrations in their poetry. The better situate the article, it is
important to first reflect on the intersection of memory, nostalgia and literary
theory, and secondly present a brief background of who the Vhavenda have
been said to be and what recent discourses have to say about it.

Memory, Nostalgia and Literary Theory
Memory Studies, according to Milevski and Wetenkamp (2022:197), ‘is an
international and interdisciplinary field of research that has grown significantly
over the past decades’, which illustrates that recollection and forgetting are still
interesting topics for numerous academics and scientists. Memory Studies is
not only an interdisciplinary field, but is also heterogeneous in that it explores
objects of study such as paintings, memorials, installations, and what interests
the present author in particular: literature. The objects are studied for their
potential to represent the past in the present (Milevski & Wetenkamp 2022).
There remains opportunities to take the literary text as an object of
transdisciplinary research. Certainly, the potential of African-language literary
theory to yield a more systematic approach to memory, remembrance and
nostalgia has not yet been realised, especially through an analysis of a genre
such as Tshivenda poetry. Even when analysing the texts in the context of
Memory Studies with its numerous methodological requirements, a literary
theory should always be at least a reference theory. For instance, the concept
of liminality, established in Ethnology and Anthropology, as a new perspective
to better understand the ambiguous and creative aspects of memory and of
literary texts dealing with memory and nostalgia could come in handy. Hence,
this article analyses transgenerational memory transfer and narrative devices
such as metaphors, narration and structural multi-perspectivity through
intertextual and intercultural references and illustrates how these devices stage
the liminal aspects of memory and nostalgia in Tshivenda poetry. The article
deals decisively but succinctly with the role of poetry as a research object for
ancient and contemporary memory studies, which mostly focus on relational,
dialogical, and intertwined concepts of memory and nostalgia. The most
prominent of these theories are Marianne Hirsch’s Postmemory (2008; 2012)
and Michael Rothberg’s Multidirectional Memory (2009), which this article
addresses to see where and how they work in literature to subsequently discuss
how Narratology as an additional theoretical approach can provide a more solid
base for the findings of memory studies with regard to literary texts.
Rothberg’s (2009) Multidirectional Memory is preferred in this article
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or its insights on the understanding of memory. It argues that the present is
characterised by the presence of a comprehensive variety of past narratives,
which Rothberg encapsulates in the term Multidirectional Memory. According
to Rothberg (2009:3), collective memory is not competitive memory, but
subject to cross-referencing, borrowing and continuing negotiation. Rothberg
proffers that memory directly determines identity, which to this article is an
essential aspect because it seeks to show how Vhavenda poets rely on memory
to articulate their concept of selfhood. In other words, this article reads the
selected Tshivenda poetry against the backdrop of this question: ‘What does it
mean to write and remember from the site of a ruin?’ The ruin herein referred
and recurrent in some of the selected poems links to places such as Matongoni,
Vhukalanga and Dzata, all of which signify the Venda of yore that the poets
yearn for. On the other hand, that memory and remembrance often occur in
medialised and language-based form resonates with Hirsch’s concept of
Postmemory, especially when considered through the lens of literary studies.
For Hirsh, with the regard to the diminishing number of custodians of oral
history, its attendant world of yore and the shift from oral traditions to literary
memory, the question of memory and remembrance arises: ‘What can be said
about the world of yore in the present? How can we best carry the narratives
of yore forward, without appropriating them, without unduly calling attention
to ourselves, and without, in turn, having our stories displaced by them?’
Postmemory as a cross-generational reconstructive memory does not refer to
the experience of being passively exposed to a bygone past, but rather to the
need of the subsequent generations to actively pursue and thus preserve the
past of their forebears. Postmemory thereby mixes the inherited (narratives of
the past) with the researched (modern poetry). This article regards the selected
poems as archives with the potency of transmitting the transgenerational
memory and remembrance of the Vhavenda’s history and concept of selfthood.
It is the imaginative and creative power of Postmemory among the selected
poets that makes reading their poems so intriguing in literary studies.

Research Design

To further situate the article’s argument, the selected poems are analysed
through an Indigenous Research Paradigm (IRP) (Chilisa 2012). The IRP
purports that research in Africa has a colonial history, which resulted in much
research becoming a field of exploitation where research in indigenous
communities was not conducted to uplift the indigenous people or conducted
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from their perspective (Held 2019:9). IRP then strives to deconstruct this
coloniality mentality by according respect to indigenous people and advocating
for their equal research rights regardless of gender, race, colour, geographical
location and/or socio-economic status (Chilisa et al. 2017:326). The IRP is
centred on deconstructing the colonial or Western conventional research which
marginalised indigenous people (Chilisa & Tsheko 2014:223). Its goal is to
introduce a model that is culturally safe, respectful, and done by and for the
indigenous people. Held (2019:6) says the IRP refers to a ‘research by
indigenous scholars on, for, and with indigenous communities, rooted in the
respective indigenous worldview, and promotes the self-determination of the
community’. In accord, Louis (2007:131) and Keane et al. (2017:14) proffer
that if research is not intended to benefit the indigenous communities or
improve their lives, it should not be conducted. Therefore, the IRP states that
research should be considered worthwhile if conducted to benefit and bring
change in indigenous communities using the indigenous methods that are
respectful.

The IRP is deep-rooted in seeing marginalised people as key
contributors of knowledge rather than passive participants because historically,
marginalised people were seen only as people to be researched about. Chilisa
and Tsheko (2014:223) bring to light that the IRP calls for ‘moving away from
conceiving the researched as participants to seeing them as co-researchers’.
Actually, ‘the studies of home, homecoming, exile and migrations are rarely
explored in African literature written in African languages’ (Mokgoat$ana
2021:36). Although the selected poets have covered the themes mentioned by
MokgoatSana here, these poets and their works are yet to receive academic
attention. Therefore, in foregrounding their works on themes such as ancestral
home, cosmology, being, belonging, space and place, this article attempts to
give voice to the voiceless. The article hopes to contribute to the postcolonial
discourse on the concept of origin and belonging, real or imagined, by
exploring the narratives delineated through poetry. It shows how poets writing
in Tshivenda comment on Venda as a place and as a space in which they
conceptualise being and belonging. This article analyses eight poems, namely;
ZwiJa mulovha ‘Then yesterday’ (Ratshitanga 1972:34-35), Vengda /a mulovha
‘Venda of yore’ (Ratshitanga 1972:11), Matongoni (Matshili 1972:26), La
mulovha /o tsiruwa ‘[Venda] of yore is out of sight” (Maumela 1979:3), Venda
(Maumela 1979:11), Nga ri rende 7hohoyandou ‘Let us praise Thohoyandou’
(Maumela 1979:14), Venda thetshelesa ‘Venda listen’ (Ratshitanga 1987:43)
and Mpheni Venda Janga ‘Give me my Venda’ (Ratshitanga 1987:16), to
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reflect on three afore-cited Vhavenda poets’ reliance on their memory of
folklore traditions regarding ancient (pre-colonial) Venda in order to contrast
it with colonial and post-colonial Venda, respectively.

Analysis

This section analyses the selected poems based on the following themes: the
poets’ (de)scription of Venda as home, Venda as a source of ethnic pride,
lamentations over the bygone glory of Venda and hopes for the restoration of
Venda. The section commences with the semiology of Venda in Ratshitanga’s
(1987:16) poem, Mpheni Venda langa (‘Give me my Venda’), which reads
thus:

Mpheni Venda langa ni mphe dakalo;

Mpheni Fundudzi na milambo yothe ya lunako.
Ni nnee Mangwele na Lwamondo,

Luvhola ndi i vhone kha la tshipembe.

[Give me my Venda and you shall have given me
joy;

Give me Fundudzi and all the beautiful rivers.

Give Mangwele and Lwamondo,

And let me mount Luvhola in the south.]

According to Mathivha (1972:9), the name ‘Venda’ was derived from ‘Vele-
e-nnda’ (Vele is outside), which means that one of the leaders ‘Vele’ is outside
the original home, which is Mashonaland (Zimbabwe) (cf. Madiba 1994). On
the other hand, Neluvhalani (2017:17) says the name ‘Venda’ or ‘Venda of
Yore’ is the region prior to Western intervention and it means a country of
‘plenty’, pertaining to food, natural resources, excellent climate, flora and
fauna. The name is derived from maize (Livele) and hunger (n(i)dala), which
together mean stiff maize porridge — with more than 350 different traditional
vegetables, milk, white and red meat — which appease hunger. In Ratshitanga’s
poem, the Venda longed for by the poet resonates with Neluvhalani’s definition
of the noun Venda. The poem connotes a cry for the restoration of a lost place
and space and may thus be understood as a longing for a ‘return’ of a place and
a space (More 2002). Here, Ratshitanga implies a kind of return of Venda to
him as a place and space desirable. Implicit in his plea for a return of Venda is
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the concept ‘renaissance’ which may be theoretically connected with the
semantics of the prefix re-, as in re-birth, re-discover, and re-define, re-dress,
re-generate, re-awaken, re-invent, re-present and re-turn (Sebola 2022).
Ratshitanga’s poem does not advocate an essentialist mystification of African
essence that is genetically determined but one that is geographically-bound.
His main cry is for the restoration of the Vhavenda’s land. The cry for land
brings into sharp focus the effects of social maladies such as displacement and
dislocation in the discursive setting of identity politics. The poet’s cry for land
is basically reflective of the fact that when people are moved from their homes,
they tend to be overwhelmed by a forlorn sense of estrangement. This is
because people identify with a place and feel at one with that place. As a result,
they are always occupied with the idea of returning to the place.

In the above stanza, Ratshitanga pleads for the restoration of Fundudzi
to him. Lake Fundudzi is viewed as both the place of the Vhavenda’s origin
and cosmic reunion with their ancestors. The lake is a closely guarded arena
where various forms of initiations and rituals in Tshivenda culture are
performed (Sebola & Mokgoatsana 2022). In crying for the return and
restoration of Lake Fundudzi to the rightful owners, Ratshitanga goes beyond
a mere desire for the provision and accessibility of natural phenomena, and
further expresses a longing for the restoration of his traditions and rituals.
Places such as Mangwele, Lwamondo and Luvhola hold historical and spiritual
significance to some Vhavenda groups. For instance, Mount Luvhola, which
acquired its name from its peak which looks like a bee sting (luvholela in
Tshivenda) hosts the shrines of Vhakwevho, a subgroup of Vhatavhatsindi, and
Davhana. Mount Mangwele, on the other hand, was used as a fortress by the
local residents and their chief, where during war, they could retreat to it
because it has caves and beautifully crafted stone walls. Ratshitanga demands
the restoration of these historical and spiritual sites because they were taken by
unnamed invaders. That the sites are in the hands of the invaders is affirmed
by the next stanza, which reads thus:

Mpheni Madzivhazwombe ho dzulaho vhaeni,
Phepho i tshi rwa mirambi i wane pfulo.

Ni ralo ni nkonanye na avho vhaeni,

Vhunga na u rangani ro konana.

[Give me Madzivhanwombe where visitors settled,
The cold persisting, so that the flocks will find pasture.
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By so doing, reconcile me with those visitors,
The same way we reconciled in the beginning.]

Displacement results in a shell-like hollowness (Mogoboya 2011). This
hollowness has occasioned in the poet a feeling of rootlessness and bleakness
because his people’s home (land) is gone. The poet says that Venda is occupied
and owned by ‘visitors’ (European settlers). Moreover, the settlers did not only
take the land for residential purposes, they also took the Vhavenda’s grazing
lands and subsequently crippled the Vhavenda’s means of economic
development. Thus, dislocation and displacement fragment and undermine
people’s life and livelihood, further compounding that sense of hollowness.
Displacement and dislocation corrode a people’s sense of being and belonging.
In the poet’s view, the restoration of land is a necessity. In his delineation of
the concept of ‘renaissance’, Ratshitanga brings into sharp focus the two-fold
nature of the post-apartheid notion of ‘return’: the first, an Afro-pessimistic
idea that understands ‘the return’ as a relapse to the Hobbesian ‘state of nature’
(innocence), and thus retrogressive and oppressive, and the second, which is a
contrast and understands ‘the return’ as compulsory, and thus progressive,
liberatory politics (More 2002). Ratshitanga proposes the latter conception of
the return, which compels a liberatory interpretation of his poem, as he is not
advocating a conservative, nativist or essentialist return but a reconstruction
and rehabilitation of the Muvenda person. He reimagines returns of the land
because such returns will aid a forging of an identity and authenticity that he
thinks is appropriate to the exigencies of ‘modern’ existence. In the same vein,
Ratshitanga’s (1987:43) poem, Venda Thetshelesa (‘Venda, Listen’) typifies
(re)imaginations of what has been delineated as the Vhavenda’s ancestral
home, Vhukalanga, with a spiritual hub known as Matongoni (Schutte 1978).
In the poem, Ratshitanga says:

Rothe ro bva Vhukalanga,

Ra swika Dzata ra fhata,

Govhani la mulambo Nzhelele,

Mirafho ya tandulukana ri tshi khwatha.
Rothe ro bva Vhukalanga,

Ra swika Dzata ra fhata,

Govhani la mulambo Nzhelele,

Mirafho ya tandulukana ri tshi khwatha.
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(We all hailed from Vhukalanga,

And arrived at Dzata and built,

At the valley of the Nzhelele River,

Generations successively came and solidified us.
We all hailed from Vhukalanga,

And arrived at Dzata and built,

At the valley of the Nzhelele River,

Generations successively came and solidified us.)

Ratshitanga subscribes to the hypothesis that purports Vhukalanga
(Zimbabwe) as the Vhavenda’s origin, stating that they (read Masingo)
migrated from Zimbabwe to Dzata (South Africa). Tshivenda oral traditions
hold that Dzata was extended by the legendary Thohoyandou as the capital of
Venda when Velelambeu settled there, and at whose ruins the Masingo still
perform their rituals (Sengani 2022). Thohoyandou became the capital of the
former Bantustan of Venda, while Dzanani is the traditional capital of Venda
and the home of the Vhavenda kings. The name Thohoyandou means ‘head of
the elephant’ in the Tshivenda language, and was the name of one of the
Vhavenda kings. Thohoyandou town was established and built at a large
portion of the village of Tshiluvhi in the late 1970s. It was established by
President Patrick Ramaano Mphephu who was the Prime Minister of the Venda
Bantustan. Thohoyandou became the capital of Venda when Venda was
declared a republic in 1979, and became the centre and economic hub of the
Republic of Venda. For Ratshitanga, Vhukalanga represents the Vhavenda’s
history and identity, with the hub of their bygone glory being their ancestral
home, Matongoni. In the poem, ‘Nga Ri Rende Thohoyandou’ (Let us Praise
Thohoyandou) (Maumela 1979:14), the poet says:

Venda ndi phambo na vhana vuvhuni,
Vhana vho dzikaho a vha taheli khalo,
Mikhwa na mvelele ndi lukuna ri a dola,
Muswa na mulala i luludzela vhothe,
Thonifho ndi wone mukano tshakale,

Rothe nga huswi nga ri rende Thohoyandou,
We a ri khurela luvhande pfurani la shango.
Venda ndi zwone [i shona vhuyada,

Li bea walo muthu [i sa mu tshivhi,

Vha i langanaho vhothe li a bata,
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Ndi vhulimbo ha murikhuni mibvumbini,
Honevho [i tonda vha madana u dala,

Rothe nga huswi nga ri khode Thohoyandou,

We a ri khurela dzhavhelo la pfumi muno Venda.

(Venda is a hen with chicks and chicks in gardens
Children who are calm are never in shortage in it
Morals and culture are an opulence with which we smear ourselves
A youth and an elderly person are both lulled by it
Respect is the actual boundary since ancient times
All of us together let us praise Thohoyandou

Who created a platform for us in the fat of the land
Truly, Venda cringes at uncleanliness

It exposes its own person without jealousy

All who conspire against it, it seizes

It is the birdlime from a tree in perpetual showers
Those ones it blesses hundreds in their multitudes

All of us together, let us praise Thohoyandou

Who created for us a refuge of wealth here in Venda.)

The poem above likens Venda to a hen, of fowls and guinea fowls and the
image of the hen signifies both fertility, prosperity and security. In much the
same way that a hen that would have laid numerous eggs and therefore multiple
chicks, and further ensure their safety, the poet foregrounds Venda as a place
of abundance and protection. He further mentions that Venda is populated by
morally grounded children, which speaks to the Vhavenda’s strictness on
matters related to discipline and ethics. Hence, in the third line, the poet
implicates morals and culture as some of the distinctive features of the
Vhavenda. Venda is presented as a place and space in which both the youth
and the elderly live in harmony. The poet then proceeds to ascribe this nature
of Venda’s serenity, morality and security to Thohoyandou’s efforts.
Thohoyandou, as a representative of the legendary and mythical leaders of
Vhavenda, is appreciated for the development and progress he initiated in
Venda, which resulted in almost every Muvenda having opportunities to
prosper. For this reason, the poet calls upon all people to extol Thohoyandou’s
selfless leadership, irrespective of whether it is imagined or real. A poem about
Thohoyandou is considered here because this leader is linked to the
establishment of Dzata, a place of historical significance in Venda. Equally
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significant in the Vhavenda’s oral traditions is Matongoni, which still echoes
beliefs in the migration of the Masingo from Vhukalanga to Venda.
Ratshitanga’s poem, ‘Venda thetshelesa’ analysed above makes allusions to
Vhukalanga but does not provide sufficient details. On the contrary, Matshili’s
(1972:26) poem, ‘Matongoni’ elaborates on the Matongoni metaphor thus:

Matongoni hayani hashu,
Hayani hashu havhudi;

Ro dzula hone ri tshi diphina,
Ri tshi la ra posa na tsiwana.

(Matongoni our home,

Our beautiful home,

We lived there in enjoyment,

Eating so much that we also fed the poor.)

The poet identifies Matongoni as both a beautiful home and a place once
characterised by such prosperity and abundance that even the poor were fed by
the native inhabitants. Matongoni is also depicted as a place worth recreating
or revisiting. Returns to Matongoni appear to be a Herculean task, particularly
because so much has changed since the Vhavenda’s supposed migration, that
it would be difficult, if not impossible, to recreate the ancient and ancestral
home of the Vhavenda. Secondly, returns to Matongoni cannot happen because
it is traditionally held that Nwali (the High God of the Vhavenda) instructed
the VVhavenda to leave the place and move to the south (South Africa), as the
next stanza confirms:

Tshi dinaho Mwali makhulu ndi mufhumudzi,
Ro thakhwa hani Matongoni hayani hashu;

Ndi tshini tshe ra vha ri tshi lila?

Tshifhefho dzithumbu dzi tshi dzula dzi mirutshe.

(What bothers Mwali, the grandfather is the lack of a
comforter,

How spoiled we were at Matongoni our home;

What did we lack?

In autumn, our bellies were full beyond capacity.)
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It is not strange that the poet progresses to mention Mwali (also known as
Nwali; Mwari) along with Matongoni. It is believed that Mwali conversed with
the Vhasenzi (Vhavenda) at Mount Matongoni (Khorommbi 1996). Thus,
Matongoni also represents the VVhavenda’s notion of spiritual connectedness
to the place. The subsequent lines of the poem all reiterate the prosperity and
abundance once enjoyed and now longed-for by the poet:

Mvula i sa ni vhakalaha vha isa nduvho,

Nduvho ya fanganedzwa nga dakalo Jihulwane,
Ngomalungundu ye ngindi-ngunduu ya unga /othe,
Mifhululu ya raha thungo dzorhe.

Matongoni marubini ashu,

Haya ha miomva na mizada minzhi,

Mitshelo ya tshaka dzozhe,

Madi a shuluwa horhe-horhe.

(When it was rainless, old men presented propitiations,
Propitiations would be received [by Nwali] with great joy
Ngomalungundu would rumble ngindi-ngunduu
everywhere

Ululations would spread in all directions

Matongoni our ruins,

A place of bananas and numerous fruits,

Fruits of different kinds,

Water splashing everywhere.)

Mount Matongoni is believed to be where Nwali dwelt with his miraculous
drum, Ngomalungundu, and his obedient son, Tshilume who took the
leadership immediately after the burning of Matongoni City (Khorommbi
1996). Mount Matongoni represents the cultural and spiritual worldview of the
Vhavenda. Nwali is approached and appeased by special persons and in special
circumstances; hence, vhakalaha would do so when there was need for rain.
Vhavenda have an implicit faith in the powers of Nwali as a rain-maker and
rain-giver. This faith was important, especially during the time when the
Vhavenda were predominantly agricultural people. This means that water was
a significant provision to them as their whole life depended on water. In
viewing Nwali as their rain-bringer, the Vhavenda projected their perception
of this deity as both immanent and transcendent. He is depicted as being

45



Moffat Sebola

concerned and involved in the social welfare of his people. Nwali then is
responsible for changing seasons in the Vhavenda’s worldview. In
remembering the Venda of yore, represented here by Matongoni, the poet
expresses a yearning for spiritual restoration and the bounties that accompanied
a harmonious relationship between Nwali and his people. A sense of spiritual
connectedness then manifests here as significant whenever and wherever
people remember their home, especially a home that might never return — a
home they might never return to. This is evinced in the poem ‘Zwila mulovha’
(Then yesterday) by Ratshitanga (1972:34-35), which reads thus:

Zwila mulovha ri tshi bva Vhukalanga

Dzitholi dza Vhatavhatsindi phanda dzo ri ranga,
Gogoni lashu vhothe vhe vhahali khathihi na vhakalaha,
Kha maswuhana na vhavhera hu si na ane a vhanga.
Lwendo ulu lwo vha lwo thoma kale,

Musi ri tshi bva murahu ngei ha vhomakhulukuku,

He zwothe kholomo na mbudzi murahu zwi si sale,

Nga u shavha mihwalo ra sia dzone khuhu.

(Then yesterday when we journeyed from Vhukalanga

With the Vhatavhatsindi spies leading us

In our multitude, all were warriors and elderly men

Among the youth and young married men, there was none who
guarreled

This journey had started long ago

When we hailed from the past of our ancestors

Where cattle and goats did not remain behind

To minimise burdens, we left behind chickens.)

Ratshitanga still links the Venda of yore to Vhukalanga. The word mulovha
(yesterday) in the poem represents a bygone epoch — life in Vhukalanga, which
the poet still reminisces about. In affirming the Vhukalanga migratory
hypothesis, the poet further implicates one of the Vhavenda tribes,
Vhatavhatsindi. The poet claims Vhatavhatsindi spies led the migration even
though among them were warriors. He further says that the journey had started
a long time ago, implying that this group of the Vhavenda had been moving
from place to place, although he does not mention their point of origin and first
departure. Implicit in this view then is that Vhukalanga is one of the stops that
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the Vhavenda made as they journeyed south, which contradicts the notion that
Vhukalanga (Matongoni) is the original home of the Vhavenda. The poet only
identifies where the Vhavenda travelled from as ha vhomakhulukuku (at the
forebears’ home), a place characterised by an abundance of livestock such as
cattle and goats with which they journeyed. While the poet relies on memory
and probably oral traditions, there are not only insufficient details about the
supposed migration, but also apparent contradictions about the migration from
Vhukalanga, especially because VVhukalanga is presented as a station at which
the Vhavenda stopped from elsewhere as opposed to it being an original home
of the said Vhavenda. The poet further says:

Ho ri musi ro no wela Vhembe ra mbo fhata
Mudi muhulu ngei Dzata.

Vhangona vhe ra wana zwo ralo ra fhada,
Vhalanda na khosi dzavho vha dada.

Nga murahu Mabunyu a Hangwana o do swika,
Vhanna na vhasadzi vha shavhela dzithavhani,
Vhunga ro tata nndwa nga itsho tshifhinga,
Tshihulusa la vha dakalo madavhani.
Mafurukanere na one o fhedza nga u tovhela,
Makhado a raloha u a fhada sa nowa,

Naho ene khao a songo vha thovhela.
Khulunoni ya Tshivenda zwigidi zwayo zwo ya Tshanowa.

(After having crossed VVhembe [River], we then built
A great city there at Dzata.

The Vhangona whom we found there, we scattered them
Subjects and their chief were confounded

Thereafter, ‘the Naked Men’ from Hangwana arrived
Men and women fled to the mountains

Since we avoided war at that time,

The most important thing was joy in work parties
Afrikaners also followed suit,

Makhado then dispersed them like a serpent
Although to them he never became the king

Muskets of the Tshivenda throne went to Tshanowa.)

Upon arrival in Soutpansberg, after crossing the Vhembe River, it is said that
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the Vhavenda built a great city, Dzata. Here, no mention of Velelambeu or
Thohoyandou is made, only that the construction of the city was a corporate
endeavour — ‘we built” and not ‘Thohoyandou built’ as claimed by the poem
Nga ri rende Thohoyandou, which was analysed earlier. Interestingly,
however, the poet acknowledges that there was a group of people that they
found in the land known as Vhangona. Vhangona are the original inhabitants
of the land (Neluvhalani 2017). According to Neluvhalani (2017), Vhangona-
Bakone-Banguni, dubbed Ngona, Kone and Nguni, are a one original nation
of South(ern) Africa with the same culture, religion and language. Vhangona
also identify themselves as Vhabikwanaibye or Vhabikwanaive; hence, they
praise themselves thus: Mungona mubikwa na ive, ive la vhibva, Mungona a
sala (Mungona who was ‘cooked’ with a rock, a rock became soft, but
Mungona remained unscathed). In so saying, they acknowledge themselves as
people who lived and survived at the time when the country and continent were
still volcanic and earthquake prone (Neluvhalani 2017). Therefore, Vhangona
did not migrate from anywhere, they are the original inhabitants of the land, as
the poet attests.

According to the poet, upon arrival, the migratory group invaded the
land and conquered Vhangona to secure residence in Venda. Thereafter, in the
1820s, there were Nguni invaders known in the oral traditions of the Vhavenda
as Mabunyu (literally meaning ‘The naked ones’) because of the way the Nguni
used to put on clothes (Sikhweni 2016). During the war with the Nguni,
Vhavenda would ensconce themselves in mountain strongholds in the
Soutpansberg as the poet confirms, and were thus in the position to avoid the
brunt of Mfecane (Maylam 1986). The poet affirms the notion that the
Vhavenda are a merciful ethnic group and hardly engage in war without strong
reasons for doing so (cf. Sikhweni 2016). The poet concludes the poem by
making mention of Makhado’s war with the Afrikaners, and praises Makhado
for his valour against them, as he never surrendered to him until his death. The
last stanza of the poem refers to the disarmament of the Vhavenda at the
Tshanowa Mountain. Oral tradition purports that the Settlers asked the
indigenous people of the area to surrender their guns promising to replace
them, but instead burned the guns there at the mountain, leaving Africans
unable to defend themselves and worsening power imbalance. The poet
commences with an acknowledgement of the journeys of some Vhavenda
clans, alludes to their achievements signified by the construction of Dzata,
mentions the upheavals they experienced such as their wars with the Nguni and
Afrikaners, and concludes with their disarmament. In this regard, the poet
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positions himself as a historian who recalls from memory the life and
experience of the Vhavenda, implicitly grieving their loss of wealth, land and
ultimately power. The poet yearns for the restoration of that power, as further
affirmed by the poem, ‘Venda la mulovha’ (The Venda of yore) (Ratshitanga
1972:11):

Mphe mavhuvhu na midavhi ya hatsi vhudala.
Mphe matavha a dzinngwa dza u takadza,

Hu sunyaho mapfene a tshi fha mato anga vhugala,
Tsiko iyi ya Muvhumbi i no mangadza,

Ye a tshi i ita ene a itela muthu,

Naho rine vhane vi tshi shaya vhuthu.

Mphe mitshelo na masimu a no vhibvisa.

Mphe mavhuwa a phukha dzi no sevhedza.

(Give me gardens and meadows with green grass

Give me mountains of precipices that delight,

Where baboons walk majestically giving my eyes glory,
This creation of the Maker that astonishes,

Which when He made, made it for humankind,

Even we ourselves lack humanity,

Give me fruits and fields that ripen crops

Give me treeless grass-veld on mountain tops of animals
served as relish.)

There remains a longing for the Venda of yore in Ratshitanga’s poem above.
In the poem, he yearns for the gardens, meadows, mountains and ploughing
fields. Nouns such as mavhuvhu (gardens allowed to lie fallow for some years),
midavhi (meadows) and matavha a dzinngwa (mountains of precipices) allude
to the beauties and bounties of the kind of Venda once occupied by the
Vhavenda before colonisation. The poet remembers this type of Venda and
calls for its restoration. By implication, the Venda he knew at the time of
writing was no longer the same as the one remembered. The Venda that the
poet remembers entailed fertile and abundant livestock, lush land and
traditional rites, as affirmed in the next stanza:

Dza mukhaha na dza u hoha basha dzothe dzi dangani,
Matsangaluwa i lile i tshitumbani
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Vha thama na phomo vha tshi twa vhe vumbani.
Mphe domba la deu ya u lapfesa.

Mbilu yanga sutuka i tshi tshipuliso

Tsha musalauno wa vhathu vha u kheluwa
Kha gondo livhuya nga nthani ha u sweuwa.
Mphe mahosi a mulovha a mbavhalelo.
Mphe vhutuka na vhusha ha tsumbandila,
Zwi ralo ndi vhe na dzhavhelo

Kha swina ili [i hanaho zwiila,

Muvilinganyi wa u sa londa,

Ngeno Mune ene o vha o ri tonda.

(Those that produce curdle and those that pull timber are all
in the kraal

Matsangaluwa must bleat in the goat pen

Those who use pods of the semi-woody climber and the
black stone spend the day at clay deposits

Give me the domba with its long queue

May my heart escape this sorcery

Of the modern people who deviate

From the right path because of immorality

Give me the caring chiefs of yore

Give vhutuka and vhusha which showed the way,

So that | may have a refuge

From this foe that rejects taboos,

The one who tousles and does not care,

Whereas the Lord had blessed us.)

The nouns mukhaha (general term for milk both sweet and sour; curdle), thama
(pod used by potters for shaping and smoothing earthenware, and in the kitchen
for scouring pots clean), phomo (black stone like graphite which is mixed with
water and smeared on pots to give a shiny black finish), vumbani (at the potters’
clay), domba (pre-marital rite), deu (queue), vhutuka (puberty rites for boys)
and vhusha (puberty rites for girls) refer to the prosperity of the land
remembered, the Vhavenda’s economic means of survival and their aesthetic
creativity, i.e. clay pots, and their cultural uniqueness and esoteric wisdom,
which were largely evinced by their rites of passage, i.e. domba, vhutuka and
vhusha, among others. Therefore, in addition to the poet’s remembrance of the
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fruitful Venda of yore, there is also a yearning for the restoration of cultural
rituals, which had a significant bearing on the Vhavenda’s articulation of
selfhood.

Vhavenda traditional leaders played a critical role in ensuring that rites
such as domba, murundu (circumcision), vhusha, vhutuka, musevhetho (girls’
initiation rite) and dances and songs such as tshikona (reed-pipe dance and
song), malende (a dance that comprises singing, dancing and dramatic action
that is accompanied by drinking beer; hence, it is known as ‘beer songs’) and
tshifasi (courting dance), among others (Nemakonde 2006; Kruger 2007;
Loubser 2008; Ratau & Sebola 2022). Hence, the poet implicates traditional
leaders in his nostalgia for the past, prior to the advent of a democratic
government, which entails a dual system of leadership: traditional leadership
and political leadership, which do not always work harmoniously. With the
advent of democracy, the power of traditional leaders diminished and with that,
cultural practices such as initiation rites and communal performances of
traditional dances were no longer done mainly under the auspices of these
leaders. For this reason, the poet sees democracy and modernity as deviant
ways of life mainly because they either interrupted, eliminated or desecrated
certain cultural practices that were essential to the Vhavenda’s being and
belonging in the world. In essence, the poet sees the modern era as
characterised by people who disregard taboos and therefore live in chaos,
which was not common in the Venda of yore. Even though Ratshitanga yearns
for the bygone ‘glory’ of Venda, Maumela (1979:3) holds a contrary view in
his poem ‘La Mulovha lo Tsiruwa’ (Yesterday has passed):

La mulovha o tsiruwa,

La matshelo a i athu runga,

Ni songo tshuwa tshithu,

Ni songo pundisa mato,

Ngauri zwothe zwo vhilulaho,

Na zwe zwa vha hone kale,

A zwi tsha do vhuya.

Na maitele a dzindila dzashu,

O vhofhekanywa na zwifhinga zwashu,
Ngauri na zwifhingavho zwi a amba.

(As for yesterday, it has passed
Tomorrow has not yet pierced
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Do not be afraid of anything

Do not let your eyes swell

Because all that has hastily come

And all that was there in ancient times
Will never return

Even our behavioural ways

Are tied with our times

Because times also speak.)

Almost as if a rebuttal to Ratshitanga’s foregoing poem, Maumela cajoles
readers towards accepting the present time, as a return to the past will never
happen. He encourages the readers to live in the present and not in the past or
even the future. According to the poet, there is nothing to worry about
regarding tomorrow and there is no need to keep living in the past, as whatever
was in the past will never be in the present, including the Vhavenda’s
traditional practices. To the poet, all that happened in the past, all that happens
in the present and all that will happen in the future is directional proportional
to the demands of that particular time, nothing more, nothing less. For this
reason, the poet encourages his readers to make the most of every moment and
shift from thinking about what used to be, what could have been or could be.
Maumela’s primary concern is that Vhavenda should use their present time and
opportunities to develop themselves and their land. This idea is reiterated in
the poem, ‘Venda’ (Maumela 1979:11):

Venda divuse nga wothe!
Lushaka ri fhate nga rothe,
Vhatsinda vha todzimele,
Vha tame vha edzisele.
Mishumo yo fhirutshela,
Vuwani yo ri lindela,
Rothe nga ri futelele,
Mvelaphanda i vhidzelele

(Venda, raise yourself and stand independently
Let us build a nation on our own

So that strangers may peep

So that they may envy and imitate

Jobs are plenteous
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Rise up, they are waiting for us
All of us must be committed
And development calls.)

Maumela’s poems were published in 1979, the year in which Venda attained
political independence, which to the Venda and its people was a milestone on
the road to political development. The prevailing attitude at the time was that
Vhavenda should work very hard towards the welfare of Venda. In terms of
Venda’s economic system at the time, although Venda had a large subsistence
sector, it was rapidly diminishing, as focus was then on free enterprise and
market economy. Against this backdrop, Maumela encourages Vhavenda to
lift themselves up and build their nation. They should build with such
excellence that even strangers will envy and possibly even consult them on
how they achieved their successes. Maumela is not concerned about returns to
the past but more about progress and development as required by the epoch in
which a people lives.

Discussion

The selected Vhavenda poets make reference to two Vendas and by extension
‘two Africas’ (Andindilile 2016:127): the one the West helped to create which
has been a subject of a lot of controversy and misinterpretation, and the one
that could be called real — for lack of a better word — Venda (Africa) that exists
outside the Western conception, and the Venda that still remains least
understood (Mafhungo & Dube 2021). This distinction is vital in
understanding the premise upon which this article is based because many of
the problems that arise in the study of Venda and ultimately Africa through
various disciplines —including literary analysis, the focus of this study — expose
the knowledge gaps, arguably, on the basis of these two Vendas, the kind of
knowledge they represent, and the challenge they raise for those seeking to
reconcile the two to end up with a harmonious whole. The concept of two
Vendas can be traced to colonialism and the colonial mentality that made many
Europeans interpret Africa from a certain perspective, oblivious to the reality
within and amongst Africans themselves. In this regard, some early
ethnographers have propagated hypotheses that purport the Vhavenda’s ‘origin
and political history’ as largely surrounded by ambivalences and ambiguities
(Ralushai 1977; Madiba 1994; Khorommbi 1996; Fokwang 2003; Netswera
2012). These ethnographers have both covertly and overtly attributed these
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ambivalences and ambiguities to the notion that the Vhavenda are a people
‘[largely] without their own texts’ (Mudimbe 1985:175). Indeed, Khorommbi
(1996) argues that for the most part, the input of the Vhavenda themselves had
for a long time remained absent from the discourse on the created hypotheses
about themselves (cf. Sebola 2022). Eventually, what emerges is two scenarios
of how other people perceive Vhavenda (that is, outsiders looking in), and how
Vhavenda view themselves (insiders looking at themselves).

This article analyses poems written in Tshivenda, with particular
reference to the two ‘Vendas’ — one invented and imagined and the actual one
that survives in memory regardless of the misconceptions and denigration of
the coloniser. The challenge that Vhavenda artists such as poets, writers,
philosophers and even academics have faced since the mid-twentieth century
appears to revolve around making real Venda — the Venda that is least
understood — become known to the outside world in an attempt to correct the
largely distorted Western ideas associated with the created Venda in particular
and Africain general. As such, the article argued that the intersection of poetry,
memory and nostalgia in African-language literary discourse appears to be an
inevitable consequence of the historical events that conspired to condemn the
continent to Western engineered modernity (Andindilile 2016).

The above-cited poems resonate thematically in their quest for
reconnection with how things always should have been and should be in
Venda. Ultimately, the article shows that in their effort to not forget their
history and identity, the poets use memory and nostalgia to combat erasure. On
one level, the poets seem bound to each other by their common ancestry,
habitation and oppression and from this commonality, they share a common
attitude and perspective toward Venda although with varying passions. On
another level, a poet such as Ratshitanga embraces the migration theory and
hypothesis often used to distinguish the Vhavenda clans into those who are
autochthonous Vhavenda and those who are said to have migrated to Venda
from Egypt, Ethiopia, Congo, Malawi and Zimbabwe. However, currently, the
migratory theory and its suppositions on the Vhavenda’s origin and political
history is challenged vehemently by Neluvhalani (2017) in favour of the multi-
regional theory regarding the movements of Vhavenda across Africa
(Mafhungo and Dube 2021). Owing to a variety of reasons, the poets’
experience, be it of colonisation, apartheid and dispossession, has shaped their
attitude toward Venda and the world. As a result of a protracted detachment
from their ancestral home, Matongoni (as the analysis of Matshili’s poem
showed), the poets rely on memory and nostalgia to emphasise the spiritual and
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cultural disconnection from their roots. In their poetry, they comment on how
the European colonisers and other invasive African tribes deprived them of
their heritage, traditions and languages in a bid to impose extraneous cultural
paradigms. They write about the Vhavenda’s degraded culture, rituals and
religious beliefs which have been delineated as primitive, inferior and pre-
historic by the colonisers, in an effort to advocate reclamations of their
traditions. In reading these poems which resonate with Tshivenda oral
traditions, one notes a shared remembrance of a history of suffering, an
ancestral memory of anguish and the complexities ascribable to the experience
of subjugation. Although the poems reflect intensities of the history of western
and internecine colonisation in Venda, the poems, however, emerge as a protest
against imperialism. This article then reflects on the longings for a bygone
epoch in Venda and the resultant identity crisis.

The poetry of Tendamudzimu Ratshitanga, Ralson Matshili and Eddie
Maumela presents a number of unsettling stories about settler identity and
belonging. The three stories concerning what it means to (re)member a home
act to inform each other — where they diverge, they also act at a counterpoint;
along their meanderings, they also come to intersections. The ‘traditional’
influences the ‘colonial’ and vice versa, and the logics of both make their
impression upon ‘postcolonial’ reckonings. This presentation maps the
articulation of connectedness to a country as a model of being and belonging
in the South African context, and particularly in cases where the claims to
belonging of aboriginal and settler populations collide, cross and merge. The
analysis sought first to provide an exposition of Vhavenda’s understandings of
what it is to be and belong to and in South Africa, and second, it strove to
illustrate and illuminate how notions of the past — whether they be ‘traditional’,
‘colonial’ or ‘post-colonial’ — can be mobilised in public and academic
discourses in South Africa. In doing so, it is hoped that a greater insight can be
gained into what Vhavenda take as being and belonging and also what they
think it takes to reclaim being and to belonging.

Conclusion

Although this article cannot claim to be exhaustive in its treatment of the issues
pertaining to the interface and intersection of memory, nostalgia, identity and
poetry in grappling with the subject of Venda as a microcosm of Africa, it does
raise some poignant issues that illuminate the ongoing discourse on
decoloniality (Zondi 2021), particularly by considering how the two ‘Vendas’
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and by extension, the two ‘Africas’, pose challenges to understanding Venda
and the multiplicities of its peoples, cultures and stories. The analysis of the
selected poems demonstrates how memory, nostalgia and poetry emerge as
fields of contestations in the discourse about Venda in particular and Africa in
general. It also reveals how both memory and poetry harmonise in debunking
the often parochial, reductive and utterly biased Eurocentric perceptions about
the much maligned Africa to bring about a new consciousness and a new
understanding about Africa and Africans. Suffice it to say, generally,
stereotypes about Africa witnessed in the imposition of imperial languages and
cultures, and even in adventure novels such as Heart of Darkness (Conrad
1899) that denigrated Africa and its peoples were consistent with the
mainstream elevated notions of Europeans. Though changes have occurred and
much has been learnt about Africa from African philosophers and
contemporary African thought-leaders, theorists, poets, writers, etc., there
remains much to be done prior to bridging the gap the fabricated Africa — a
relic of colonialism and what it begets — and the real Africa that continues to
thrive against negative typecasting and thinking about Africa. This means there
is still a lot to be done to make the real Africa visible to the rest of the world.
In this regard, African poets, philosophers and writers should continue
ensuring that the real Africa does not get swallowed by the fabricated Africa
in their efforts to bridge the epistemological gap; otherwise, they run the risk,
like Africans who inherited and perpetuated colonial practices against their
own, remain complicit in bringing an erasure and a re-colonisation of their
peoples’ ways of being, knowledge and power (Sibanda 2019). Overall, this
article, in a global sense, hoped to show that it is not only VVhavenda who are
concerned about their status in relation to their past being and belonging, nor
that the questions of being and belonging arise only in the context of
postcolonial spaces. Theirs is a quest for cosmological, ontological and
epistemological legitimisation, as opposed to estrangement from the world
through a three-fold mutually-enforced prison of modern alienation:
cosmology, ontology and epistemology. Put differently, there is a need to deal
with the coloniality of being, of knowledge and of power even through literary
analysis to broaden the scope of discourse on decoloniality. And so, in this age
of what may be regarded as radical uncertainty, questions regarding the place
and destination of Africans in the world seem particularly poignant, and as
such, future researchers may consider this article as a springboard into further
explorations of African selfhood, belonging and power.
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