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Irony in Oswald Mbuyiseni Mtshali’s Sounds of a Cowhide Drum 
 
Abstract 
The essay argues that Oswald Mtshali’s Sounds of Cowhide Drum presents two 
opposing worlds, divided mainly in the lack of proportion in resources.  With colour as 
the “wall” separating these racial worlds, they clearly have no balance between them.  
Some poems are selected to illustrate this separation.  Each poem is analysed to show the 
character of the worlds, as well as the prevailing mood, tone and style.  The analysis, 
which is carried out from the standpoint of irony, reveals that the “wall of racial 
separation is psychological, a problem that has outlived Apartheid. 
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Introduction 
Irony features very significantly in Oswald Mtshali’s poetry. The aim of this essay is to 
show that irony, as manifested in Sounds of a Cowhide Drum reveals the existing 
psychological wall that separates racial groups in the society. A close analysis of some 
poems from the collection is carried out to illustrate the stylistic patterns that emerge in 
Msthali’s use of irony. 
    
On Irony 
     Irony is a figure of speech in which something that is said is a veiled representation of 
actual reality.   One example is Jonathan Swift’s “A Modest Proposal”, an essay which 
states overtly that children should be made meat but implies the avoidance of 
cannibalism; rather Christian love should be expressed (Kennedy and Gioia (1923). There 
are three elements of irony – illusion, reality and innocence.  Illusion is the way life is 
perceived by the victim of irony.  Reality is what the observer knows is factual and 
different from illusion.  Innocence is the presentation of the victim as a gullible or an 
ignorant person (Maduka, 69). 
     There are different types of irony as I have explained elsewhere.  They are so 
numerous that only the relevant ones to this essay will be recalled; they are situational 
irony, tragic irony and dramatic irony.  Another is the irony of fate (Ngaage,21). 
     Situational irony is a sudden reversal of an expectation to non-accomplishment 
(Perrine qtd. in Nworgu, 66).  Jimmy Aisabo starts a loving, united and understanding 
family in No Second Chance.  He is imprisoned for the truth, living his family at the 
marcy of Chief Ajala who turns the place into his home.   He returns as a stranger to his 
consternation, even his own child calls him stranger (Olumhense, 1982). 
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Dramatic irony is what a character says that is opposite reality.  Nathan narrates a 
story of two characters – one is richer than the other; the rich person takes the only sheep 
of the poor man.  He ends by asking King David what should be done to such a person.  
He condemns himself without knowing that he is the man (2 Sam 12: 1-13). 

Tragic irony is a twist of a happy situation that culminates in intense suffering or 
death.  The story of Shakespeare’s Duncan is an example of a happy king, who shows 
overwhelming confidence in Macbeth – a kinsman and a brave soldier.  The latter plots a 
coup and kills the king in his house. 
     Irony of fate occurs when one’s destiny is influenced by an invisible force adversely 
or through chance.  An example is the rape incident in Tess of the d’Urbervilles, which 
occurs during the protagonist’s search for a job in manore-house in Tantridge.  She ends 
up pregnant instead of improving her economic status.  The incident re-invents an earlier 
rape episode in the same coach of the d’Urbervilles several years earlier (Hardy, 34-102).    
 
A Play of Wit in the Poems 
 
     Mtshali takes the reader into a serene world of a young shepherd, driving the sheep of 
his master from the paddock” in “The Shepherd and His Flock”.  It is morning; the poet 
depicts it with a vivid visual image of a “ pair of scissors cutting the blanket of dawn”, 
implying that towards dawn it has been very dark but rays of the sun have appeared. 
     The shepherd youth has adjusted to various weather conditions; the dew of dawn falls 
on his clothes, then, the sun rises and dries it. Also, people rise with it; Whites prepare 
their children to attend the best equipped schools with manpower and facilities.  The 
poem ends with an apostrophe to the sun: 
 
                                O! wise sun above 
                                Will you ever guide 
                                 Me into school ? (1) 
                
 
 
      The apostrophe personifies the sun as a human being capable of guiding the black 
shepherd to school.  The rhetorical question implies that is unfortunate that nature has 
schooled him in a harsh profession but it is incapable of reversing the harsh law of 
apartheid.  Irony, sarcasm, and invective blend to stamp the harsh reality on the reader’s 
mind. 
      There is a departure from the deceptively beautiful world of the shepherd –the world 
where the shepherd is at peace with nature, to the world of separateness.   His master’s 
children are sent to school while he is deprived of schooling.  The irony of the situation is   
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glaring – the poet charts a seemingly peaceful and beautiful world for the reader, who 
follows him and then, there is a sudden ironical twist that shows the apartheid White 
master as heartless, not a guardian. 
    Human beings have always been on a quest for the meaning of existence as the boy 
does in “Boy On A Swing”.  However, the poem begins as a simple one with a boy on a 
swing moving to and fro until his shirt flies “in the breeze// like a tattered kite”.  It is 
obvious that his existence is not ordered coherently. 
    In stanza three, “the world whirls by” for the young kid who does not understand the 
complex problems experienced by adults.  He begins to seek answers to certain questions.  
Gordimer states that this occurrence leads to important questions of the child’s life : 
                                                     Mother ! 
                             Where did I come from? 
                              When will I wear long trousers? 
                              Why was my father jailed? (Foreword, 3). 
 
     The poor township boy does not know all about himself.  Nor are his parents rich to 
afford him trousers.  The most traumatic question is the last – he does not know why his 
father was sent to jail. 
     The poem begins with an innocent child, who plays on a swing.  The poet leads the 
reader into his play world; then, there is a sudden departure from that world into the adult 
world.  The latter’s world is that of experience, hunger and sudden jail without trial. 
     The veiled irony contrasts the two worlds; the boy does not know about the concrete 
world of reality.  The reader knows his plight but he does not know.  The child lives in a 
world of illusion.  The ironist looks at him from the plane of reality, where he shows the 
reader an innocent inexperienced child in South Africa’s Apartheid world.  The reader 
and the ironist know that peace contrasts with agony, innocence with experience, joy with 
sadness in the worlds of the child and the adult respectively. 
     Furthermore, the washerwoman has been washing clothes for her master like a 
machine.  Her hands are “knobbly” and “calloused” from so much hard work and years 
spent on the job.  She washes her master’s clothes during “frost-freckled mornings” and “ 
sun-scorched afternoons” without complaining. 
     She is compelled to pray to God because of a fainting spell; she asks Him to deliver 
her from torment.  It is only then that the reader knows that she has been lamenting to the 
“Lord”.  The departure from her calmness and composure is done through dramatic irony.  
She begins her job again based on the reply to the petition: 
 
                       My child! Dear child! She heard, 
                       Suffer for those who live in glided sin 
                       Toil for those who swim in a bowl of pink gin (5)    
 
It is an irony of situation for the woman to be told by God to associate with those 
swimming in “gin”, when the Bible says “Blessed is the man who walks not in the 
counsel of the ungodly” (Ps. 1.1).  God does not encourage the brotherhood between 
sinners and saints, in the Psalmist’s doctrine.  So the woman is trapped in the irony of the  
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Apartheid situation, where she has lost all rights, even that of the freedom to assemble 
with her Black folk (Quinn, 2).    
   The first stanza of the poem “Walls” praises the human being for being a wall builder, 
giving examples as “Berlin Wall” and “Wailing Wall” in Jerusalem.   The first is the wall 
that once separated East Berlin from West Berlin, built during the second World War to 
prevent people from moving in-between the places.  The second is a wall in Jerusalem 
which is also called the Western Wall. 
    The poet tells the reader that there is another type of wall – the invisible wall built 
around the heart of the human being.  This type is “impregnable”. It is a psychological 
wall that derives from fear or “fright”.  Such a wall has no “windows” for the “spirit” to 
gain freedom.  It is a wall “without a door”// “for love to walk in”.  No one can live in 
such a house without suffocating – the reader is called upon to visualize a person 
suffering intensely without ventilation or relief.  This type of situation strangles a man to 
death.   
     The irony lies in the praise of man as a great wall builder; yet, this ability derives from 
the hidden motive of fear.  He is afraid of his fellow human being; that is why he builds 
physical and psychological walls to prevent him from prying into his life.  Apartheid 
means a psychological wall that separates two peoples - Whites and Blacks. 
Unfortunately, the poet says there is no “door” to allow “love to walk in” as in the 
previous poems of the “Washerwoman”, Shepherd”, and others show. 
     Surprisingly, in the poem “Oppenheimer Park” Whites show love to “pigeons”.   They 
are their darlings and are never persecuted for trespassing.  They have never known 
segregation as blacks have experienced.  Pigeons perch on chairs at the “Oppenheimer 
Park” – they are not shot by the police.  They are free to defecate and make love on the 
benches.  Blacks have never experienced half of the love that Whites shower on the birds. 
     The fascinating love for the pigeons is the irony of the situation that calls for a sharp 
contrast between the animal world and blacks on one hand and, the world of Whites and 
Blacks on the other hand.  The reader knows that blacks cannot enter certain quarters 
without carrying passes.  Even when they are permitted, they are not given total freedom 
like the pigeons in the context.  The inhumanity of human to their fellow human beings 
comes out fully in the poet’s presentation of the over-dramatised love for pigeons in the 
backdrop of loveless, suffering Blacks. 
    “An Old Man in Church” begins with the personal pronoun “I”, stating that the 
narrator has actually known an old man, who is a Christian.  It is not a reported incident; 
it is a personal fictional experience that resonates an actual world of apartheid reality.  
The narrator recounts the degradation and dehumanisation of the old man, whose services 
to a white man are induced by violence.   However, he does not stop to go to church 
every Sunday, “to recharge his spiritual batteries”, that will prepare him for physical 
labour within the week. 
     He is a poor Christian who prays on “bare floor,” unlike his White servant counterpart 
in “velvet-cushioned pew”.  Despite the policy of separateness, his devotion is sincere; 
“he takes communion” with “cracked lips thirsty for peace”. 
     When it is time for offering, the poor old man offers only a cent, apparently, a 
widow’s mite.  The “acolyte raises a scowl”, refusing to remember that the old man is  
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treated as a slave by his own white brother and that his salary is not commensurate with 
the labour he renders,  but he snobs him. 
     There is a double irony in the poem – the old man is frank, upright and trusting.  He is 
a devoted Christian whose light outshines the White “acolyte” in the context.  The latter 
makes a demand on the black man beyond his economic power.  Both live in the world of 
illusion – the earlier oscillates between the world of Christianity and apartheid, he is 
influenced by love and made gullible.  The latter is a church servant who does not visit 
his Black brother and does not know the harsh reality of his existence.  The ironist shows 
the reader the double irony from a harsh plane of reality through subtle comparison. 
     The White preacher rises to proclaim “Blessed are the meek for they shall inherit the 
earth”.   Even if this pronouncement is made by a White preacher, the irony is 
inescapable.  Surely, the man has a poor inheritance.  He shall probably inherit the new 
earth, which one of the personas resists stating that he wants a decent modern building, at 
least two cars and smiling servants on earth.  The irony of hatred is veiled – a Black man 
prays on a “bare floor” while a rich white man prays in “a velvet-cushioned pew”.  The 
latter has robbed Peter to pay Paul – he has deprived him of his wealth as the owner of 
land. 
     The poet is not exempted from the Separate Amenities Act.  This is made known in 
the poem “High and Low”. Maggot, fish, star and eagle are the various images used by 
the poet to make the reader know the several shapes of freedom.  The animate and 
inanimate objects reside happily in their natural environment.     
     There is a radical departure from the joyous environment of the maggot, fish, star and 
eagle in the last stanza to suffering in the world of the poet.  He is unhappy.  He is 
depicted as an animal living in a “hole” and is trapped in perpetual difficulty like “a mole 
burrowing from no entrance to no exit”.  Does Mtshali belong to an elite class?  Is he 
among the high or low?  He has a name and education that qualify him to belong to the 
educational elite.  Ironically, his means of livelihood and the tragic Apartheid situation 
negate the reality in the context. 
     The irony of the situation weighs heavily on the mood of the reader in the last stanza.  
He is taken into the happy environment mentioned earlier, where he is called upon to 
visualise the serene pictures of peace.   The departure leads us to the bitter realistic world 
of Apartheid. 
     This kind of irony is not found in “The Kid Is Not a Goat”, nor is there a sudden 
departure at a certain point.  The “Kid” is loud in his demands.  He does not need to go to 
heaven.  However, he believes in the concept or existence of heaven on earth.  So he 
declares: 
                                 I want my heaven now, 
                                 Here on earth in Houghton and Parkstown; 
                                 A mansion 
                                 Two cars or more 
                                 And smiling servants, 
                                 Isn’t that heaven?  (25) 
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The psychology of the kid is different from the other persona’s because he is unhappy 
that the White man can never be satisfied  - he is regarded as “detestable” for speaking 
the “truth”, abominable for telling “lies”; if he refuses to speak he is “unpredictable”.  
Yet if he smiles to please, he is “nothing but an obsequious Sambo”. 
      The “Song of Sunrise” praises sunrise as forcing its way through dawn with its sword.  
He is further personified as waking up people and telling them to go to work. The 
atmosphere is peopled with workers, buses, trains and taxis making various sounds.   The 
persona queues and enters a coach.  The train squeezes out “the juice of his life” as it is 
done to a “lemon”.  The tension that is depicted lightly here is denounced loudly in 
Brutus’ “A Nightfall In Soweto”.  
     The atmosphere is deceptively peaceful at dawn unlike Brutus’ “The Sounds Begin 
Again”.  Although the intensity of brutality is sustained in the latter’s poem, the former 
uses departure from the seemingly happy sunrise that comes with the innocence of the 
child and compares it to a man who is exhausted early in the morning before work 
begins. 
     The black man’s space is threatened – the train squeezes “the juice of his life”, 
offering him marginal space on a train to his work place.  His marginal apartment in a 
black marginal environment is constantly on the fire of unrest.  This is the situational 
irony that makes the Black man tired even before the morning before work begins.  
     A different picture is conveyed in “The Miner”. He takes a break from his work at 
noon in a swift manner like a bullet shot from a bazooka, implying hurrying to ease his 
tired body.  He rests on a mattress made locally with coconut fibre.  He takes a drink – 
“gulps down the beer” and declares himself: 
 
                            A victor over a day’s work: 
                            Hurray I’m the brawn – 
                            And you’ve the brain (35). 
 
     The irony of the situation is in the reader’s profound knowledge of the South African 
Apartheid world and the expressiveness of the poem – the miner declares himself a tragic 
hero!  Yes, he is in a sense.  The economy is built on his physical strength or his labour.  
Yet, the biting irony is that he is the “brawn”, while the White man is the “brain”. 
     “The Miner” is Mtshali’s poetic conception of the violation of contractual labour 
while Abraham’s fictional depiction is Xuma in Mine Boy.  The fictional character argues 
on behalf of workers that they are not cows to throw away their lives.  Mtshali’s persona 
is unique – he is the unrecognised victor, who has worked to develop the nation but has 
not been given an award. 
     Finally, maturity, self-control and irony blend effectively in “Just A Passer-by”.  The 
persona is an eye witness of the murder of his brother in stanza one.  He walks out on the 
crowd and goes to church to pray.  He declares to God : “Lord! I love you // I also love 
my neighbour. Amen.” 
     The two greatest commandments are an integral part of the prayer – love for God and 
for the human being.  These two principles control the entire Bible and Christians.  Do 
the White people love God and their fellow Blacks in the context? The answer is obvious  
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– no. The White has prayed to God to condition his heart as light as an “angel’s kiss” on 
“the cheek of a saintly soul”.  He walks home, passing the crowd gathered around the 
corpse of his brother without looking in the direction.  A woman approaches him at home 
to inform him on the situation – “Have you heard?// They killed your brother”.  He 
replies “O! No! // I heard nothing // I’ve been to church” (56).  The irony is complete - 
there is no love in the society. 
     The situational irony drags the reader to the brink of tears.  His brother has just been 
killed, yet he professes his love for man and God - the two major commandments in the 
Bible.  He pretends he is ignorant of the incident when confronted by a Black woman 
sympathiser and witness – he has been to church not to witness his brother’s death.  Here 
comes in dramatic irony – life’s tragedy is not dramatic tragedy that provokes dread and 
expiates it.  Dead actors rise again – the death of a brother will not offer catharsis, nor 
will the law be invoked against the murderers.  The irony is subtle but unmistakably 
bitter.  Mandella gives us an example of situational irony thus: 
Mandela gives us example of situational irony thus: 
 
                           I was made by the law, a criminal, not because 
                           Of what I had done, but because of what I stood 
                           For, because of what I thought, because of my 
                           Conscience (Long Walk to Freedom, 331). 
 
Conclusion  
 Mtshali’s Sounds of A Cowhide Drum resonates the historical reality of Apartheid.   
 Although Apartheid has collapsed, this reality and the psychological statements it throws 
up about human duplicity remain timeless.  Moreover, one could claim that the 
psychological wall erected by Apartheid is not destroyed completely and as such 
everyone in the society still has a role to play to achieve a colourless and holistic 
community of true brotherhood. 
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