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While a n  epic tex t  i s  f a i r l y  easy to d is -  
cern,  i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to de f ine  the genre i t -  
se l f .  The a b i l i t y  to recognize a n  ep ic  i s  de- 
veloped p r i n c i p a l l y  th rough  a  c e r t a i n  emo- 
t i v e  q u a l i t y  inherent  to the genre. When 
a t tempt ing  to def ine  t h a t  qua1 i t y  however, 
one i s  hampered b y  preconceived e th i ca l ,  
esthet ic ,  a n d  emotional associat ions which 
impede ob jec t ive  a n a l y s i s .  And yet,  one 
s t r i v e s  to o b t a i n  t h i s  o b j e c t i v i t y  i n  o rde r  
to i d e n t i f y  the specia l  cha rac te r i s t i cs  which 
may upho ld  the epic as a  d i s t i n c t  l i t e r a r y  
genre. 

The fo l l ow ing  s tudy  proposes t h a t  in- 

stead of t r y i n g  to avo id  the emotive q u a l i t y  
of the epic, we should, on the c o n t r a r y ,  re- 
cognize i t  as a  d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  fea ture .  I t  
i s  perhaps the a f fec t ive ,  esthet ic  a n d  cu l -  
t u r a l  impact of the ep ic  wh ich  best revea ls  
i t s  f u n t i o n  a n d  j u s t i f i e s  i t s  form. 

De f in i t i ons  g leaned f rom d i c t i o n a r i e s  
p r o v i d e  us  w i t h  a  c e r t a i n  number of con- 
s tan ts .  Some deal w i t h  context ,  o thers  w i t h  
i t s  l i t e r a r y  treatment. Thus, one f i n d s  terms 
such as  "hero," "g reat  deeds," "g reat  a n d  
hero ic  act ions,"  o r  " i n te res t i ng  a n d  memor- 
ab le . "  Other d e f i n i t i o n s  speak of " n a r r a t i v e "  
and  " n a r r a t i o n ,  " "poems, " a n d  "verse." F in -  
a l l y ,  to t r a n s l a t e  the ob jec t i ve  of the epic,  
one f i n d s  the v e r b  "to commemorate." Since 



these cha rac te r i s t i cs  a r e  r a t h e r  vague, 
au tho rs  t r y  to f u r t h e r  sharpen the  focus on 
the  contours of the  genre.  Fo r  the most p a r t ,  
however, one ascer ta ins  a k i n d  of powerless- 
ness i n  t r y i n g  to p o s i t i v e l y  i d e n t i f y  any  
d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  fea tures :  e i t he r  they a r r i v e  
a t  a nega t i ve  de l i nea t ion  b y  c o n t r a s t i n g  the 
ep ic  w i t h  other  genres, o r  they resor t  to 
some form of sync re t i c  fus ion .  For  example, 
L i  t t&  re1 ies on Marmontel I s  Encyclopedia 
a r t i c l e  which states t h a t  the ep ic  "d i f f e rs  
f rom the s to ry . .  ., the d ramat i c  poem.. . , the 
d i d a c t i c  poem.. . , a n d  f rom h i s t o r i c a l  re-  
cords."  Le  Pe t i t  Robert, on the o ther  hand, 
descr ibes the ep ic  as  a h y b r i d  genre o r  "a 
long poem i n  wh ich  the superna tu ra l  i c .  
m ixed w i t h  the t rue ,  the legend w i t h  hi.;- 
to ry . .  . ."I Dumkzil r e g a r d s  the ep ic  as  a gerl- 
es is :  "The ep ic  i s  p regnan t  w i t h  I i t e r z r y  
genres..  . wh ich  more o r  less d i s t i n g u i s h  
themsel es f rom the ep ic  a t  a n  e i i r l y  
stage." 

Y 
I  nstead, therefore, of focus ing upon the 

e p i c ' s  inherent  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  wh ich  cou ld  
d i s t i n g u i s h  i t  f rom o the r  genres: i t  would 
seem tha t  we h a v e  resor ted  to d e f i n i n g  i t s  
s u p e r i f i c i a l  fea tures  th rough  references to 
o ther  l i t e r a r y  genres. Th is  hes i ta t i on  to de- 
f i n e  the epic as a d i s t i n c t  genre i n  i t se l f  
re f l ec ts  the discomfort wh ich  a r i ses  i n  a t -  
tempt ing  to subject  the ep ic  to a self-con- 
ta ined,  p u r e l y  tex tua l  a n a l y s i s .  

Perhaps the A f r i c a n  ep ic  can  ass is t  in 
d e a l i n g  w i t h  t h i s  disconifort  b y  expos ing us 
to the l i v i n g  sources of the genre and  thus  
lead us  to a more d i r e c t  a9p rec ' y t i on  of the 
e p i c ' s  t r u l y  d i s t i n c t i v e  fea tures .  

A f r i c a  p rov ides  t,,.o impor tant  c o n t r i  bu-  
t ions  to the s tudy  of 11-~e ep ic :  f i r s t - -and  
t h i s  i s  essential--- the e,,ic ( a s  the etymology 
of the word i nd i ca tes )  remains a l i v i n g ,  
spoken act of expression i n  those societ ies 
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where o r a l  i t y  s t i  l l dominates. I  t s  f unc t i on  
a n d  to ta l  expression c a n  therefore be ob- 
served i n  i t s  n a t u r a l  se t t ing .  Second, com- 
p a r i n g  the c u l t u r a l  s i m i l a r i t i e s ,  a n d  es- 
pec ia l  l y  the v a r i a t i o n s  observed in to ta l  l  y  
d i f f e r e n t  cu l tu res ,  shou ld  revea l  those d is -  
t i n c t i v e  q u a l i t i e s  inherent  in  the ep ic  genre. 
These two ongoing s i t ua t i ons  seem p a r t i c u -  
l a r l y  f a v o r a b l e  f o r  a n  opt imal  unders tand ing  
of the epic.  Accord ing ly ,  we have  taken 
epics f rom bo th  West a n d  Cent ra l  A f r i c a  as 
o u r  f i e l d  of i n v e s t i g a t i o n .  4 

The work o f  A f r i c a n  au tho rs  concerned 
w i t h  the epic e x h i b i t s  a s i m i l a r  d e f i n i t i o n a l  
u n c e r t a i n t y .  Spec i f i ca l ly ,  the ep ic  i s  p laced 
between o r  on the o u t s k i r t s  of other  genres. 
For  example, Massa M. D iabatk  states tha t  
" the  ep ic  i s  s i t ua ted  between h i s t o r y  a n d  
myth."  Eno Be l i nga  proposes t h a t  the  ep ic  
i s  "on the borders  of h i s t o r y  a n d  the 
myth." 

The f i r s t  common p o i n t  of reference f o r  
bo th  the Mand inka  ep ic  a n d  the Camerounian 
mvet c a n  therefore be found in th is  not ion  
of my th  accompanying h i s t o r y .  T h i s  associ- 
a t i o n  i n  the ep ic  in fac t  extends to a more 
general  phemonemon, t h a t  of the I  i t e r a r y  
t reatment  of co l l ec t i ve  knowledge a n d  the re-  
const ruc t ion  of r e a l i t y  in tended f o r  c u l t u r a l  
ass im i la t i on .  Thus, i n  the West A f r i c a n  epic,  
h i s t o r y  may serve as  a c a t a l y s t  in the 
t rans format ion  of f a c t  i n t o  ideology,  o r  in 
the mvet,  a n  epic based on mythology,  my th  
may p ro jec t  a n  image of society a n d  i t s  h i s -  
t o r y .  Th is  idea i s  exp la ined  pe r fec t l y  b y  
Massa M. Diabates a s  f o l l o w s :  

The e p i c  i s  s i t u a t e d  between h i s t o r y  and t h e  myth.  

R e c a p i t u l a t i n g  an h i s t o r i c  fact . ,  i t  a t t r i b u t e s  t h e  
e n t i r e  c u l t u r a l  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  a s o c i e t y  t o  one c h a r -  
a c t e r  who has made a  mark on h i s  t i m e  ... and d e r i v e s  
a l l  p a s t  and p r e s e n t  v a l u e s  o f  t h a t  s o c i e t y  f r o m  
t h i s  c h a r a c t e r ,  t h u s  r e n d e r i n g  t h e  e p i c  a  s o u r c e  



o f  i d e n t i t y  s e r v i n g  t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  t h a t  group from 
o t h e r s .  (our  emphasis)  5 

Another au thor ,  Essone Atome Omgoane, be- 
l ieves  t h a t  in .p resen t ing  " the r u p t u r e  of the 

cosmogonic s t r u c t u r e  of power, the rnvet hum- 
anizes tha t  power a n d  demonstrates the 
means b y  wh ich  the w o r l d  was c reated.  I t  
consequent1 y proposes a n  i mmorta l  meta- 
society a round  wh ich  human society organ izes  
i t se l f  a n d  thus imi tates.1 '6 For  one author ,  
therefore, the ep ic  i s  the  c r y s t a l  l i z a t i o n  of 
" a l l  c u l t u r a l  a t t r i b u t e s  of a g i v e n  society,"  
a n d  f o r  the other ,  i t  ac ts  as a meta-society. 
Wi th these v iews of the ep ic  i n  mind,  i t  
shou ld  be  poss ib le  to ana l  y se I ndo-European 
epics whose modes of express ion a n d  u l  t  imate 
ob jec t ives  were pe rhaps  not,  i n  t h e i r  day ,  
t h a t  d i s t a n t  f rom the s t i l l  l i v i n g  A f r i c a n  
epic.  

The e p i c ' s  r i chness  emanates f rom th is  

c u l t u r a l  concent ra t ion  wh ich  i n  t u r n  e x p l a i n s  
the  complex i ty  of the genre.  I t  i s  the i n t e r -  
tw ined  network of elements present  i n  o ther  
genres ( t a l e ,  myth ,  symbol,  p rove rb ,  h i s -  
t o r i c a l  account, poe t ry ,  e tc . )  as  wel l  as  the 
v a r i o u s  leve ls  of r e l a t i o n s h i p  to the wor ld  
( m y t h i c a l ,  re1 ig ious ,  h i s t o r i c a l ,  socio logical ,  
p o l i t i c a l ,  e th ic . .  . ) wh ich  d i r e c t  a n d  g i v e  
meaning to the n a r r a t i v e .  Fo r  the ep ic  i s  
the  genre wh ich  concentrates a maximum of 
c u l t u r a l  d a t a  a n d  organ izes  i t  i n t o  a prec ise  
form i n v o l v i n g  bo th  a semantic a n d  a prag- 
m a t i c  opera t ion :  t h a t  of symbo l i z ing  a n  
i d e n t i t y  a n d  tha t  of c a l l i n g  t h i s  i d e n t i t y  to 
l i f e  in the hear t  of the  community i t  def ines. 
Depending on the c u l t u r e ,  i t  i s  t h i s  ob- 
j ec t i ve  wh ich  leads the  epic,  in a more o r  
less pronounced fash ion  toward  the my th  o r  
h i s t o r y .  The d i v e r s i t y  of A f r i c a n  epics i s  
the r e s u l t  of " the d i s t i n c t i v e  fea tures  of one 
people i n  r e l a t i o n  to another ."  More than  
any  other  l i t e r a r y  genre, epics a r e  condi-  
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t ioned b y  the conception tha t  each group has  
of i t s  own c u l t u r a l  o r  na t i ona l  i d e n t i t y .  
Thus one encounters a b r o a d  r a n g e  of tex ts  
such as the mvet of  Cameroun o r  Gabon, a n d  
the  Mwindo epic af the  Banyanga.  I n  the 
case of the L i a n j a  of the Nkundo-Mongo 
people of Zai re,  epic n a r r a t i v e s  a r e  founded 
upon a whole symbol ic  repe r to i re  in wh ich  
the hero-ci v i  I  i zers  embark upon long, com- 
p l i c a t e d  journeys  of i n i t i a t i o n .  Whereas the 
r e l a t i o n s h i p  of these ep ic  tex ts  to the myth,  
ta le,  a n d  legend a r e  c l e a r l y  marked,  the 
West A f r i c a n  epics (Mand inka,  Peul, Bam- 
ba ra ,  Sonink&, etc. )  a r e  founded upon h is -  
t o r i c a l  r e a l i t i e s .  A r i s i n g  f rom the h i s t o r i c a l  
o r i g i n s  of the Mand6 people, the Mand inka  
ep ic  of Sunjata,  f o r  example, re in te rp re ts  
t h e i r  h i s t o r y  i n  my th  f o r  reasons of be t te r  
endors ing  t h a t  h i s t o r y .  Peul a n d  Bambara 
epics, however, do not present  any  my th i ca l  
t ranspos i t ions  b u t  es tab l i sh  t h e i r  roots in 
r e a l  i t y  wh ich  i s  then recomposed i n t o  a more 
pol  i t i c a l  perspect ive.  Often they concern 
heroes a n d  h i s t o r i c a l  f ac ts  wh ich  a r e  r e l a -  
t i v e l  y recent, even common to bo th  groups, 
a n d  a r e  therefore v e r y  s i m i l a r  i n  r e g a r d  to 
content .  The Bambara epic,  d e a l i n g  w i t h  the 
es tab l  ishment a n d  maintenance of power in 
*he k ingdom of Segou, i s  more e t h i c a l  a n d  

ideological  i n  na tu re .  That  of the Peul ex- 
a l t s  the v i r t u e s  of p u l a a k u ,  person i f ied  i n  
the  heroes who people the epic.  

I  n sp i te  of these more o r  less pro-  
nounced tendencies, i t  i s  ev ident  t h a t  even 
i n  the most "h i s to r i ca l "  of ep ic  n a r r a t i v e s ,  
the subject  mat ter  i s  not t rea ted in the man- 
ne r  of a "chronic le"  b u t  i s  charac ter ized b y  
a c e r t a i n  r e l a t i o n s h i p  to t ime which  i s  p a r -  
t i c u l a r  to i t .  A l though i t  would seem tha t  
the epic n a r r a t i v e  shou ld  fo l low a chrono- 
l og i ca l  o r d e r i n g  of events, there a r e  num- 
erous examples which i l l u s t r a t e  otherwise.  



On the one hand, there may be  e i t h e r  a  d is -  
t o r t i on  i n  the sequence of the  most deter- 
minate  act ions ( c f .  the presenta t ion  of s i n g l e  
combats i n  the Peul a n d  Bambara epics 
where, ins tead of a n  a  l  t e rna t  i n g  exchange 
of blows, the con f ron ta t i on  consists  of a  
t r i p l e  succession of separa te  b lows)  o r  a  te l -  
escoping of t ime ( t h u s  c a u s i n g  the my th i c  
o r i g i n s  of the Mand6 to be  jo ined w i t h  the 
h i s t o r i c a l  establ ishment of the empire of 
Sun ja ta ) .  On the o ther  hand, the ep ic  may 
present  a t tenuated ac t ions  wh ich  a r e  then 
r e d i s t r i b u t e d  i n  t ime in the form of pre-  
d ic t ion ,  o r  n a r r a t i o n  of t h e i r  occurrence o r  
outcome etc. A l l  of  these i i t e r a r y  techniques 
imply  tha t  epic i s  not dest ined to reproduce 
a n d  t ransmi t  hi s tory  chrono log ica l  l y  as  i t  
was i n  r e a l i t y  a n d  i n  the  causa t i ve  sequence 
of fac ts ,  b u t  r a t h e r  t h a t  i t  i s  p ro jec ted  
toward  a  c u l t u r a l  o r  ideological  re in te r -  
p r e t a t i o n  of these fac ts .  Because of the 
e p i c ' s  object ives,  t h i s  r e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  pro-  
pe l s  h i s t o r y  out  of t he  o r d i n a r y  temporal 
system i n  o rde r  to reorgan ize  time, i t s  
d u r a t i o n  and  the  succession of i t s  events so 
as to render  the fac ts  themselves s i g n i f i -  
can t .  S i m i l a r  to the t ype  of a tempora l i ty  
found in the myth, t h i s  i s  not o n l y  a n  a t -  
tempt a t  m a n i p u l a t i n g  time, b u t  a t  t r a n s -  
fo rm ing  r e a l i t y  i n t o  a  symbol ic  code. The 
c u l t u r a l  precepts of a  g i ven  community a r e  
therefore organ ized a round  the models c reated 
i n  t h i s  mean ingfu l  reconst ruc t ion  of h i s t o r y  
a n d  of myth .  

Nonetheless, i f  the ep ic  i s  not h i s t o r y -  
subject  of know ledge, attempt to comprehend 
events th rough a n a l y s i s  of t h e i r  context ,  
antecedents, and  t h e i r  outcomes--i t  i s  not 
my th  ei ther--subject of f a i t h  o r  be l i e f  founded 
on the symbol ic  system of the society f rom 
wnich  i t  emanates. As Massa M. D iaba t6  has  
ind ica ted,  i t  i s  essen t ia l l y  a  subject  of re-  
cogn i t ion .  



The epic awakens the not ion of c u l t u r a l  
i den t i t y  a t  the same time as the pu rsu i t  of 
t h i s  ident i f ica t ion.  Even more than the 
Jz;j6-iL. , the epic i s  a ~ ~ f ) % q $ ,  f o r  i t  i s  

not s imply a n a r r a t i v e  of reference, a bear- 
e r  of informat ion o r  meaning i n  re la t ion  to 
that  known and recognized iden t i t y ,  bu t  i n  
present ing a source of ident i f ica t ion,  the 
epic impels the aud i to r  to become in t imate ly  
invo lved i n  h i s  own personal object ives. 

Anyone who has witnessed a performance 
of the A f r i can  epic cannot remain insens i t ive  
to e i ther  the communal character  o r  to the 
speci f ic  features of t h i s  c u l t u r a l  manifes- 
ta t ion:  i t s  engaging v i t a l i t y ,  and  i t s  ca- 
pac i t y  to un i t e  an audience through intense 
excitement. To a great  extent, t h i s  exci temen t  
o r  exa l ta t ion  i s  created by  the speci f ic  man- 
ne r  of per forming recognized i deologica I 
themes and elements of the g roup ' s  co l lec t ive  
know ledge. 

I n  essence, the en t i re  matter  i s  subject 
to t h i s  special mode of performance. For, 
a1 though the ideology represented contains 
a determinate va lue i n  i tse l f ,  i t  i s  on ly  i n  
enact ing t h i s  ideology i n  ep ic  format that  
i t  becomes a mot i va t ing  force. I t  i s  therefore 
the modes of performance, the object ives and 
the effects of t h i s  genre which a re  su i tab le  
f o r  de f in i t i on  and ana lys is .  

To conduct t h i s  invest igat ion i t  has been 
useful to set up a comparative tab le  of two 
rad i ca l  l  y  d i f fe rent  types of A f r i can  epics: 
the Peul epic of the Massina reg ion i n  West- 
e rn  Sahel, the the Gabonese mvet of Central 
A f r i ca ' s  forested region.  In sp i te  of the most 
evident d iss imi lar i t ies ,  t h i s  method should 
permit  us to spec i f i ca l l y  determine what 
b inds  these two l i t e r a r y  product ions in to  a 
s ing le  and un ique genre, and  subsequent1 y, 
what d ist inguishes the epic from other gen- 
res. I f  we have used the Peul ewics of Mas- 



s i n a  f o r  reference ins tead of the wel l  known 
Mand inka  epic,  i t  i s  not o n l y  because the 
former i s  more f a m i l i a r  to us, b u t  because 

w e  p r e f e r  to leave Sunjata to the ta len ts  of 
Gordon Innes.  Fur thermore,  the PeuI have  
a p p a r e n t l y  borrowed the e p i c  genre f rom 
n e i g h b o r i n g  Bambara peoples, and,  b y  the 
v e r y  f a c t  t h a t  i t  h a s  been borrowed,  there 
i s  a be t te r  oppor tun i t y  to d iscover  the  s t rong  
po in ts ,  and  the manner of a r t i c u l a t i n g  the 
fo rm a n d  meaning wh ich  were p r o b a b l y  un-  
de r taken  b y  the bor rowers  as  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  
of t h i s  genre. 

The f o l l o w i n g  t a b l e  presents v a r i o u s  fo r -  
mal ,  t ex tua l ,  a n d  func t i ona l  aspects of the 
epics we have  chosen to examine. B r i e f l y ,  
these inc lude:  the socio logical  s ta tus  of the 
a r t i s t ,  the o r g a n i s a t i o n  a n d  cond i t ions  of 
the performance, content,  s t y  l  i s t i cs ,  a n d  f i n -  
a l l y  the  func t i on  of t h i s  l i t e r a r y  genre.  

S o c i o l o g i c a l  
-The g r i o t ,  a  man o f  c a s t e  
b e l o n g s  b y  b i r t h  t o  an en-  
dogamous p r o f e s s i o n a l  
c l a s s .  

-No s p e c i f i c  i n i t i a t i o n  
r i t e s .  F o r m u l a  t r a i n i n g  
i n  t h e  a r t  i s  s u f f i c i e n t .  

s t a t u s  of the a r t i s t  
-The mvet p l a y e r  i s  a  f r e e  
man; anyone  c a p a b l e  i s  
p e r m i t t e d  t o  become a  
p l a y e r  a n d  r e c i t e r  o f  t h e  
w e t .  
- R i t e s  o f  i n i t i a t i o n  
( l i n k e d  t o  d i v i n e  r e v e l -  
a t i o n  o f  o r i g i n )  p a r a l l e l  

-No p r o f e s s i o n a l  i n s i g n i a  
( e x c e p t  f o r  t h e  t r a d i -  
t i o n a l  m u s i c a l  i n s t r u -  
m e n t ) .  

Musical 
- S i n g l e  i n s t r u m e n t :  hoddu, 
l u t e  o f  t h r e e  o r  f o u r  
s t r i n g s  ( a f t e r  w h i c h  t h e  
g e n r e  i s  named) .  

p r o f e s s i o n a l  a p p r e n t i c e -  
s h i p .  
- S p e c i a l  c o s t u m e  o f  r i t u a l  
composed o f  v a r i o u s  sym- 
b o l i c  e l e m e n t s .  

accompaniment 
- I n s t r u m e n t :  mvet, h a r p -  
l u t e  ( a f t e r  w h i c h  t h e  gen-  
r e  i s  named) .  
- P e r c u s s i o n :  s t i c k s  r a p p e d  
t o g e t h e r ,  b e l l s  .... 



- P r e f e r a b l y  a  s i n g l e  g r i o t  

p l a y s  t h e  hoddu a n d  r e -  

c i t e s  f o r  a  b e t t e r  c o m b i n -  

a t i o n  o f  w o r d  a n d  m u s i c .  

- I m m o b i l i t y  a n d  p a s s i v i t y  

o f  a r t i s t ,  s e a t e d  o n  t h e  

g r o u n d ;  n e i t h e r  g e s t u r e  

n o r  mime a r e  u s e d .  

- R h y t h m i c  b u t  mono tone  de- 

c I a m a t i o n  w i t h o u t  p a r a l i n -  

g u i s t i c  e f f e c t s .  G r e a t  

s o b r i e t y  i n  t h e  u s e  o f  

v o c a l  r e s o u r c e s .  

- C h o r u s  

-The r e c i t e r  l i k e s ,  e v e n  

p r e f e r s  ( c f .  ZwC Ngukma) 

t o  b e  s u p p o r t e d  i n  h i s  
r o l e  a s  m u s i c i a n  b y  an- 

o t h e r  mvet p l a y e r  s o  as 

Formal s t ructure  o f  
- W e l l  d e f i n e d  e p i s o d i c  

n a r r a t i v e s ,  e a c h  e p i s o d e  
f o r m i n g  an au tonomous  
w h o l e .  Even  i f  t h e  same 
g r i o t  r e c o u n t s  t h e  e n t i r e  
c y c l e  o f  a  s i n g l e  h e r o  i n  

s u c c e s s i o n ,  e a c h  e p i s o d e  
i s  i n d e p e n d e n t ,  a n d  c o n -  

s t r u c t e d  a c c o r d i n g l y .  

t o  h a v e  f r e e  r e i g n  o v e r  

h i s  movements .  

- E x t r e m e  m o b i l i t y  o f  t h e  

a r t i s t :  g e s t u r e ,  dance ,  

mime, t h e a t r i c a l i z a t i o n  

o f  n a r r a t i v e .  

- V e r y  e x p r e s s i v e  dec lam-  

a t i o n  w i t h  s t u d i e d  p u r s u i t  

o f  a l l  p a r a l i n g u i s t i c  e f -  

f e c t s .  E x p r e s s i o n i s m  p u s h -  
e d  t o  e x c e s s :  s h o u t s ,  on-  

o m a t o p o e i a ,  a n d  e x t r e m e  

e m p h a s i s  on i n t o n a t i o n s .  

-No d i g r e s s i o n s  e v e n  be-  

t w e e n  d i s t i n c t  c h a n g e s  i n  

e p i s o d e s .  T r a n s i t i o n s  a r e  

p r o v i d e d  by  t h e  c o n t i n -  

u i t y  o f  m u s i c a l  theme.  

- B r i e f  m u s i c a l  i n t e r l u d e s  

w h i c h  p u n c t u a t e  t h e  n a r -  

r a t i v e  s t r u c t u r e  c o n s t a n t -  

the n a r r a t i v e  
- S i n g l e  n a r r a t i v e  c o n s t r -  
u c t e d  on a  l i n e a r  p l a n  b u t  
i n t e r s p e r s e d  w i t h  d i g r e s -  
s i v e  i n t e r l u d e s  ( s o n g s ,  
r e f l e x i o n s ,  a n e c d o t e s )  

w h i c h  a r e  t o t a l l y  o u t s i d e  

o f  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  i t s e l f .  
I n  s p i t e  o f  t h e s e  i n t e r -  
r u p t i o n s ,  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  

i s  p i c k e d  up e x a c t l y  w h e r e  

i t  was l e f t  o f f ,  a n d  t h e  

e p i s o d e s  f o l l o w  one  an- 

o t h e r  s m o o t h l y .  

- W i t h  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  o f  

b o t h  c h o r u s  a n d  a u d i e n c e ,  

t h e  m u s i c a l  i n t e r l u d e s  



l y  f o c u s  a t t e n t i o n  on t h e  

p r i n c i p a l  h e r o  s i n c e  i t  
i s  h i s  m u s i c a l  theme b e i n g  

p l a y e d .  

( i n s t r u m e n t a l  a n d  v o c a l )  

w h i c h  t a k e  p l a c e  d u r i n g  
t h e  i n t e r r u p t i o n s ,  d i g r e s s  

f r o m  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  a n d  

c r e a t e  a  s o u r c e  o f  d i v -  
e r s i o n  a n d  e n t e r t a i n m e n t .  

C o n t e n t  
- N a r r a t i v e  f o l l o w s  p e r s o n -  - N a r r a t i v e  f o l l o w s  m y t h i c  

a l i z e d  h i s t o r y :  h i s t o r y .  

* H i s t o r i c a l  c o n t e x t  w i t h  N o n - r e f e r e n t i a l  m y t h i c  

r e f e r e n c e  p o i n t s  i n :  c o n t e n t :  

. t i m e ,  * a t e m p o r a l ,  

s p a c e  ( t e r r e s t r i a l ;  . s i t u a t e d  i n  u n l i m i t e d  
g e o g r a p h i c a l l y  l i m -  c o s m i c  s p a c e  w h i c h  
i t e d )  i n c l u d e s  a l l  n a t u r a l  

' t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t s  e l e m e n t s .  
( r e a l  p e o p l e  who a r e ,  = p r o t a g o n i s t s :  symbo- 
b y  t h e i r  g e n e o l o g y ,  l i c  and  m y t h i c  c h a r -  
p l a c e d  i n  a  h i s t o r -  a c t e r s  who, t h r o u g h  

i c a l  l i n e  o f  d e s c e n -  t h e i r  g e n e o l o g y ,  a r e  
d a n t s ) .  p l a c e d  i n  t h e  m y t h i c  

h i s t o r y  o f  t h e  c r e -  

a t i o n  o f  t h e  Cosmos. 
- C o n f r o n t a t i o n s :  

- r i v a l r y  b e t w e e n  e q u a l s :  r i v a l r y  b e t w e e n  u n e q u a l  

c h i e f s  o r  ' s o n s  o f  c h a r a c t e r s :  M o r t a l s  

c h i e f s t  : a n d  I m m o r t a l s :  

r e b e l l i o n  o f  v a s s a l  r e b e l l i o n  a n d  a g r e s s i o n  

a g a i n s t  l o r d  
I 

* q u e s t  o f  i m m o r t a l i t y .  

* q u e s t  o f  human g l o r y  

a n d  r e n o w n .  

M a i n s p r i n g  f o r  a c t i o n : t r a n s g r e s s i o n  

P r o t a g o n i s t s :  

. r e a l ,  h i s t o r i c a l ,  a n d  b u n r e a l ,  f a n t a s t i c  h e r -  

w e l l  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  h e r -  o e s ;  v e r y  l i t t l e  d i s -  

oes  a l o n g  w i t h  c e r t a i n  t i n c t i v e  c h a r a c t e r -  
o t h e r  a r c h e t y p e d  c h a r -  i z a t i o n *  

I 
a c t e r s ;  

t h e  h e r o ' s  a c t i o n s  il- * t h e  h e r o ' s  a c t i o n s  o n l y  

l u s t r a t e  h i s  p e r s o n a l  e x e m p l i f y  h i s  m a g i c  



c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  a n d  
v i r t u e s .  H i s  m a g i c  pow- 
e r s  a r e  a u x i l i a r y  a n d  
u s e d  o n l y  on o c c a s i o n .  
The a c t i o n  i s  d e t e r -  
m i n e d  b y  t h e  p e r s o n -  
a l i t y  a n d  w i l l  o f  t h e  
h e r o .  

-The a c t i o n  i s  o f  an e t h i c  
a n d  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  n a t u r e .  
- L i n e a r  s t r u c t u r e  o f  a c -  
t i o n :  t h e  a c t i o n ' s  r e l e -  
v a n c e  i s  c e n t e r e d  upon  t h e  
p i v o t a l  c h a r a c t e r  i n  ques -  
t i o n .  He p e r f o r m s  t h e  
e v e n t  and  a t  t h e  same t i m e  
t i m e  s y m b o l i z e s  i t .  
-T ime:  a  r e s t r u c t u r i n g  o f  
t h e  c h r o n o l o g i c a l  o r d e r  
of k e y  e v e n t s .  
-Space :  r e s t r i c t e d  and  
c o n d e n s e d :  p r e c i s e ,  l i m -  
i t e d  l o c a l i t y .  

- S i m p l e  and  s o b e r  s t y l e  
o f  o r d i n a r y  n a r r a t i o n  
w h i c h  c o n t r a s t s  w i t h  t h e  
e x p r e s s i v e  p o e t i c  s t y l e  
o f  c e r t a i n  d e v i c e s  a n d  
f i x e d  f o r m u l a .  

- S u b t l e ,  r e s e r v e d  manner  
b f  n a r r a t i o n  r e d u c e d  t o  
e s s e n t i a l s :  p r e f e r e n c e  
f o r  t h e  s u g g e s t e d  a n d  i m -  

p l i e d .  
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p o w e r s ,  e q u a l  o r  s u p e r -  
i o r  t o  t h o s e  o f  h i s  ad- 
v e r s a r y .  C h a r a c t e r s  a r e  
i n v e s t e d  w i t h  s u p e r n a t -  
u r a l  p o w e r s  w h i c h  seem 
i n h e r e n t .  The a c t i o n  
i s  s i m p l y  a  c o n f r o n t -  
a t i o n  o f  m a g i c a l  p o w e r s  
r a t h e r  t h a n  one  b e t w e e n  
i n d i v i d u a l i z e d  c h a r a c t -  

e r s .  
-The a c t i o n  i s  c o s m i c  and  
m y t h i c  i n  n a t u r e .  
- C u m u l a t i v e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  
a c t i o n  a t  s e v e r a l  l e v e l s  
o f  m e a n i n g .  S y m b o l i c  s i g -  
n i f i c a n c e :  c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  
o n l y  p l a y e r s  i n  t h e  e v e n t s  
whose m e a n i n g  s u r p a s s e s  
them. 
-T ime:  r e s p e c t  f o r  t h e  
c h r o n o l o g i c a l  o r d e r  o f  
e v e n t s .  
-Space :  e x p l o d e d  s p a t i a l  
p l a n :  c h a r a c t e r s  p a s s  f r o m  
one  u n i v e r s e  t o  a n o t h e r .  

S t y l e  
- S t y l e  m a r k e d  by  e x c e s -  
s i v e n e s s :  a c c u m u l a t i o n  
a n d  e f f u s i o n  o f  v e r b a l  
r e s o u r c e s ,  and  u n b r i d l e d  
f a n t a s y .  D e v i c e s  a n d  f o r -  
m u l a  e m b e l l i s h e d  w i t h  
i m a g e r y .  
- S t u d i e d  p u r s u i t  o f  e x -  
c e s s ,  r e d u n d a n c y ,  a n d  t h e  
e x o t e r i c .  



E f f e c t s  o f  s t y l e  o n  t h e  a u d i e n c e  
- A u d i e n c e  p a y s  c l o s e  - A t t e n t i o n  o f  t h e  a u d i e n c e  
a t t e n t i o n  as  a  r e s u l t  c a r r i e d  a l o n g  b y  t h e  v e r -  
o f  t h e  e f f o r t  t o  p e r c e i v e  b a l  d e l u g e  a n d  e x c e s s i v e  
a n d  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  e x p r e s s i o n i s m .  
m e a n i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e  
v e i l  o f  a l l u s i o n s .  
-Communion o f  p u b l i c  Communion o f  p u b l i c  i n  
i n  t h i s  i n t e r i o r i z e d  t h i s  e x t e r i o r i z e d  e n t h u -  
e x c i t e m e n t  and  p a r t i c i -  s i a s m  a n d  p a r t i c i p a t i o n .  
p a t i o n .  
- E f f e c t  o f  t h e  p e r f o r m a n c e  - E f f e c t  o f  t h e  p e r f o r m a n c e  

on t h e  i n d i v i d u a l :  o n  t h e  g r o u p :  t h e  e p i c  
t h e  e p i c  a c t s  a s  a  i s  a  r i t e  o f  s o c i a l  com- 
c o l l e c t i v e  s y m b o l  w h i c h  m u n i o n  w h i c h  r e c a l l s  t h e  
m o t i v a t e s  a n d  d i r e c t s  g r o u p s  m y t h i c  a n d  c o s m i c  
t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  t o w a r d  d i m e n s i o n s  i n  o r d e r  t o  
a common o b j e c t i v e .  r e v i t a l i z e  a n d  s t r e n g t h e n  
T h i s  i n s u r e s  t h e  c o h e s i o n  i t s  f o u n d a t i o n s .  
o f  t h e  g r o u p  i n  s p i t e  
o f  i t s  p h y s i c a l  d i s -  
p e r s i o n .  

B e h a v i o r  o f  t h e  a u d i e n c e  
- S i l e n c e ,  a t t e n t i v e  - E x u b e r a n t  a n d  e x t r o v e r t e d  
a n d  c o n t e m p l a t i v e  immo- a u d i e n c e  w h i c h  i s  c o n -  
b i l i t y  o f  a u d i e n c e  s t a n t l y  c a l l e d  u p o n  b y  
c o n c e n t r a t e d  o n  l i s t e n i n g .  t h e  r e c i t e r  a n d  w h i c h  
They m a n i f e s t  t e n s e  t h u s  e x p r e s s e s  i t s e l f  
b u t  s i l e n t  e x c i t e m e n t .  f r e q u e n t l y .  A c t i v e  a n d  
I n t e n s e  b u t  p a s s i v e  n o i s y  p a r t i c i p a t i o n .  
p a r t i c i p a t i o n .  
- I m p r e s s i o n  o f  i n t e r -  - I m p r e s s i o n  o f  e x t e r i o r -  
i o r i z e d  commun ion  i n  i z e d  commun ion  b e t w e e n  
t h e i r  r e a c h i n g  t o w a r d  t h e  members o f  t h e  g r o u p  
an i n t i m a t e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  who r e i n s t a t e  t h e i r  s e n s e  
w i t h  t h e  h e r o  a n d  t h e  o f  c o m m u n i t y  t h r o u g h  t h e  
i d e o l o q y  e v o k e d .  s o l i d a r i t y  o f  t h e  o c c a -  

s i o n .  



Funct ion  
- S o l i d a r i t y  r e g e n e r a t e d  - R e a f f i r m a t i o n  o f  i d e n t i t y  

b y  t h e  r e n e w e d  f e e l i n g  and  s o c i a l  u n i t y  t h r o u g h  
o f  c u l t u r a l  a n d  i d e o l o g i -  t h e  s o l i d a r i t y  e x p e r i e n c e d  
c a l  i d e n t i t y  p r o p o s e d  i n  t h e  c e l e b r a t i o n .  

i n  t h e  t e x t .  

-By means o f  t h e  r e -  - T h r o u g h  t h e  a c t i v e  p a r -  

s t r a i n e d  a n d  p e r s o n a l  t i c i p a t i o n  i n  t h e  f e s t i v -  

e n t h u s i a s m  e x p e r i e n c e d  i t y ,  t h e  mvet r e k i n d l e s  

b y  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ,  t h e  s o l i d a r i t y  o f  t h e  

t h e  hoddu r e k i n d l e s  g r o u p ' s  s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l  

t h e  e t h i c o - p s y c h o l o g i c a l  s t r u c t u r e s ,  w h i c h ,  i n  

i d e o l o g y  o f  t h e  g r o u p .  t u r n ,  a r e  r e f l e c t i o n s  

T h i s  i d e o l o g y  i s  a t  o f  t h e  m y t h i c  m o d e l s .  

t h e  f o u n d a t i o n  o f  P e u l  

i d e n t i t y ,  o r  pulaaku,  
u p o n  w h i c h  t h e  u n i t y  

o f  t h e  g r o u p  r e s t s ,  

i n  s p i t e  o f  i t s  d i s p e r s e d  

n a t u r e .  

-The P e u l  e p i c  a p p e a r s  

t o  a t  as  a  means o f  

i d e n t i t y  t o  t h e  g r o u p  
b y  r e d u c i n g  t h e  n u m b e r s  
o f  d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  c h a r a c t -  

e r s  t o  a  min imum. As 

a  c o n s e q u e n c e ,  t h e  
g r o u p  i d e n t i f i e s  i t s e l f  

t h r o u g h  i n t e r i o r  p r e c e p t s  
w h i c h  t h e  e p i c  p e r f o r m a n c e  

r e e s t a b l i s h e s  i n  t h e  

i n d i v i d u a l .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  

i t  c r e a t e s  a  p e r s o n a l  

d e s i r e  t o  r e n d e r  t h e s e  
means o f  r e c o g n i t i o n  

p e r m a n e n t .  

-The Gabonese e p i c  b r o a d -  

ens  t h e  p e r s p e c t i v e  i n  

w h i c h  t h e  g r o u p  r e c o g n i z e s  
i t s  i d e n t i t y :  i n  d e p t h ,  
t i m e ,  s p a c e ,  a n d  i n  t h e  

r e e n a c t m e n t  o f  t h e  m y t h  
o f  C r e a t i o n .  I t  i s  t h e  

g r o u p ' s  u n a n i m o u s  p a r t i c -  

i p a t i o n  i n  t h i s  e x c e r c i s e  
o f  r e n e w a l  w h i c h  i n s u r e s  
i t s  c o h e s i o n  as a  s o c i a l  

a n d  c u l t u r a l  e n t i t y .  

I n  r e a d i n g  such  a  t ab le ,  one i s  l e f t  
con fused  b y  t he  number  o f  d i f fe rences ,  d i s -  
c repanc ies ,  a n d  o p p o s i t i o n s  e s p e c i a l l y  
when f aced  w i t h  t he  r e l a t i v e l y  few s i m i l a r -  
i t i e s .  Nonetheless, t h i s  d i v e r s i t y  c a n  b e  



resolved when cons ide r ing  the th ree p r i n c i p a l  
po in ts  of convergence: 

- the associat ion of the spoken word 
to a spec i f i c  musical  ins t rument ;  

- the bas is  of ac t i on  i n  the n a r r a t i v e :  
t ransgress ion ; 

-the func t i on  of t h i s  c u l t u r a l  manifes- 
ta t i on .  
Indeed, these th ree po in ts  seem to be the 
key  to unders tand ing  the ep ic  genre i n  
t h i s  p a r t  of A f r i c a .  

I n  bo th  cases, there  i s  a n  o b l i g a t o r y  
associat ion between the spoken word a n d  
the musical  ins t rument  whose importance 
i s  witnessed b y  the v e r y  f a c t  t h a t  i t  i s  
the ins t rument  wh ich  g i ves  i t s  name to the  
ep ic  genre. Eno Be l i nga  underscores the 
importance of t h i s  coinc idence in  these terms: 

1. The H v e t  d e s i g n a t e s  f i r s t  o f  a l l  a  s t r i n g e d  m u s i c a l  
i n s t r u m e n t . .  .. 
2. Second ,  t h e  M v e t  d e s i g n a t e s  an e p i c  o r  a n y  e p i c  s o n g  

w h i c h  i s  a c c o m p a n i e d  b y  t h e  a b o v e  m e n t i o n e d  i n s t r u m e n t .  

3. F i n a l l y ,  t h e  M v e t  d e s i g n a t e s  a  w e l l  d e f i n e d  l i t e r a r y  

g e n r e .  I t  i s  an a n c i e n t  a n d  c o m p l e t e  d rama w h i c h  c o m b i n e s  

e p i c  l i t e r a t u r e  w i t h  m u s i c  a n d  t r a d i t i o n a l  c h o r e o g r a p h y . .  . .7 

We a r e  aware  of the r o l e  wh ich  the 
k o r a  a n d  b a l a f o n  p l a y  i n  the Mand inka  
epic, the ngon i  f o r  the Bambara, the g s b a r e  
f o r  the Sonink6 etc. Look ing back  to the 
example of the PeuI epic,  the importance 
of music ( a n d  of the hoddu)  i s  demonstrated 
in i t s  close associat ion w i t h  the g r i o t ,  the 
lute,  the device, and  the  epic.  I n  essence, 
t h i s  i l l u s t r a t e s  the  a c t i v a t i n g  force of the  
spoken work a n d  of i t s  musical  s u b s t i t u t e  
on the p a r t i c i p a n t .  

Much of the e p i c ' s  s t reng th  as a mot- 
i v a t i n g  force i s  ga ined  th rough  the power 
of the spoken word. L ikewise,  the spoken 
work ( , ~ a r o I e )  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  wel l  exp lo i ted  
i n  another  A f r i c a n  I i t e r a r y  genre: the  



6 1 
device.  The device i s  a concise and  va lo r -  
i z i n g  d e f i n i t i o n  (o f ten  metaphor ica l  a n d  
p z r o x y s m a l )  of a person, p lace,  abs t rac t  
e n t i t y ,  etc .  The purpose of the dev ice  i s  
to c a l l  f o r t h  a n d  compel t h i s  person i n  
quest ion to conform to t h i s  d p f i n i t i o n  ~f  
h imsel f ,  a  sub l imated image o-f n i s  f u l f i l l e d  
essence. I n  another  essay, we have  s tud ied  
the na tu re ,  func t ion ,  a n d  s t y l e  of the device, 
a n d  i t s  evocat ion a n d  invocat ion  of the 
person,8 :,nd presented the reasons wh ich  
cause us  to be l i eve  t h a t  the ep ic  func t ions  
as a "co l lec t ive  d e ~ i c e . " ~  

I t  i s  c e r t a i n l y  t r u e  tha t  one does 
f i n d  devices i n  ep ic  texts.  What i s  more 
impor tant  i n  t h i s  case i s  the  p r e d o m i n a ~ i t  
r o l e  o f  the  musical  device, wh ich  operates 
i n  the same manner as  tha t  of the v e r b a l  
device, i n  a d d i t i o n  to h a v i n g  a n  iden t i ca l  
func t ion .  I n  fac t ,  t h i s  musical  r e f r a i n  i n  
the PeuI ep ic  emphasizes the func t i ona l  
aspect of the genre i t se l f .  Throughout  the 
n a r r a t i o n ,  the hoddu p l a y s  the musical  device 
of the hero i n  quest ion, o r  of someone else 
who represents the q u a l i t i e s  of p u l a a k u .  
Th is  musical  device serves as  a backd rop  
on wh ich  can  be g r a f t e d  several  convent iona l  
a n d  compl imentary musical  themes ( r i d i n g  
calvacades,  drums of combat, e t c . )  o r  v a r -  
ious d e s c r i p t i v e  themes which  may act  as 
h i g h l i g h t s  to the ac t ion .  bloreover, the de- 
v i ce  i s  the themat ic  foundat ion  which,  p l a y e d  
between each episode a n d  sequence, cont in -  
u a l l y  serves to refocus the n a r r a t i v e  a n d  
the aud ience ' s  a t ten t i on  on the hero a n d  
the va lues  he  incarnates .  

Music i n  the PeuI ep ic  operates not 
s imply  as accompaniment to the spoken word, 
b u t  as the  v e r y  source of i t .  Alone, i t  can  
express what  the n a r r a t i v e  o n l y  f u r t h e r  
develops. As of the open ing notes, the  a u d i -  
ence recognizes the h e r o ' s  device, a n d  feels 
the weight  of i t s  e n t i r e  s ign i f i cance .  



Although somewhat redundant the verba l  
exp l i ca t ion  of the musical device i s  a keen 
source of enjoyment i n  tha t  i t  rek ind les  
the pleasures of rediscovery (of  the hero, 
and  of the qua l i t i e s  of pu laaka  set in to  
motion b y  h i s  ac t ions) .  I t  i s  t h i s  act of 
rediscovery which conf irms and sharpens 
the col Iect ive knowledge upon which the 
cu l t u re  of the group i s  founded. For each 
i n d i v i d u a l  then, the verba l  exp l i ca t ion  not 
on ly  acts to renew the consciousness of 
h i s  iden t i t y ,  bu t  a lso to reconf i rm the u n i t y  
of the group which recognizes i t se l f  i n  tha t  
i den t i t y .  

The bas ic  analogy between the epic 
and the device ( l i n k e d  b y  the hoddu) i s  
a lso confirmed by  the fac t  that  the maabuube 
a special ized, socio-professional group of 
gr io ts ,  have exc lus ive r i g h t s  to these two 
genres and t he i r  accompanying musical in -  
struments. To be sure, the n a r r a t i v e  i I  lust-  
r a t i n g  the hero 's  deeds and  v i r tues  i s  an  
essential element of the g roup ' s  cu l tu re .  
But, going beyond the power of semantics, 
i t  i s  the associat ive aspect of the musical 
device which po in ts  to the rea l  funct ion 
of the na r ra t i ve .  Vlhen the same n a r r a t i v e  
i s  recounted wi thout  musical support,  i t  
loses i t s  epic character ,  becoming an  in te r -  
est i n g  anecdote which funct ions simpl y as 
entertainment, o r  which conveys informat ion.  
Since the story be ing to ld  i s  most often 
known by  the en t i re  audience, t h i s  funct ion 
alone would be rest r ic ted,  i f  not a l together 
i n v a l i d .  The t rue  object ive of the epic l i es  
on another level : i t  i s  less a question 
of t ransmi t t i ng  knowledge than of u t i l i z i n g  
t h i s  knowledge which, presented i n  a special 
form, and  conf ided to the a r t i s t ' s  talents, 
aims a t  r e v i t a l i z i n g  the g roup ' s  conscious- 
ness of i t s  d i s t i nc t  i den t i t y ,  un i t y ,  and  
coheslon through in ter ior ized communion. 



The ep ic  therefore i mp I  emen ts  a w i de 
r a n g e  of techniques to i n s p i r e  a n d  m a i n t a i n  
a n  awareness of a common i d e n t i t y .  I n  o rde r  
f o r  the ~~b~~ to  be t ransformed i n t o  a 
np6?&2<, the n a r r a t i v e  a lone i s  not s u f f i -  
c ien t .  The s t imu lan t  of music i s  needed 
which, a c t i n g  i t se l f  as  a device, o r i en ts  
the  cha rac te r  of the n a r r a t i v e .  Just as a n  
i n d i v i d u a l ' s  dev ice  inf luences h i m  b y  i t s  
s t y l e  a n d  pa roxyma l  effect,  the Peul epic 
n a r r a t i v e  depends on t h i s  no t ion  o f  p a r -  
oxysm. Ep ic  heroes a r e  presented as ex- 
cessive, ou ts ide  o f  the norms, a n d  essen t ia l l y  
i n i m i t a b l e  ( w i t h o u t  wh ich  they would un-  
doubtedly lose t h e i r  ep ic  s t a t u r e ) .  I t  i s  
ev ident  t h a t  the epic does not present  model 
cha rac te rs  o r  behav io r  pa t te rns  to emulate, 
n o r  does i t  i l l u s t r a t e  the exemplary a n d  
pedagogical  aspects o f  the ta le .  Rather ,  
the ep ic  seeks to i n s p i r e  a n  awaken ing 
of in tense consciousness and  sus ta ined wi  l I  
as much b y  the content of the tex t  as 
th rough  mediums f o r  express ing i t .  

W i th in  the  s t r u c t u r e  of the n a r r a t i v e ,  
t h i s  no t ion  of paroxysm takes the form of 
t ransgress ion a n d  a l  l t ransgress ion invo lves  
the  c ross ing of a threshold,  which,  i n  i t se l f ,  
au t l lo r izes  a c e r t a i n  i n tens i f i ca t i on .  Here, 
t ransgress ion i s  mani fest  i n  several  forms: 

1. Transgression in its etymological sense of pas- 
sage from one world to another, of intrusion into a universe 
to which one does not belong, or of the appropriation of 
certain attributes of that universe. This can be seen in 
the attempts to conquor immortality in the m v e t ,  or, in 
the Bambara epic, by the taking of a piece of meat by 
Bilissi in the SCgou market. 

2. Transgression of a rule of conduct which can 
take the form of an act of social, religious, or political 
rebellion; for example, the refusal to pay tribute to one's 
lord or to observe existing religious practices. 

3. Transgression of behavioral norms which govern 
and assure harmony in a society: the distain for laws of 



h o s p i t a l i t y ,  o r  f a i l u r e  t o  o b s e r v e  o t h e r  c o n v e n t i o n a l  prac- 
t i c e s  in s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s  ( s u c h  a s  t h e  s l a p p i n g  o f  t h e  
g r i o t  by w h i c h  S i l s m a k a  u p s e t s  h i s  o w n  destiny), etc. 

Transgression wh ich  a t  times takes 
the form of p rovocat ion  emerges as  the focal  
p o i n t  of a l l  ac t i on  in the ep ic  a n d  in t u r n  
i s  the source of i t s  dynamism a n d  meaning.  

I n  the l og i ca l  context  of the n a r r a t i v e ,  
t ransgress ion i s  genera l l y  i n i t i a t e d  b y  a 
defiant challenge a n d  a lways  ends in a n  
unpredictable s i tua t i on .  Th is  unforseeable 
s i t u a t i o n  i s  the key  to a l l  ep i c  n a r r a t i v e s .  
I t  p rov ides  the context  i n  wh ich  the i n t r i n s i c  
q u a l i t i e s  of the  ep ic  hero  c a n  b e  e f fec t i ve l y  
expressed, a n d  i s  a t  the same t ime condi-  
t ioned a n d  even provoked b y  those same 
qua l i t i es .  I n  the s t r u c t u r e  of the n a r r a t i v e  
i t  i s  bo th  a means a n d  a n  end;  on the 
level  of semantics a n d  of ac t i on  t h i s  s i t -  
u a t i o n  p rov ides  the context  f o r  s imul ta -  
neously i d e n t i f y i n g  a n d  f u l f i l  l i n g  the ep ic  
hero, h imsel f  a mani fes ta t ion  of the i d e n t i t y  
a n d  u n i t y  of the group.  

F u r t h e r  a n a l y s i s  of the themes, s t y -  
I i s t i cs ,  a n d  s t r u c t u r e  present  in the ep ic  
i s  beyond the scope of t h i s  expos&. I t  must 
be  remembered t h a t  the p a r t i c u l a r  cha rac te r  
of a n  epic i s  cond i t ioned b y  the conception 
t h a t  each group has  of i t s  i d e n t i t y .  Some 
groups d e r i v e  t h e i r  i d e n t i t y  a n d  d i s t i n c t i v e  
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  f rom t h e i r  mythology where 
the o r g a n i z i n g  p r i n c i p l e s  of the society 
a r e  es tab l ished b y  a hero-c iv i  I i z e r  ( such  
as Mwindo),  o r  o rchest ra ted f rom a w o r l d  6 
of  Immorta ls  ( a s  i n  the mve t ) .  Other g roups  
such as the Mand inka  and  the  Bambara 
f i n d  the  roots  of t h e i r  spec ia l  i d e n t i t y  in  
t h e i r  h i s t o r y  a n d  t e r r i t o r i a l  acqu is i t i ons .  
S t i l l  o thers,  such as the  PeuI, who a r e  
geograph ica l  l  y  d ispersed a n d  have  d i v e r s e  
h i s to r ies ,  seek t h e i r  common i d e n t i t y  in  
the ethico-social  n a t u r e  of common b e h a v i o r a l  
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modes--in c e r t a i n  d i s t i n c t i v e  qua1 i t i e s  man- 
i fes t  in the personal  adventures of several  
we1 l de f ined a n d  v e r y  human heroes. 

The ep ic  conta ins  the fo l  l ow ing  stan-  
d a r d  features:  

- n a r r a t i o n  ; 
-act ion  focused around h i g h l y  person- 

a l  ized heroes o r  archetypes;  
-unp red ic tab le  s i t ua t i ons  wh ich  present  

components o f  g roup i d e n t i t y  e i t he r  e x t e r n a l l y  
th rough  socio-pol i t i c a l / h i s t o r i c a l  forms, 
o r  i n t e r n a l l y  th rough  the i n t r i n s i c  person- 
a l i t y  of the hero. 

Beyond these common features,one f i n d s  

a wide v a r i e t y  of ep ic  texts bo th  i n  content 
a n d  forms of expression, b u t  whose p a r t i c -  
u l a r  t r a i t s  do pe rm i t  i n d e n t i f y i n g  them as 
be long ing  to the ep ic  genre. Fo r  the d i s t i n -  
g u i s h i n g  cha rac te r  of the epic i s  d e r i v e d  
less f rom the tex t  i t se l f  t han  from i t s  
func t i on  as a n  act  of the spoken word des- 
t i ned  to re-enact the found ing  of a n  ideol- 
og i ca l  a n d  c u l t u r a l  i d e n t i t y  of common u n i t y .  

One can  attempt to d i s t i n g u i s h  the 
formal  a n d  s t r u c t u r a l  p roper t ies  of the ep ic  
f rom those o f  o ther  genres p rac t i sed  i n  a 
g i v e n  cu l tu re ,  b u t  such a n a l y s i s  commonly 
revea ls  o n l y  those a t t r i b u t e s  wh ich  the cu l -  
t u r e  has  chosen to u t i l i z e  i n  o rde r  to enab le  
the epic tex t  to f u l f i l l  i t s  u l t i m a t e  goal 
a n d  func t i on  e f f i c i e n t l y .  I t  i s  o n l y  when 
the r e a l i t y  of the  e p i c ' s  o r i e n t a t i o n  i s  re-  
cognized t h a t  the s tudy  of t ex tua l  s t ra teg ies  
may become v a l  ia ,  a n d  therefore j u s t i f i e d .  

Thus, the c u l t u r a l  importance of the 
ep ic  becomes c lear1 y apparent ,  p a r t i c u l a r 1  y 
as  a medium f o r  c u l t u r a l ,  socia l ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  
a n d  n a t i o n a l  mob i l i za t ion .  Th is  i n  t u r n  
e x p l a i n s  why the ep ic  p l a y s  a p a r t  i n  the 
socio-pol i t i c a l  system i n  many societ ies ( a  
genre whose presenta t ion  i s  sometimes re-  
served f o r  a socioprofessionaI c lass  o r  re -  



q u i r i n g  i n i t i a t i o n ) .  At the same time i t s  
fa te  has oftent imes become uncer ta in  s ince 
i t  may f i n d  f a v o r  o r  be suppressed i n  accor- 
dance w i t h  the h i s t o r i c a l  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  c i r -  
cumstances. F i n a l l y ,  there i s  the g rea t  
v i t a l i t y  of the epic wh ich led  Eno Be l inga  
to dec lare  tha t  the mvet, v\lhile "deeply 
rooted i n  the past ,  i s  a n  a r t  essenta i l l y  
tu rned toward the f u t ~ r e . ~  

The epic therefore seems to def ine  
i t se l f  p r i m a r i  l y  th rough reference to i t s  
func t ion  a n d  u l t ima te  purpose. I t  i s  t h i s  
f i n a l i t y  wh ich can  account f o r  the d i v e r s i t y  
i n  the tex tua l  a n d  formal  charac te r  of the 
epic genre, as  wel l  as f o r  i t s  f i t t i n g  i n t o  
the general  category of acts of the spoken 
word. 

Th is  b road  categor iza t ion  o n l y  f u r t h e r  
i l l u s t r a t e s  the complexi ty  of  a n a l y s i n g  
spoken genres w i t h i n  the framework of o r a l  
l i t e ra tu res .  The epic genre cannot  be d is -  
t ingu ished sirnpl y  i n  terms of--to borrow 
from Tzvetan Todorov, " the cod i f i ca t ion  of  
d i scu rs i ve  proper t ies ' '  o r  " the log ic  of mutua l  
re la t i onsh ips  among the const i tuent  elements 
of the work." Reference must be made to 
ex t ra - tex tua l  c u l t u r a l  elements such as  the 
associat ion of the text  to music, i t s  mode 
of expression to the intended audience, 
a n d  i t s  designated funct ion  i n  society as  
a c u l t u r a l  mani fes ta t ion  to be apprec ia ted 
i n  i t s  e n t i r e t y .  

NOTES 

1 .  Littrk, D i c t i o n n a i r e  de l a  langue f r a n ~ a i s e ,  vo1.2. 
Epic: 1. Nar ra t ive  i n  ve rse  of g r e a t  and hero ic  

a c t i o n s . . .  . 
P r i m i t i v e  e p i c s :  poems i n  which cer -  
t a i n  peoples  commemorated t h e i r  gods 
and heroes ,  before '  the  advent of l i t e r -  
ary c u l t u r e .  
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2. The e p i c  poem s u b j e c t e d  t o  r u l e s ,  w i t h  

i t s  f a n t a s y ,  i t s  e p i s o d e s ,  i s  t h e  i m i -  

t a t i o n ,  o r  n a r r a t i o n  o f  an  i n t e r e s t i n g  
and  memorab le  a c t ;  t h u s  t h e  e p i c  d i f f e r s  
f r o m :  h i s t o r y ,  w h i c h  r e c o u n t s  w i t h o u t  
i m i t a t i n g ;  t h e  d r a m a t i c  poem, w h i c h  
i l l u s t r a t e s  i n  a c t i o n ;  t h e  d i d a c t i c  poem, 
w h i c h  i s  a  web o f  p r e c e p t s ;  a n d  f r o m  
h i s t o r i c a l  r e c o r d s  i n  v e r s e ,  w h i c h  a r e  
composed o f  a  s e r i e s  o f  e v e n t s  w i t h o u t  
u n i t y  ( M a r m o n t e l ,  E l k m e n t s  de  l i t t k r a -  
t u r e ) .  

L e  P e t i t  R o b e r t :  
E p i c :  l o n g  poem ( a n d  l a t e r ,  n a r r a t i v e  i n  p r o s e  

o f  e l e v a t e d  s t y l e )  i n  w h i c h  t h e  f a n t a s t i c  
i s  m i x e d  w i t h  t h e  r e a l ,  t h e  l e g e n d  w i t h  
h i s t o r y ,  a n d  whose o b j e c t i v e  i s  t o  com- 
memora te  a  h e r o  o r  a  g r e a t  e v e n t .  

2. G. D u m e z i l ,  M y t h e  e t  kpop6e ,  I, P a r i s ,  G a l l i m a r d ,  
N.R.F. 1968 ,  p.  19. 

3. We a r e  h e r e  a s s u m i n g  t h e  e x i s t a n c e  o f  A f r i c a n  e p i c s  
w i t h o u t  h a v i n g  t r e a t e d  t h e  g e n e r a l  q u e s t i o n  o f  g e n r e s  and  
t h e i r  d i s t r i b u t i o n  i n  d i v e r s e  c u l t u r e s .  I f  we have  c l a s s -  
i f i e d  t h e s e  t e x t s  u n d e r  a  common r u b r i c ,  i t  i s  b e c a u s e  t h e y  
o c c u p y  an e q u i v a l e n t  p o s i t i o n  i n  t h e  c u l t u r e s  w h i c h  p r o d u c e  
them, and  f u l f i l l  a  s i m i l a r  f u n c t i o n .  
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