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Elitiasm va. Populiem In the Weet Afrlcnn Eple:
The Polltice of "Gun)ata”

falph A. Austen
Univerality of Chicago

The epic, In both [t univereml and African forme, ia
ganerally thought of as a polltical penre, one whoms function &
to aalabrate the powsr of & mesouline warrior arlstocracy at the
sxpanse of other secial groups Auerbach 1953 : 13, 21{=3)}!. Thia
hes certuiniy bean the genersl undarstanding of the most famoua
at African grand oral aarrativen, the Weet Atrican Mends Sunjats
epic. "Sunista” im & work which manifestly focuses on the
conquering foundar of the Mall smpira, whlich ruled for ssveral
centuries over the madieval Western Sudan (modern Mall and parts
of Quinea, Gambla, and Senagal). Moreover the dominant ldiom of
thie eplo Is drawn frem the culture of hunting societies, the one
Mande inatitutien which, even today, |imita its membarship to
males who diwplay & capsaity for viclent confrontation with wild
animale.

it wouid certainly ba ditficult to present Sunjata as an
sxprassion of popular senscloubness ainoe 1ta very pertormancs le
restrictesd to & herad|tary casts of bards {griots or laliw ising.
J91l) who depsnd upon tha patronags of g)its malas. Nonstheisasa,
| wieh to argud that the very appeal of tha Sun)ate apic {and It
is one of the very few worke ¢f thia genre In the antirs world
that broad modern audiancas flnd engaging) |lies In |ts ambiguoun
and svan aubversive reintionship to hegemonio poifltical order and
patriarchal powar. Historically, the sple 1s not & produst of
the Mali smpirs at al! but rather an svocation of that ampirs In
the contaxt of vary slien successor regimesa. Textually, the splc
‘o not about the exsrclas af powar tut rather |ta scqulsition and
retentlon, & process whigh depends primar|ly upen autonamaus
femalen and escandarily on prepesr relations of male slltas with
cantad ctlants (aysmakalaw, whather thesa arw jeiiw ar the other
major nysmakalsa categery, puuByw (Bimchemitha).

in the paper which follows | wi|l desi firet with the
histarical genesia of the Sunjata epis, then with I1te textusi
content and finaity with some of (te modern instantiatiane wnd
thelr pol(tical/social deploymant.

1. Historical gengelp;: from pansavric to eplc

Historical studiea of the eplc ih guherat have been properly
eriticlzed for thelr use of bad svoiutionary modete {(Johnaon,
1882). Howevear, in the cass of Sunjata we havse snough evidsnca,
from the time of the thirteaanth century svents It describes

This papar is in large part drawn from my own and othaer
contributiona to a conference at Northweetern Univeraity in
Noveambar 19392 whoae proceedinga Aré pregently under considaeratson
tor publication under the titla, "(n Semrch of Sunjmta: the
Mande Ora) Epic ap Hintery, Performance and Literature.™ AL
citations to wuch papers will use “55" jn jiew of a dats,
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through the firet records of Ita performance, te censtruct a
plavsibie acgount of when and how it smerged. The evidence ia
strong snough a0 that, In contrast to most proponents of African
“tradltion”, the leading Mands studants of the Sunjata eplc have
recognized that (ts alaselc form did develop historically not In
tha tima of the thirteseath—century Mall emplre but, at the sar-
lleat, around the southern Mall Mininjan reglion in the eighteenth
century, Befors discussing this critical moment, however, it ls
necessary to consider how the caresr of Sunjata wae most probably
rapresented In his own time.

Ths much-dlsputed assertion by Ruth Finnegan (1870: 108-10)
af ths rarity of African spioes rests upsn & valld observation;
that most oral hercic powtry on the continent takee the form of
reldtively briat and highly ailuslve pansgyric rather than the
extendud narrative of the epic. The svidence of Imperial Mall
court postry whieh we have from the vielt of the famous Arab
traveller, 1bn Battuta. about mu century after Sunj)ata's death
Indicates that what he witnessed was panegyric ({aasa In Mande)
rakther than aplect  the gricte did not perterm over fong periods
of time; thelr utterances appear to have maintained a mingle
Intansively musical=poatic mode and they referred to many antas-
tors of tha rulasr rather than alaborating the carser of o singls
individuai,! Simllariy, the evidence we have about the griot
parformances from leter Eurcpean travellers in the Mande raglon
aganln lugglrtl panagyric rather than aplio as thas ganre of haroio
recitatlion.

Panegyric whould not, of coures, by ocateporized as & primi-
tive form of gpie] It Nan Its gwn rich asdthetic and spaim!
dynamice and remaing alive and well In many parte of contamporary
Africem, Inoluding the Manden, But it |a prenimely from studias
of thase gontextm (Copa, 1983; OCpland, 1983;: Barbar, 1891; Yal
and White, 1091) that we knew somathing of how panagyric works
unhd why It does not eselly transimte (both Viterally and Figurs-
tively} into written |iteraturs. Pansgyric generally does havs
ah sapligit narrative dimenalon, wsings |t o, among other thinga
o form of genealapy: howsver, the detalls o' svents ars usually
evoked only throuph allumlon. The audishos {sudch as that at the
madiuval Mail ceurt) must therafore have detelilad knowliwdge
concarning the sventa mn/luded to. Thia Information Is derlved
trom gpome type of Informs) nerrative (oral hlatoary we oppomed to
oral Vlteraturs) which iw communicated in privats rathesr than

_ - —

) l"l"llw"ll'ns' angd Lavizien, p. 293; for more axtensive discua-—
gicn of thia material aee Wilwg 5%,

Ythe best |iat of thess refarances to priots ia Conrad,
1940, p, 4; I have indapendentiy sxaminad a very wide but
undoubtedly not sxhaustive met of the ralavant travel accounts.
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public llt*‘"ﬂ'-' The parformad pralss ianguaga may sven bs
delliberately oryptio both to display the postic skil) ot the
parformer and to convey In s subtie way aomatimes discemforting
messages to an Incumbant ruler.

To thoee net intimats snoupgh with the context, panspyric
varsse ars thuas opaque. |f we sasume, with Wtiks (58), that some
of the postlc fixed text of the contomparary Sunjats eplc ls re~
tained from tha faaasw of ths thirtasnth-fourtesnth century Malt
smplra, It is not clesr that much of thsir original meaning is
ramembered anymors. Morapvar, It I8 Ilmportant to kesp in mind
how grent & part of this court |iterature has bean totally
forgotten: the aurvivinp apic and pansgyric raters only to
Sunjiata, soma of hie ancestors and & few Individuals around him
{soms partiatiy mythia} wharsae the prales names slonp with the
sntire hiatory of the rest of the Mall dynasty is iost to tha
modern |aliw {sees Tabla balow), A devaiopment |lke this im
hardly wurprising since the retentlion of suech u body of {ite-
raturs and |tes accompanying Informal hnowladge e oniy poselbis
1f the context within which |t deveioped hee survived aa well,
Faasaw aw genrs, stit| thrive In the Wanden but with a tew
poaalbia axcesptions ihs apsolfic body of Mali court pansgyric
fadad away with the dacline of the ampire to ba replaced, shortly
aftsr tha Kelis dynasty lomt Ite iast vaatiges of imperial powsr,
with the less contaxtuaiized and |sss postically denas genra of
the eplc.

Whiis panegyric provides tha riphast postics of the splc as
well ae Its connaction to hiatorlcai memory, the |mmediate nppeal
of Bunjata’s atory rests upon 1ite incorporation of narrative
motl¢s identiomnl tec thoss found In more pensrml Nande tales, par-
tlcularly storisa about huntare and the origine of griot-patron
relationahipa. In contrast to panegyric, thera 1» no documentary
svidenoe for the ear!lset appearance af such litarary ganres.
Howsvar, we can safaly nesume that they are suite old place thay
srask to institutions, bellstfa and practices which asem desply
reoted In Mande Iife and culturs. Thess tales In fact constl-
tuts the “llterary” dimension of the Junjata apic |.», that which
glvew it an sppenl to non-initisted sudliences and thay will bae
discussed in mors detail balow.

The patentiy ahistorien] folkta)sa occupy a space within the
splc which ons might axpect to contain ful ler accounts ?f the
rulers who precedsd and particularly succesdsd 3Sun)sta.’ Yat

Yor good exampies of the i1ink betwesn narrative and pana-
gyric see Webb mnd Wright, 1976 (on Zulu materiale) and Barber,
109%: 28F. {on Yaruba oriki and jtan). ' would place ip the
catagory of puch informal narrative/erai histery the only cther
madisve) maurca for Sunjata, Ibn Khaldun's report discusesd in
Wilha, infra.

ithis ie tha cape with the Isss widely performad spizte of
the much mare recent Segu ampirs [Conrad: 18990,
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the Sunfats eplc (e distinguiwhed from the epice of huntere’
{catiled by the same gerneral term, maana) pracissly by the desig-
nation of tarlky, "history” (& term also applied to famitly or
cian histories), This clalm to histericity sheuld nat be dle-
missad on thae grounds of ite empirioa) Indefensibliity. 1t i»
part of the sthos which maintains the stabllity of ths 3Sunjata
narrative as woll as !to capacity to Intagrete the already
compieax |ssusm of the hunting and grict narratives Into a more
comprahehulve-— and no leas cemplex-+ aceount of the past and

prasent Mandas world.

2. The smoraetoe of the eplci the mightesnth-century Mininjan

The wntendad historical development of any oral |lterature
is, by defInition, ditticult to documant. What wa have to werk
with are indirect references, anaiogles scrces time, epage and
culture, and seme degree of conjedsturs from the vary abeance of
data. In the cass of the Sunjata esic, we are confrontad with a
very etrihing sombination of Intensive sound and sllence whioh
fointe strongly townrds & particular time, place and et of
cirgumaganoea for |im compomition,

Let va Bag!a with the silencee. The sarllieat references te
eny hind of gral Sunjuta performanaaa In the Manden scour, te the
beat of my hnawladge, from the firet atages |n the French colo~
nial oeerhltlen af the western Sudan at the snd af ths nineteenth
cuntury,' Whiile tha asame Limitatione heid fer the atudy of most
African gral |itersture, in the case of Bunjate eplo we might
axpect to find some (nfaormation In the many Arablia and Europssn
accounts for the Manden dating from the middie ages through the
ninsteanth century. However, with the exception of tha medieval
North African achetsr (ba Khaldun, none of tha Arab documanta
make any refarences to Sunjnta. These #llanca appliee partiou-
larly to tha twe great Timbukty ohrenlcina of the alxtesnth-to-
saveanteenth centuriew, Tarlkh ae-Suden and Tar(hh a!=
both of which do draw sxtsnslvely on loesl oral tradition.
Likewias maat Eurceean travellars In the reglen demeribes fregquent
shcountsrp with the jeliw whe are the Surrant guardiane af the
Sunjata narrative but nene mentlane Sunjata or hie ir‘c nor are
Jellw even thelr sourowes for niatoriea) 'nfermailon. Thie
omisalen gtande In steark contraest te the grominencs of the
Sunjate eplc In the rapartoirs of zontemporary Jjellw.

Sueh nagative evidence doss not sugpest that the Sunjata
splc anly came into ex/etencs during the Inte ningteenth century.
Heowever, ae wlth other Afrioan narratives dimoovarsd at thle time
(Hunwich, 191} we shouid net exclude tha peasiblillty of rele-
tively reosnt composition Insplred not by the coleniml elroum=-

"Wugten, 1990, pp. 3T f, end Buiman $5; on madieval Arsb
refarsnces to Sun ate (am Mari Jatal see Wilks S5,

'uac footnate 3 above,
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atances of transeription but rather by sarlier hiatorical deve-
lopmantes withln Afrieas.

The positive Indication of the Mininjan as the source for
tha splc comee from the two clomely linked circumetances: firet,
the calebration svery aaven years at Kaaba/Kangaba, the ocapltal
of the loca)l Katu {chiefdom), of the major Kamabolon ritust whigh
inoludas & perfarmance of “Sunjata™; and sacond, the recegnition
of the Jeliw responsible for thie parformance, the Jabaté of
naarby Kela, as the masters from whom all griota of the reglon
must jearn the "correct™ verslon of the aplc {Johneon 1988: 25),

This avidence Ja sufficlent to convince some of the leading
axpatriate and Mande researchers on the Sunjata spic to seneluda
that it eriginated at the time the Mininjan Kafu was founded and
the Kamabolon ritual first satabilehed during the eighteenth
contury (Person 1882: 464; Nimane 1874: 56-80; Camare 83). Thie
{dentification |s perhape to¢ neat, eince the oral traditions of
the Mininjan Indlcate that hoth the Kamaboclon and the Jabatéd
Jelliw mavad there from nelghboring chisfdoms and that the Jabaté
acqulred thelr knowledpe of Sunjata f'fm another jell llnaage,
the Kuyaté (Camara 1900: 123, 304-11),

Recent researcoh on Kangaba and Kela by Jan Janaen (ms.)}
ralsesa further questions about some of thess eariler conglusions.
Jansan has found written svidence that Kangaba was a rathar
powarful reglonal state and commerclal center In the elghtesnth
oantury and nineteenth canturias, He aleo Insista that & reading
In normal Mende terme of jcoal oral traditions .(which make the
first Kangaba ruler a younger brother of the founder of the
regional Kalta iineage) would suggest that this hagemony was
fully recognized among the surrounding Kafuw. The epic, stili
agsuming thet it did originate hera, thus bacomss for Jansen &
lagltimating “myth” for a later Kelta mini-empire 1¢f npt for that
of Sunjate himaelf, We ars thuw back to a rather arthodox
palitical Interpretaticn of this work.

Shat distinguishes the epic from |1tarature which can be
understood primartly in such el|tlet functional terms ls, firast,
ite character ae an sxtsnded narrative rather than pansgyric snd
sgcondly ite omitssicn of precieeiy the data lirking the rullng
Kangaba dynamty with Sunjata on & genealogicai/hlstorical banle,
The grand narrative form derives, ! will argue, from confron-~
tation with tha new reglonal dominance of lalam, The sbeence of
more Immediate histerical information in the narrative also
suggeate that ths power of Kanguba wes seen aa ult(mately I(neig-
nifieant in comparlson with the notion of true ma¢ro-reglonal
empire represented both by Sunjmta in the peawt and varlous axtant
supar-atates of the eightsanth and ninetasnth cantury Western

Suden.

Ycamars iam misa maore cautioua in his digaertatian ﬁhanlhie
preaant paper about posiulating “une ligne de demarcation rigo-
reuce antre une locatlité st une centre d'enaeignemant mieterique”
(1980: 88)



The table on the foliowing page ))luetrates the chronology
of the Kelta dynsety founded by Sunjats, lts chanpgling reglonml
poattlion, ard the various gentes of historical record by which 1t
has busn remsmbered. The chromolagy locates the Mintnjan Kandaws)
of Kaaba/Kengabs {and by ansiopy, the other surviving Kelta
chiefdome) ut not enly & great distance From Sunjata but aleso at
osveral ramovas from Nyaan| Musa Mamadu, the last Kelta ruler
with ary real alnim to an Imperial status:. The breaking up of
the Keltn | Inesge Inte thews segmentsd !)neages and sub-|inangan
thus marke the cdefinttive wnd of an ampire whith had lost |te
hegemofilc tole In the greatsr Sudan waveral eenturlies sarlier.

The Sunjuta eplto, for all Its claime to tariku, not only
fulile te provide ve with much infaormat!on about the empire In Ita
heyday but aleo omite momt of the mere pronimete himtory of the
Keita dynasty and Kandae! |inpage, & hietory which 1 guite well-
known through ather oral gentes to ths performers and at lsast
thelr locnl audience. With the aplé, unilhe the cass of pane-
gyrie, w» are not dealing with poetic nlluglion te a bedy of
knowladge whiah Ip thua inglregt|y avoked but rether with the
delibersto suppreselon or axcluslon of thia knowlsdge from the
entire discourss of llterary performance.

In wueh & procesa, Sunjata bacomes both an ahistorical and &
super-historiceal figurs, He e ahlstorical ter the reasons
already noted !n discusaing what specific narrative Informat!ion
i omitted and inciuded in hie story. He ie historical einae he
ramaine a ver!flabls human sgent from the past and aleo becausae
the very act of lsaping across mundans hiatery to a mythaiogized
dynustic founder {8 & response tc the historica! experience of
allenatien from the souroess of material powar. | will return to
the iasys of ambiguous dynastic leglitimation in the Inet section
of this paper,

Although the most powerful mythlo content of the Sunjata
narvative evokes the lssuss of mescul lns powar and authority
derived from the Indigenous subcultures of hunting, the impulee te
formulate the epic appears to bes connscted with the constlitution
of the Kamabolon ritusl snd ity complex reiatlonship to ieiam,

The Kamaboion unites or at lesst brings into cloms proxi=~
mity, threw domaline of cosmic force which can atherwiee be par--
celvad Lo oporats far mare separately within Mande |ifer the
doemaln of Kingship associated with the Kelta Invaders 1nto the
regloni the domaln ¢f village reproductive power amsoglated In
Kangabs with the Camaru sutochtones: and the demaln of lelam
asvociated with locel Barwté clierice who are the key Intar-
madiaries betwesn the Jabaté Jellw and tha ahripa, The ritusl
itesl?' 1a dominmted by the Kelta and the Jabsth., The latter
are also reported (in accounte by Disterien and Meil lassoux) te
parform here not only the Sunjata eple, with Its etrong base In

Mthere (s no apace hers to discuss agpects of tha ritual
other than narrative racitala, especially the refurbishing of the
Kamabolon etructure and ite uonnection teo initiatien groups.
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KEITA QYNASTIC HISTORY AND 175 MAJOR _SOQURCES

Sunjata (founding 1200's b. Khaldun,
of Mali Empire ve Sosmso oral apiea
[Soninke]l ruter Sumanguru
Hegamony of Mall . 1230- b. Khaldun,

o, YADD b. Battutae,

&l -Umari

Hegemany of Janghal 6. 1400- Timbuhtu Tarikhe'!

o, 180
Nysan| Muse Mamadu lata 1500's oral teaditton'
{laat unitury Manas/
Emperor}
2 wugcessor ineages o. 1600~ oral traditflonm,
{Namagane!, Kurusl, present Timbuktu Tarlkhe,
Kandas i) Europaan taxts
Teananba-Keman, junlor . 1700 oral traditlon,
descandent, founds sp | logus to Kela
Minlnjsn subdivision of vorn*un af the
Kandaw! .piu’
Manan Bidma n/p Tenenba- mid=1700"'a oral tradition

Koman satties at Kaabs/
Kangsba, bulids Namabelon

Mininjan dominated by lete 1700 9~ oral| traditien,
Segu ([Banmbara), Tukulor 1807 French Segu, Tukuloer
{Jihadist) and Jmmcry oécupatian rtatory, Eurcpaan
{Juula) smpiras taxts.

Wan the use of the epic and Arabic sources far Malian
imperial hietory eee Ly-Tall 1977,

Hear dataila of traditicna and gupporting sources fer the
re@t of thie tablw wss Perscn 1981 and Camara 19890; 100=-189, 248~
6T.

U y-Talt, et. af. 19871 T1-74 (the recitation of aven thia
gmall, and very atylized, piece of recent oral traditien raquired
prompting by the ressarchars},



the Idiom of hunting, but aleo a creation myth which draws
untirsly upan the very contresting viiiege idiem of agricuiturae
and eexusality. Jansen (pesrecnal communication), who hay workad
clossfy with the Jabaté, cfaime that they have nothing to do with
the oraaifon afery, which la probabiy associated with athur
shrines belonging to the altsrnate Camara dymasty. In clessic
Mande feshion the autochthenoua Camare function in counterpeint
te the Inveding and pelitically dominant Keila as the “earth
Priswts” of Kangaba,

iaiam remaine & sescondary yet parvawive sliement in the
ritusl ag 1t doee In the epic lteelf. The (mmedliate idlom of
inlam Is most evident st the bepinning of the recital of Sunjstn
whioh Ingludes, [lhe mont such performances, a prefatery narra-
tive tying {te hero to ths Prophat Muhsmmad through hRiw alleged
Mescan ancestor, the bisck servitor Bilal. Hewsvar some descrip-
tions of the Kumabolon ritual Indicate that In thia case there
ars alsg more sxtanded hnuounﬁ! of the riee of (slem and the 1ifg
of tha Prophst himae!lf.

The more parvasive role of ialam In both the rituyal and the
plo derfiver less from apscifia elaments In the agpragats pertor-
manca tharn from the formation of thess slements Into & whole ¥ith
the kind of structurs end universa! meaning now imputed to 1%,
The Idea of an 1afamiclzed vniversality is moat dlrccttﬁ ax-
prosasd \n the alternate name of the rltual site (Kmaba'") and
the bane—saven salculation of Its periodinity. A more subtie
tnflvence reaeideas In the faal that only In praximity to this
shrine |p nnndo ocosmo lopy transformad into a Isngthy creatlion
narrative,

By extanslon, onw can postulets & simvilar leiamic Influance
upen the geneals af the Sunjats spic. Liks the crastion myth,

HMy information vn the Kamabolon ritual iw drawn from de-
ecriptions of varying emphasis and from different years (Dister-
tan: 1865; Mailtassoux: 1988: Camara; 1980, 334-49).

Hyna local tradition reverses the history of the originai
Meccan Kanba [Lhe centrel object of the pilgrimege snjocinsd on
at| Musiim belioveras) by claiming that the Mande version had
firat besn a Muelim ehrine now converted te "pagan” purposes
(Niana 1959: a7)

Ytno atory itesi? ia found in Distarien 1965; Meillae-
Boux's informants strenped the uniqueness cof thie sspect of the
Kaaba/Kangaba performanca although, in the (lght of Jansen's
Worw, oné now wondere exactly what they were referring la (Meif-
Insaoux 196B: 17P8}; the Dogon verwion of ths pame creation Story
'a. &8 itw eubtitie clearty indicates, a product of evan more
immediaty diaingue bLatwewn focal aources and foreign schalarm
lsoking for an eguivalent of their own canonical tradition
{drlaule 1948,



with which It atherwlaa shares so Ilttlo." the narrstive cora

of Sunjata |4 an esndemble af local| elementa compoasd inta ths
form which we now hnow through confroantation with tha maalar nar-
rativas af lalem at Kasba/Kangaba, eithough undoubtadiy not at
thie site alone., Within the spic, Sunfala rarely takes on a
spaclifleally Mualim Ldentity, but his claim te tranacendant
Imperiai status is tled to the vary ax|atence of tha narrative as
well aw Ite usw of variad (in differsnt veralona) refersnasa not
enly to Meocan ancestry but alec to reaaldenca 1a the more le-
lamic|zed Mama (the Imputed home of the Bersts clisrlica), tha
donning of Muslim robee at gritical momenta end compariwen with
the gensrto Medlterranaan war{d-conqueror, Ohu al-Qarnayn (the
Quranle name for Alexander the Great).

Such a connection le reinforced by l|ocal clalme that the
oral compecuition !e moere fike an (wiamlc taxt than would appear
from sither the main body af the naerrative (tesif or |ts parfor-
mance. The Arable-darived generic tarms for the aplc sugpgest
thie qulte llteraliy. Tarlku, am aliready noted, iw both misiead~
Ing snd revealling sbout the relaticnehip between the Sunlata
atory and known Arabic historlcal chronicies {farlkh pl. taryhh)
of the Wemtern Sudan. Maana hes equaliy rich implicationa; It
is & term probably derived from formai (wlamic (earning (with
which the Jabaté Jeliw are at Isast acqualnted) referring to the
“algniflcance™, |.s. acoepted understanding, of a primary text.
In this cnee the squivalent of diffiouit passages from the Quran
or Hadlth ocollsctions might be the panegyric varesas snd songs
which have aurvivad from the dllthnt past and now darive their
meaning from the maana narrstive.

Finally some peopls i{n Kangabs ctaim that the “trus” version
of the eploc (e prewsrved In a secret written Arablic text con-
nscted with the ehrine (Camara: 1990, 31-34), The ieliw ars
ifterate and might possibly have such a manuseript; howaver, tha
fact that It has never besn sesn and that Jabaté pearformances of
Sunjeta _do vary somswhat In content supgpeste that the claim s
mythio.' €ven if thie (s the case, like al! ssrious myths, it
smbodisa an Important truth: that the establishment of & long,
coherent and relatively etable oral aarrative of Sunjats oouid
oniy oceur In dialogus with written inlamic narratives,

“one of the central tigures in tha creation atery, Faro,
does play & praminant role in the atherwigs much lgag mrthrrc¢ Segu

epica (Keateloot, 1874).

Tthe term maana io afpo ueed more aenaraify by |aiiw to
dewcribe narrative explanations of cryptic poetic twats {Clemant
Zabel, Anthropological ineatltute, Univeraity of Yienna, private
communication)

" anean S5; in private communication Jansen oupgeata that
reports of such & manuscript ars probably based upon totally
unrelated warka hetd in local mosdiucs.

riELELITT UTTTIREreAT (L SALNFT LI Da kIaED rEETLD uny
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The Kamabolon ritus! providee the Sunjata eple with & lees)
context which |s not Immadiately disturbed by ealthar the |asunae
In ite agceunt of hlstery or the "mixinp” of lalamio and local
consttuctione., Histery im, aftes all, a aubjactive concept In
any eoclety and leimm had been part af the Mande culture! lend-
scape for canturies by the time the apla came Inte exlatence.
Howaver, for the sple to becoms & work of "|ltecature' with a
capacity to semmun|cete to & brosder Mande audlience, te say
notkhing of & universal oae, [t was nscessary for even thim
contentunl boundary to be bresched.

In Ite Xamabelen varwlon, the eplec 18 naithar aimed at such
s peneral audience nor capable of reaching i(t. The Intentlon is
reflected In the aura of ascrecy with which jellw wtil| surround
the krowlsdge which they cialm to podssse. |t I» gqulte prebable
that tn the firat century or ep mftar ite initial pomposition the
sntire formal narrative of Sunata was conmidered a esoret and
not revealsd on ahy public ccoaslon other than the Kamabdelen.
Thie esgrecy may account for the abesnce of Sunjate socounts from
the kind of priot perfeormances to which precoionial Evropesn
travelleru ware expoded during the slghteanth and ninsteenth
canturlas.

Obvicusly such total seorsdy no longer prevalle and quite
racently &« complete regerding wihe made of the "offlielal” Keln
Sunjata performance although net during the Kamadeion rltus! (Ly-
Tatl ot gl. 1987). However, thiw verslon jo very difficult to
fol" =2 in writtan form becaues many of the eritical eplacdes are
deatt with via ailuslon rather than explicit narrativea, The
knowlwdge asaumad here on the part of the audianeces ie not infor~
ma| sources of historical infermation, am In panegyric, but
rather famillarity with pravioua perfermances. But the affact le
to produse 4 wpimiinr, or perhape #ven moera Impenetrable, apacity
for most hearsrs/readere winos the Ksaba performance has now
taken on some of the qualities of u !lturgy,

The Kela Jubaté may thus remain the scurce for a stable
verslen of the aplc but 1ts titerary develesment-- and very
likaiy part of Ite cremtion-—— comes from the diffuslen of thig
werk Inte the repertoirs of Jeliw addruswing much wider, truly
"public" sudiences. Exlsting svidencs glvee no Indication of how
this procesv cccurred or even whathar the Kela version devaloped
in dialogus with Jeliw from the Kamabeleon ahrines which exinted
in sther Kelta shinfdoms bafore tha late ninstesnth cantar,

"or @ tuller dimcusaion of the relationaktip batwesn con-
temporary griots and the idioms and issyes of Telam see Farias
1962,

"Jan Jansen has recentiy recorded a different Kela perfor-
mance which he <iaime i@ mere sngaging than that of Ly Tall, et
al, It has already been tranelated into Dutoh (Diabate 1894} but
! await the French version to paas judgement an its litarary
qualitiss,
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Nonsthelans, !t ia more than probable that it waa the reshaping
of the narrative in thip wider reaim which brought Into it theasa
folkieric siemente which {ink it most Immediately to lesyss of
power and authority !n the Mande-- and any other-- world,

9., Thea Gelc ap "Subversive  Litsrature

For tha purposes of ilterary anaiyale | want to congentrate
on four kay eplacdes of the epic, Although not sll of theae
episcden are present In uvery aingle verslon of the epic avail=
labie to ve, the nevertheless vocur frequently snough te con-
etitute the stable core of the epic and tha repository, | wil)
argue, of much of |(te meaning, Theae spliaedes all deal with
powar in tha gontext of realations between herolc (or potentiaslly
herole) maine and alther women or casted Mands groups. The
inaludst (1} the hunt for a buffalo who o the wralth (aplritual
double) of Sunjata'a future mothar; (2) Sunjata’s aecension from
four-legged/crippled chitd/anina) to ereot man; (3) Sunjatn'e
oxlia from Mailj (4) the seduction of Sumangury, Sunjate’'s “evi|
amperar" oppeonsnt,

e, The hunt for %e

Plot summary; & princess of Qo is mistreated by her brother
and turne hereelf into a megio buffelie whieh %i11le all hunters
whe pursus It, Two Brothers from anothar Mande reglon approsch
the buffslo by way of har female doubtle, now an old weman,
Bacavss thay treat her generously, the woman explaine that In
order to kil the animal (hermstf) they muat rapines thair normai
weapena with an agg and a distatt.!! When they succeed they
mumt accept a8 thair reward net gne of the beaut!ful maidens
of ferad them but Sogolon, an ugly princess with u hump (1lke a
buffalo's) on her back. The hunters foilow all thess Inetrye-
tions but then eannot schieve sexual Intarceurss with Segolon
bBacaune har wild anilmal nature resiete them, They thus give har
to Maghan, king of Mall snd the predestined father of %unjsts.

ARMIYEIS®I  INIS ePINCGY 19 PrESBENT 1IN BIMOST &) versione of
the splo denpite the fact that It takea place well baforu the
titular haro's bBirth. It satablishes the centrality of a hunting
idtam and ita compliex gender/powar (mplicationas for the rest of
the narrative. At firat Bluah the atory seems to subvert the
veary |dea of hunting, an exclusively male enterprine, by subjeo-
ting the cenquarsra ¢f the Buffale of De te the commanda and the
devices of women, Huntars ara not oniy males but alae censideraed
in the Mandan to represant the spitome of ("fatharnesa™)
a quailty of competitive, antisoclial behavier Tocated In both
oancaptus) and physloal space at the epposlte peta fram the
domestic realm of badenys ("mothernsse) (Rird and Kenda!| 1940),

Wor a aystematic comparison and anaiysie of m virtunliy
all the ragordad Sunlata variants sea Bulman 1990,

Ny etickh for sginning cotton, uaad only by femalem,
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Yot |f we exsgmine the loocal coamaiogy of huntlag !t turna
out that the divinltlies govarning thias reaim of Mande lifa, Sans
and Kondolon, are & mother and eon touple., Moreover many hunter
talen impiy that the seacrata of the bush nra undar ths control of
tomaien wno thue datsrmine the outcomes of encounters with wild
animels {Jackeon, 1992 : 213=18)., Thus the Buffaloc Wemen wpinode
sxprosass o desp ambiguity mbout the autonomy of mais huntars
whioh Iz airasdy satablished In the gensra}l discourss of hunting.
But |t does eo In & way which sate up Suniata aw & haro whoms
satreprdipary quallties are derived from o partiouvliariy potant
arosalng of the boundariss bestwasp gendars and betwean the buwh
and domantioated spats, Thess same themsa ares devaloped tarthar
In the other key splscdes.

b. Sunlate Arlsse

Plot summary: Sunjata, the destined hair af hia father,
turnas &ut to be & chilid who cannot walk but Instead orawie on el
tours. Following their father‘s desath hia half-brother thus In-
hertte the throne. Tha mother of this child insulte S5ogalon whan
tha latter asks her for bacbab leaves, = Sondiment normally
gathered for womsn by young aonme. Sunjata responds to his
mother's priat by attempting to rise on hils twer feat, first with
the haip of an iron bar forged by the royal smithe snd {In moat
veraiana) finally with the support of a trea branch out by
Sogaton. The iren bar la bent into a bow and Sunjata instently
bycomed a annlor huntar.

Analysint Thim spiscda can be rasd as a gensrio aocsount of
Initial handicapa whigh unserssors the aventus! triumph of the
hera. Mowavar Bunjeata's epecific condition {together with the
sscond part of his nams, "Jata” = "Lion") impllies both & Jack of
capADIty to walk 1ike a man and sn sxceas of LAs budh animai
powsr whipgh hy Inharliis from hls mwother. Hie transcendence of
thia atate again depanda dirsctly upon hla mother (how directly
is determined by which variant is followsd) aiong with the
auppart of the casted smithe, who are eupposad to be the cllents
of pawerful noblea. Thie event also asubatitutes for the elm-
borats Initiation rituale which are such a prominent element In
the farmation of normal Mende adul!t maies. {n sum then, the
apiscde amphaaizes the extracrdinary power of Sunjats, but doeas
s0 by quastioning his quallfications for normal suoceeslion teo
authority and tying hie career c¢loeely to his relationahip with

hin mather.

€. Exlle

Plot aummary: Sunjate, his mother and varlous of hlas sib-
1ings and haif=niblinga are forced to leave Mall by the nsw king
and hia mother, They travel to varlous other ocourts and finally
agttin in Mama, somewhere north of the Niger, where Sunlate
becomsa « highly regarded warrior. Mall meanwhlie Ie conauered
by an ailen ruler, Sumunguru Kante, and rapresentatives from the
kingdam trave! north to find Sunjata so that he can !iberatas
tham. Just ae Sunlets contempiates their offer hia mother dles.
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Ae forcas tha reiUatént Mesw juler Lu oflow har Byrlal there and
then begine hie return to Mall.

Araiyaia: Thesa evente egaln follow » clawsla/ganerio
schame of herale bicgraphies where tha central figura muat
underge sn Injtlation<like Journsy out of the civilized world
inte the dangars of the wild (Campbell 1048} bul wlth Important
partieularition. Wems repressnts not the “"buah” but rather ths
ons asrlious sxposure of Sunjmta to & mors developed 18la-
mic/Med| tarransan culture than that of Mall. The constunt pra-
asnce of Sogolen coentradicts ths defining move In sny male
Inftiation process, %high is the separation of & boy fram hie
mother, Once again Sunjata's aocquisition of powars far beyond
those of the ordinary ma!a require precissiy that ha remain tied
to his mother In & way whioh would “unmah" anyons alas, He
finaily becomes an asparently autonomous male with Sogelan’s
deeth, which colnaldes with the baginning of hile palitiesl
mieslon. But, as w!(l be asen, the achievement of this task
vitimataly dependa upon yet ancther transformation of the hero-
famale-power COmglax.

d.
Plot summary! BSumunguryu, tha oconqueror of Mail and Its
sntire aurrounding region is o blackemith whe Is Invulnsrable to
any lron weapon. Thua 5unjate, daspite all hie hero!o quelifi-
catlons, oannot defent him. Howsver one of Sunjata’s hajl?-
ainters laeinpates hereel? into Sumunpury's bed und thers ellioite
from him the seeret identlity of hie tana (totem), s white vock-
spur, the oenly substance whieh can destroy him. Sumunguru'e
mother warne him aguinet telling hia esgrete to & “one night
woman” but he dosw not heed her and In some veralcna aven outs
aff her breast leading her to rencuncs her ties to him, At thie
point Sumunguru's fate ie sealsd and many verealcne of the spic da
net svan take the trouble to describe the battie acene tn whicgh
Sun)ute puts the gotkapur on an arrow and shoots him down,

Anmiyslat Sumunguru, as blacksmith, Is ¢ canted nyamakala
who should net be & rulsr but rather a ¢ilent, He ehows thie by
Inttially singing hinm omn praises rather than using & el and,
when he scqulires & griet whe riphtfully belonge to Bunjata, by
cutting the |ell'a tenden to pravant him from leaving (patrone
arn mythloslly preasniad as cutting meat from thelr own bodies so
an to nourish alisnt griets).

Nonstha!ese Bumungury )s wn very powerfu! rulur and soemething
of a mode! for Sunjata (Sumunguru's panegyrlc, the Jonjon, le
evantually emproprinted by Sunjata)., His downfall comsa from
violating the code of the hunting cult which Insinta, on the ane
hand, that men respect non=nublle women [often thelr mothera cf.
the old women and hunting divinity of the buffale splecde) as
guardiane of the acoult knowlsdge upan which powsr in bamed.
Huntera shouid simultanscuniy avold all swxunl contact wlth
nublte woman, whe may atiempt to take this knowiadge away from
them (Jackeon 19682 213-45). Thus the ultimate pripciply deter-
mining the victery of tha "good" rular Sumj/ate (whe (8 aften
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shown to act very brutally) over the "evil"” Bumunguru le the!r
ralnticnship to women. Moreovar thie le not e matter of privats
domeatic ||fe, 48 In & WeRtarn AOGp Op#ra varsians of History,
but rather rests on preciesly upen ths relationehip batwesn women
and ths pources of the most public, assccial, mascullne power.

..
I am Aot sttempting to asaert hare that Munds cullura ie
anmahnw mava agullitarian and [eee saxiet than western or any
other civilization., |In fast, within the domeatic ephers whers
they might be expacted te mesert the moat authority, Mande women
ares subjugated to very conslderabla male domination. Howsver, in
tmaglning {and through hunting socletiae, actually soting out)
realma of axistence ramote from domestic epuce and tha concarnas
of reproducing ordinary 1ifa, the Mande do recognize the ifmi-
tationms cf raw masculine powsr. It is perhaps Rinieading to call
the Sunjata eple subvernive, aince It oparatee on tha same
prinoilpige that govern gensral Mands dlscourss about powar,
whether In the wpher® of hunting or the vary ambigucus posltion
of nysmakmla, But at the very lsast it subverta a more univergal
natlon that spice exmit the ellte male and represa awareness of
woman and subordinats social groups.

i, rid,

Ons of tha preat streangthe of the Sunjate splc 1o |te robust
transiormation frem oral wple inte varlsum centemparary media of
muaical psrformance, pross |iterature and politica! commentary.
But the sudlenca far thess new rendliicns, whathar Manda or
spaskeras of some other African or non-Afrioan language cannot b
snpactesd=- ynlesn spucially inatructed-- to hear or remd thes work
wlthin ths wpaciflo frame of retsrence ussd ltor the previous
analysia. While | have argued thut some ssnas of the compiax
insues of ocoult acurces of power, gender and atatus give the
oplc fta bromd mppesl, § du net think that theas Issues consti-
tute Ita contemporary pelltical content. The problem hare ls not
the "lignorance” of the audlence as myoh as the shift of tha worid
in which jt Ilves o that the politics of the spic sither focusss
upon (te “traditional” wubstance as opposed to Itm content or ite
conteants have to be raworked to take into acosunt the condlitiene
of twentigth century Afriom. At tha momsnt, | am not very well
prepared to axplors the pollitice of thess naw renditlons very
tully but | want to eketéh out & few linew on whish they might be
explored,

Tha wpic |ie today bawt knpwn among both sducatsd Manda-
speakera and sspacially to the public In the rest of Africe ana
the world through the many prose versiens whiech have béen pra-
duced 'n French and Englian. The most famous of thess (Niane
1080/65) hag rumainsd in print for over thirty years und conati-
tutes & gtandard text In sohools all over Afrlos, America and
Europs. Nlane recordad and sdited his versjon of the text in a
form which fesia Iike an eplc and appears true to the content of
oral parformances although it is very fur from a transeript of
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such a parfermance,

Nians'e Bundists was simed at an silte sudlance Inncfar as
it awsumee & lavel of proficiancy Iin Franch held by only « amg)l
minority ef the population of hie native Guinea on the wve of
decolonizetion, Nonsthelwse, un s mcheol text and a very res-
dable work 't han resched a wide audlence within the ranpa of the
Ittarste, The pollitice of thie work are mora natlensl st than
pepullet, niming e plase Afriesan litgraturs within the canon of
worid class "Oreat Booke" and even to understand It as lar more
of & peeltive historical decument than it probably lw. For this
renaon the Image of |ta here ip also somewhat mottonsd compared
to othar verglons of the epic and seme {but by no meane all er
sven mont) af the pender and caste issuse are biurred.

Nians'e status ap the "Milton of the Munde” [In reeponaa te
Saul Bellow's notorious demand for & "Teintey of the Zulue™)
remalne a matter of much debete smong weholare and teachars of
Afriocan literature. Indiana Univereity Proan has resent|y
publishad & paparback verslen of John W, Johneon's 3on Jare
(1882), & veralon of the spic which very elossly Followa an oral
parfermange and captures & good deal more of 1ta postios (inolu-
ding Brytallty and gender pallitica)l then doss Nlane., Howmvar,
deapite & surpriaingly high levei of safes (malnty for yae in
wnivere|ty ocurses), It highly uniikely that a work [Ike John-
son’p~— difticuit to understand wlthou‘ consulting tte myriad
footnotes== will avar attaln popuinr appeal.

While Miane'nw vearplion of Suniata 1o sometimen refarved to aw
& novel, that term le more praparty raserved for & number of
sutasquent pubilcations. Ssveral of thess ara juvenlis or
children’'s booke whoss dietribution might ba an interesating toplc
of reaenrch, Ona of Frenoh-apeaking Weat Africs's most famcuas
wr|tors Camara Lays {197A/B0) producad the aniy true “novel |-
zatlon” of Sunjuts but the work was naithar w oritiesl nor e
poeuiar succass, The problem hare, | think, |lw that Camara Laye,
in his attempt to oreate an iden) Afr|can haro In = medern
Ilterary genre, dawnpiays the moral ambigulitiey of the original
work and inemarte far teo many projactions of hip Jwn parsonal
axpar!snce. Camars Lays shurew with Niane un sxpllicit desire to
bring African tradition (“the Wisdom of the Ancliants”) to a
modern audienzss but bevauss of the Jate oF his wark ha mlec
Introduces=~= |f oniy through a few pointed nllusiona== the one
political legun which would axpilaitiy parvade moders pressn-
tatione of the spig In truly “populnr” formt BSunjata aa mode|
for or apalnet pontooleninl Afrliean rulars.

The moat aubtlie wnd complex treatments of this relatisnship
In Mande terme c¢cour In the two novele of ths Ivoirian Ahmadeu
Kourouma (1870/91; 1999/93), Nelthar of thaae works le anything
ilhe n randition of Junjeta but the second, Monnd muet certminly
be read sa & parcdy ef an eplc.”’ Kourouma !a alse vory merl-

B giscues this work for at leaat a paragraph or two in
Avetan n.d.
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ouely conoerned with the roilm (n fhe modarn warld of gender
relationa, control over occult power (or the belief in It), and
Hands netlfona of etatuva. Moreovar these concepils are at once the
foundation and the object of hle narrativa voica which thus
repgreasente parhape the pramier African presance in the |nter-
national reaim of postcolonliai, poatmadern, magic reailsm ||tera-
tura. Perhaps such writing la the true contemparary equivalent
of the precalantal epic but for present purposam neither ite
politice nor tta relatlcnahlp to popular consciaysnems can be
summarizad in any satlefactory fashion.

At & wuparficial teval at laswt it la tar sasler to frace a
coentinulng patitical and popular role for Sunjuta In the form of
wualcal/poetic paarformance. Yhiw ia en arana In which Afrlcan,
snd particuiarly Mande, artista hava made a graat Impact upen
world gulture drawing very expllcitly upon their own “tradltlo-
nel" reapariolre. Along with the Inetrumental atyles oF Mora and
balaphone, gpacific songa and eplecdes from the Sunjata eplc
{(lnotuding In aome ceees extended mixtures of mong and narreiiva)
have flgured heavily !n twentieth cantury papular Mande muaic. |
am net in a pesltien to provids much apalyale of thia dimanalon
In the contemporary 11fa of the aple

One change in the performance process relevant te the themea
at the aple is the fact that temale ariote, formerly kept in a
subardinate position sa ineatrymentalistas and, st wmost, supporting
valcas, have now come (nte thelir own aa vocal aclolate (Diawarse
1894). Thay ganarally do net perform narrative verslona of the
Sunjata eplc but | have experienced at Jeaat one renowned femuls
Jei1, Kandia Kouyatd, produce an extanded Sunjata faase which
ailudad to many spiecdes of the aplc.

From a poiitical parepactive, the cbvious [esue herw is of
courns the way In which the Jallw noaw seak patronaga amoeng new
alltea from both the private and public sector. The term grict
hau, among dlpaffected cltlizens of a!1 Francophons African coun-
tries, aurrently taken on & vary differeant msaning than that
asnigned [t by eerly eultural natlonallat guch ag Niane or even
Camsra Laya: it now rafere to pubilc madia aycophants who cannct
be trusted to sxpress anything hut the officlial viawa of gavern-
mantea usually percelved as opprassive, corrupt and incompetent.

In parttoular, the twae firat gresidanta of Mall (hoth
eventuaity overthrown to great popuiar acclaim) made oxtanaiva
une of not anly griote in tha traditicenal ae well ae modern aense
but siao of the Sunjata eplé. The firet af theea, Modiba Xsitwe
bore the sama clan nams ae Sunjata himael? and the eecond, Mousea
Traore., that of Tura Magan Traorae, hearo of & jate apisade in the
eple (Ret dliacusend abovel. Esch prealdent was thus procialmed
am the direct descandent of his respective eponymous aplc char~
actar and varlaug varmiona of tha eplc, wlth apeclal emphaale an

) aw awpacting auch aa anaiyesia tor my Sunjata velume 'fup
Robert Newtan, a Univerelty of Wigconmirn sthnomugsicalogiat who is

- ta taa €10
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the faasa of the appropriate hara, ware regufarly played on the
radlo during tha thirtyvona yuura of their collective rule {1940~
1091},

Mamadou Diawars (ora) commantary to 1094) has recently
argued that thim kind of pra|se has 4 double-edged meaning!
becauas the genaalogy of the two presidents (and other public
figures in simiiar eltuationa) e traced dirsetiy beck to flpures
from the remote past, the jeliw ars &«lwd elgnaling that their
Immediate ancesters (the norma) subetance of feassaw) are of ne
significance |, that thess momentarliy powerful men are upstarte
w#lth limited cleima to ‘agltimacy. Thare (& & paraiiel here with
tha ariginal penesie of the lun,ntn apio, whioh simllarily obl|-
tarates the Immadigte hiatory of sighteenth and ninstsanth
oantury .Hcﬂll.nﬁ Keitn dynastiss who are the actusl patrens of
Ite parformanos. In tarma of (lierary snalysia, thie uee of
pensgyric la not perhape ae interssting & form of ambigulity e
that contalned In the spic’e own wtories of buffaio woman and
secrate won by sexual seduction, But It at Isast suggeats that
sven In elsctiranically emitted modern Mande disccuras, the com-
plexity of hardi¢ nparrstive and (ts abliity to axprass soma
resarvatione about the aleaime of thame in powsr has not bean
entiraly fomt.
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BThers in alac a paraltel to the Judmic practice of naming
all converts "ben Avraham” [wen of Abraham} in [imu of achhaw~
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and fathar, thus glving the unmiatakably "eonvart" appellat.on af
"* ben/bat Avrabham v Sarah”.
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