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I

Among the nch legacy of Afncan oia l tiaditions, the Sunjata epic is
still one of the most complex phenonema, because it undoubtedly
goes back to the times of Ibn Battuta, because of the hmited vanety
between the avai lable text editions, and because of lts piesent-day
populaii ty in sub-Sahaian West Afnca among people of all kinds of
social backgiound In scholatly discussion, the epic has challenged
many academies since Delafosse used the Sunjata epic as evidence fot
his leconsttuction of the Mali empite as a thnteenth-centuiy vast een
tiahzed polity Although his views have been cnticized since then,
they have become pait of histoiy lessons at pumaiy schools in Mali,
the Gambia, Senegal, and Guinea All these countnes belong to the
so called "Mande," an aiea mhabited by vanous ethnic gioups that
have close similanties in language, oial t iadition, and social oigamza-
tion '

In the last decade Histoiy m Afnca has given loom to discuss the
Sunjata epic, m pai t icula i in otdei to exploie how data hom the epic
can be used as histoncal souices, and as what history foi whom Ai-
ticles by David Comad, Tim Geysbeek, Stephan Buhnen, Stephen
Bulman, Ka th iyn Gieen, Geoige Biooks, Ralph Austen, and myself
come my mmd All these authois have tieated the Sunjata epic as a
text This seems to be a logical and mevitable choice foi the histonan

hcldwoik ind rcscirch in the. pcnod 1991 2002 h i v e been fminccd b> the Nuhcr
hnds Orgim/ntion foi the Development of Tiopicil Reseuch (WOTRO) ind the
Roy il Netheihnds Acidemy of Arts ind Sciences (KNAW)
'In tlus eontext the lollowing ineedotc is i l l u s t i Hive for the S i i n j u i epie's s t i tus in
Mih In 1991, I wis u the Ins t i tu t des Sciences Hmmmcs 111 B n m i k o , looking for col
leiyics vvho worked on the Sun] m cpie I ptcsemcd niysclf to the hb r imn , nul hè
showcd me the door of the Dep i r tmcn t of Histoi) I iskeel hini i f he did not imkc n
mis t ike , ind pioposcd the ne\t door Dcp-ut nent of Oi i l Triclmon No, you imke i
mis t ikc , the h brui in replied, S t inp t i is histoiy, not 01 il tr id i t ion
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Howevei, this appioach implies a choice that l imits the lange of intei-
pietations which can be made about the Sunjata tiaditions as a souice
foi Afi ican histoiy

In th i s papei I will a igue that seveial eines m the epic lefei to
masks and mask dances, and that this dimension challenges histonans
to l e t h m k then ideas about the oiigm, content, and funct ion of the
Sunja ta epic The existing lange of inteipietatat ions have "masked"
these ideas Ilence the title "Masking Sunja ta " The geiund "mask-
ing" l e f e i s to both scholais who have masked the lange of possible
inteipietat ions, as wel! as to my hypothesis hnking the Sunjata epic to
a n tua l complex in which masks peifoimed This a igument wil l be
suppoited by ethnogiaphic matei ial on a mask dance lelated to the
Sunjata epic

Aftei this, the geogiaphical umty of the aiea in which Sunjata tia
ditions ai e told, will be placed in an ecological peispective, thus pio-
posmg an alternative to the pohtical umty of the Mali empne as an
explanation foi the spiead and stability of the Sunja ta epic The ne-
cessity of piofound ethnogiaphic icseaich foi the inteipietat ion of a
pa i t icu la i Sunjata text will be i l lust iated by some l e m a i k a b l e
"anomalies" in the ptestigious Kela veision, demonstiating some pit-
fa l l s of a compaiative appioach, as well as the necessity to study each
Sunjata text as a socio pohtical statement The conclusion aims to
demonsüate that l i te ia iy apptoaches have leceived much attention in
the last decades, although they hmited, or even nanowed, discussions
on Sunjata too much to the esthetic and textual dimensions of the
Sunjata texts I labeled my ci i t ique as "heimeneutical," smce I aim to
"submeige" myself m the data as a method to come to new questions
and to open loads to new msights

II

The Sun ja t a epic—01 at least a peifoimance in which the king was
piaised by guots as a descendant of Sunjata—was peifoimed as eaily
as the fouiteenth centu iy in the piesence of Ibn Battuta ' He de
scnbed h o w gnots sing piaise songs while using masks Levtzion and
Ilopkms give the followmg t ianslat ion undei the t i t le "An amus ing
stoiy about the poets' teciting to the sultan

On the feast day, when Dugha has fmished his performance, the po-
ets come They are called jula [spelled out], of which the smgular is
jali Each of them has enclosed himself withm an effigy made of
feathers, resembling a [bird called] shaqshaq, on which is fixed a
head made of wood with a red beak as though it were the head of a

C f RA Austui, 11 A , In Scanb of Suniata the Mande l pu rts Hutoiy I itiiiitnn
and l'cifoiniaiuc (I>looiniiif,toii, 1999)
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shaqshaq They stand in front of the sultan in this comical shape and
recite their poems l was told that their poetry was a kind of exhorta-
tion in which they say to the sultan "This banbi on which you are sit
ting was sat upon by such-and-such a kmg and of his good deeds
were so-and-so, and such-and-such a king, and of his good deeds
were so-and-so, so you do good deeds which will be remembered af-
ter you " Then the chief of the poet mounts the steps of the banbi
and places his head in the lap of the sultan Then hè mounts to the
top of the banbi and places his head on the sultan's right shoulder,
then upon his left shoulder, talkmg m their language Then hè de-
scends l was mformed that this act was already old before Islam, and
they contmued with it 3

The simultanei ty of a piaise song with a mask is lemai kable, and
should have challenged icseaicheis much eaihei to explore the icia-
tions between masks and loyal oial tiaditions, in pa i t icu la i , the
Sunjata epic Sevetal au tho is have, indeed, aheady mentioned the le-
lationship between the Komo mask and his altei ego, the heio Fakoh,
one of Sunjcita 's most famous helpeis The Komo is a socio lehgious
society in which the blacksmith plays a cential iele, Fakoh is consid-
eied to be the ancestoi of the five Bila blacksmith families
McNaughton wntes that Fakoh is lepresented as the cauiei of seveial
bundies of anows (btnyew] "Fakoh is imagmed as having had a huge
head (a komo mask, peihaps) covered with moie than 300 bmyew "4

Dietei len also gives a descuption of a Komo mask that lessembles
stiongly the one descnbed by McNaughton

La tête du masque est Ie plus souvent confectionnee en os (crene
humain ou cräne d'hyene, ou en bois Sur Ie crane, sont fichees
des fleches de cuivre (kun bye) et attachees des amulettes (kun
kanand) les yeux du masque sonts grands La bouche est
tordue 5

The connection between Komo mask and society as it is icpre-
sented m oial nad i t ion is unquestionable in the fasa ( t iadi t ional stan-
daidized piaise song) foi the Bila, the blacksmith families that tiace
descent hom Fakoh In the Kangaba icgion — the icgion called m
Mande studies the "Mande heai t land" — Fakoh is piaised m the fol
lowing way '

'Nchunn I cvt/ion ind [ F P Hopkins, Corpus of Farly Arabic Suunos for West Afri
can History (Cimbndgc, 19S1),29:!
'Pi tr iLk R McNuiglnon, TIn. Mande RlacLsnnths (Bloommgton, 1986), 136 37
'& Diuulcn, C, , 1-ssai sur Ia reli^ion Bainbaia (Biuxcllcs, 1988), 171 72
] i n J i n s c n , J , I Dumtju , ind B Timboun, / epopct. de Sun/arf! d a/>rcs l ansme

Diabate de Kcla ( leiden, 1995), 117 18
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Les cmq families royales Bila,
Fakoli a la grosse tête, Fakoli ä la grande bouche,
jerelin Koma, Koma te jegema, Jegema te jegema y'o té.
Les Bila de Solon, descendants de Fakoli.
Les Bila de Baya, descendants de Fakoli.
Les Bila de Danyoko, descendants de Fakoli.
Les Btla de Balimala, descendants de Fakoli.
Les Bila de Domanyogo, descendants de Fakoli
Les cmq families royales Bila.
Trois cent fétiches des fauves et treize,
sont sur Ie casque, sur la tête de Fakoli.
lis bnllent tous.
Trois cent fétiches de panthère et treize
sont sur Ie casque, sur ia tête de Fakoli.
lis bnllent tous
Vingt flèches en cuivre et trente sont sur son are.
Cet are est a la mam droite de Fakoli.
Vmgt flèches en cuivre et trente sont sur son are.
Cet are est ä la mam gauche de Fakoli.
Si Fakoli passe au-dessus de ta tête, la grosse tête te tuera
Fo woymoyi kiyama, Jumaju, Juma Kandia.

Although a relationship between Komo and Fakoli is easy to
make,7 as fa r as I know the relationship between other heroes from
the epic and masks has never been investigated. Yet there are several.
The cleaiest comes from The Gambia. Peter Weil has done extensive
research on a mask (probably) representmg the t rans i t ion of youth
into adolescence. The mask has charactenstics attubuted to Sogolon
Kèjugu, Sunjata's mother, in Mande oral tradition: the mask dances
cnppledly, and it has the form of a hunchback. x

Fiom Kouroussa, in northeastern Guinea, comes the descnption of
a lion's mask. A hon mask—"Diara" or "Jara"—is an mteiesting
phenonemon, smce the segment "Jata" or "Jara"'m Sunjata 's name
means "lion." The Ginnean writer Camara Laye descnbes this mask
m Chapter 7 of his famous atitobiographical novel L'Enfant Noir
(1954), from which I take the following quotes:

|e grandissais. Le temps était venu pour moi d'entrer dans l'associ-
ation des non-mitiées. Cette société . . . rassemblait tous les enfants,

"In the Sobaia icgion t i ad inona l hc.ileis .\(-,omaw} tonn the most auivc. paitK.ip.uits ot
Koino (.uuiioiins 7 heit f iadinon. i l lic.idgi.ii vvith do/ons of amulets thcy soinuimes
c.ill l-akollifiignla, Kikoli's h .u
T Weil, l', "Masks of Mande M u s u l i r , t l ic Oie.irion and l'ei fonn.ince ot Masks hv
Woniui in Wul i Kmgdoin, Seneganibi.i" (1994 vcision ot a p.ipu picsentcd at the Sce-
oiul In te ina t iona l C onfuence on Mande Studies, Maich 199? I t.ilkcd with l'ctei Weil
on the topic in Bamako, in M a t c h 199} In 1997 tlus papci was benig p iepa icd toi
pi ib l ica t ion m Af)n an Alts, )
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tous les mcirconcis de douze, treize ou quatorze ans, et eile était
dingée par nos afnés, que nous appehons les grands [Konden]
Or, j'ignorais pas qui était Konden Diara, ma mère souvent, mes
oncles parfois ou quiconque au vrai dans mon entourage avait
autonté sur moi, ne m'avaient que trop parlé, que trop menacé de
Konden Diara—maïs était-il homme7 était-il béte7 n'était-il pas plutöt
mi-homme et mi-bête7

The authoi 's fathei says

Rien que tu doives vraiment cramdre, nen que tu ne puisses surmon-
ter en toi Rappelle-toi tu dois mater ta peur, te mater toi-même'
Konden Diara ne t'enlevera pas, il se contente de rugir

Then, the authoi contmues

Une troupe des gens, parmi eux des joueurs de tam-tam, visitent Ie
jeune homme dans sa concession et l'accompagnent jusqu'en
brousse, les femmes et jeunes filles se hataient mamtenant de
regagner leurs demeures

maïs il nous surprend Et puis, ce n'est pas un hon seulement,
c'est dix, c'est vingt, c'est trente lions peut-être qui, a sa suite,
lancent leur terrible en et cement la damere Non, personne
parmi nous ne songerait a risquer un oeil, personne1

The young man has the following impiession of Konden Diaia

Lui seul, me dis-je, l u i seul peut amsi commander aux hons 9

To conclude the hst of masks, next to the Fakoli, Sogolon, and
Sunjata , I mention the buffa lo mask. This mask is still peifoimed
among many ethnic gioups m the West Afiican Sudan It also is an
impoitant bemg in puppet peiformance in the Segu aiea "' Although I
do not have duect evidence of a buffalo mask peifoimed m lelation
to the Sunjata t iadition, it is woith mentiomng that the buffa lo is the
key chaiactei in the Sunjata epic, hè is necessaiy to stait the cycle of
events

The ongin, histoiy, and functions of these masks will lemain un-
known foievei, since masks and masks peifoimances have disap-
peaied almost eveiywheie in Mande, in pai t iculai in the Mande
heai t land It is genetally accepted that Islam is the cause of this

'Ar the end of the eluptei Cimara "demystifics" the happening l>y t l i i i n i i ng tint the
none wis in uk by the eldei young men thcmselvcs
"'M | Arnolcli, I'laytny with Tune Art and Performance in Central Mali (Bloommgton,
1995), PAN leeoids 4010 KC D B-innna ind Bo/o songs f iom Kiringo, M i l i (The M u
sie ( ol leet ion of the Rov i l Tropieal Insti tute) givcs i p ie tu ic of 'Sigi," the l)ush buff i lo
nnsk
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change Neveitheless, the iclation between the Sunja ta epic and the
masks is so staking that it is woith mentioning At least it confionts
LIS with the fact that in the discussions about the histoncity of
Sunjata , Ins human chaiactei has nevei been questioned Even those
who claim the epic is pui e fiction, analyze Sunja ta as a ( supe i - )human
being, foi instance, a king 01 a hunter ApjDatent ly Sunjata 's human
chaiactei is pau of the conventions among icseaicheis, pa i t of the
paiadigm of Mande studies

III

When I once suggested to Ralph Austen that the Sunja ta epic as we
know it might be a lemnant of a ntual complex in which the Iion fea-
tuied and in which his mask was danced, togethei with many otheis,
hè lephed that these masks could also be maigmal and sepaiate coin-
cidences mspned by the naaatives about Sunjata I then tealized that
I had to f ind moie evidence to make my point I was helped by a te-
maikable peifoimance of a hon's dance dunng a peifoimance of a
piaise song foi Sunjata

On 24 Febiuaiy 1997, I happened to be in the village of
Massakoioma, on my way fiom Siby to the Bakama icgion, stiaight
thiough the Mande mountams—the shoitest way foi people l ike me
who navel on a bicycle Massakoioma is pait of the Sobara legion,
and is geneially consideied by the Mahans to be a veiy "tiadit ional"
and "undeideveloped" legion, in pa i t i cu la i compaied to the adjoin-
ing icgions along the banks of the nvei Nigei Up to 1995 the Sobaia
legion was baiely accessible by cai "

When I atnved in Massakojoma, people wei e jus t celebiatmg the
fouitieth day i i tua l foi the deceased Tinyeba Keita, one of the spouses
of the village chief As a Keita, this wo ma n had the status of being a
descendant of Sunja ta Fiom my loom I hea id women outside stait-
ing to sing a Sunjata fasa, the t iadi t ional s tandaidized piaise song foi
the Keita, the loyal bianch among the Mande people

I went outside and obseived two old women dancing, sunounded
by singing women Lead vocals wei e sung by a local guotte called
Fanta Kouyate The women icplied to hei texts 01 icj^eated them The
dance was called Waiaba ("Lion") accoiding a young man in the au-
dience—women foimed the closest cncle, the young men and ch i ld i en
foi m the outei cucle Theie weie no old men s tanding in the a u d i -
ence The two old women both held a piece of law ment in then

"l 01 the Sobu i icgion sec C Zobcl, 'I es gcnics du Komi Idcnt i t t s locilcs, logiqucs
icb^icuscs u cn|cu\ souo polnqucs d i n s ks nionts Mindin j , du M ih , ' Gi/;im
H l tintf. AfiiiaiiJn 16(19%), 630 S8 Tlii.it uc no bndgcs in tbc c n t i i c icgion In Au
gust tbis inoii iH i inous icgion is oltLii isol Ucd hom tbc ics t of tbc \ \o i ld b) dccp
b i o o l v s t l i u l ic fei me tl iftci h c i v y iml long l isnng i uns
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mouth One of them ptowled hke a wild animal on the giound, and,
somewhat latei, laid down on hei back, with hei aims and legs in the
au The othei one obseived hei, and slowly walked a iound hei

Aftei about five minutes, the woman in lying position lose to hei
feet and staited to dance wildly The women kept on singing the well-
known hnes (/ baia kala ta etc ft om the Sunjata fa^a, but also Ayi
bo, ayi bo, Mande musow (to be translated as "Come and see, come
and see, women of Mande, come and see"), etc , anothei well-knovvn
song in Mande, descnbing the joy of Sunjata's mothei when hei lame
son staits to walk) The two old women kept the law meat in then
mouth all the time

The similanties between the Sunjata epic and the hon dance in
Masakoioma aie stuking, because they aie petfotmed in combma-
tion I asked the man m the audience who the "Waiaba" was, and hè
lephed that this was of coiuse ( ' ) Sunjata himseif Indeed, just as
Sunjata, who was lame for the fust seven yeais of hts hfe and then
tiansfoimed tnto an active waiitot, the hon lay on the giound and
latei lose up and moved actively

As fai as I know, this dance is the fus t descuption of Sunjata pei-
foimance m which the text is not the mam focus, since Ibn Battuta's
descuption of gnots at the couit of the Mali king Moie data of this
na tut e and fiom this peispective should be collected, smce they may
bioaden, 01 even change, out intetpietations of the Sunjata epic Yet
the few data piesented here give me enough icason to lelate the
Sunjata epic to a mask complex

Moieovet, it must be kept in mtnd in the discussion of the ongin of
the Sunjata epic, that the most piestigious veision is the one fiom
Kela (near Kangaba), and that this veision detives its piestige pie-
cisely fiom its "seciet" petfoimance diuing the the five-day
Kamabolon ceiemony in Kangaba This highly complex ceiemony,
which undoubtly goes back to piecolomal times, has been studied by,
among otheis, Dieteilen, De Ganay, and Meillassoux The
Kamabolon ceiemony demonstrates the na tu t a l l ink between Sunjata,
n tual , and the lepiesentation of political powei

IV

I know that ecological aiguments a i e d i f f i c u l t to use as evidence fot
the leconstiuction of histoncal ptocesses They can usuai ly only seive
to fa l s i fy hypotheses Yet I will use hei e an ecological a tgument to ex-
plam the icmai kable sptead of the Sunja ta epic wi thout having to le-
fei to a political unity, i e , the medieval Mali empne If a ntual com-
plex was at the ongin of the Sun ja ta t iadi t ions , it is necessaty to
make an a igument to demonstiate that a political un i ty is not an in
evitable p i e i equ i s i t e to explain the spiead and hmited vanety of the
Sunja ta texts
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If "Sunja ta" was not only a nai ianve, but also a ntual , it is neces-
saiy to seaich foi the people who piacticed the utuals The Sunja ta
epic has always been connected to the "Mali empne," and discussions
have focused on the ojganization of this empiie and the powei of its
j uleis If Sunjata is not iclated anymoie to a human benig, a foundei
kmg, then why the populaiity of Sunjata all ovei the Sudan5 The an-
swei I t iy to f ind in ecological aspects Seen f iom the peispective of
climatological zones, it is lemaikable that the Sunjata epic is sti l l
t iansmit ted in the southem half of the aiea that has been attiibuted
to the medieval Mali empiie, the aiea geneial ly consideied to be gov-
eined by Sunjata and his descendants '2 Fiom an ecological point of
view, the Mali empire zone coveis an aiea mhabited by agncultuial-
ists who lef t the noilhem hal f at the end of the Middle Ages In the
peuod 1500-1800 agucultuial is ts in the West Afncan Sudan moved
southwaid due to a s t iuctuia l diought, aftei a peuod of telat ive hu-
midity in the peuod 1100-1500 Theiefoie, the mask utuals m which
Sunjata featiued may have been a way of life, and connected to an ag-
ucultuial mode of pioduction in a semi-and zone This zone de-
cieased aftei 1500, thus leaving LIS with the ciuient Sunja ta beit

Of coutse, this is not much evidence Yet, it is useful to icalize that
we have a lot of evidence about medieval civilizations in the Sudan,
but that out image of the "Mali empiie" is also based on scant evi-
dence two Ai ab authois, Ibn Khaldun and Ibn Battuta

V

In studies of the epic, two—almost conti adictmg—dimensions have
leceived much attention Fustly, the fact that fiom a foimahst point
of view, the veisions of the epic ai e similai ovei a wide aiea The
most m-depth analyses of this point have been made by Stephen
Bulman This fact is geneially stiessed by those who lead histoiy into
the Sunjata epic Secondly, the opmion is offen expiessed that gnots
ai e gieat pei foimeis and pioduceis of h te ia iy texts, and that veisions
of the Sunjata epic must be appieciated as l i t e i a iy consti uctions Both
dimensions have been impoi tant m the "emancipation" of Afucan
( o t a l ) l i t e i a tu ie smce the 1960s since they demonstiated that Afnca
had a nch cu l t u i a l hentage as well as skilled h te ia iy specialists

Both appioaches a ie one-sided the fus t is too geneial and thus the
pnnciples that pioduce va i ia t ion ai e oveilooked The second is too
specific, and the lesu i t of an exclusion with compaiable texts In an
eaihei pubhcation I aigued that genealogies of Sunjata contain pohti-

|1 A Wchb, Dcsirt I-rontier hiiilm,ual and f touw/in Chance aloui; tbc Watcin
S<i/;c/ 7600 mO(Mulison, 1995)
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cal claims that lemam stable in time m one place, but that t iansfoim
accoiding to fixed pnnciples along geogiaphical lines n

Thus a veision of the Sunjata epic must be anaiyzed diachiomcally
as a function of its place of ongin, and be muioied synchiomcally to
veisions fiom elsewheie I will explain this point by mentioning some
lemaikable aspects of the piestigious Kela veision of the Sunjata epic
In Kela the epic has been lecoided thiee times m the ea i ly 1920s, in
1979, and in 1992 '4 The last two of these contam non-abndged t i an
scuptions and t iansla t ions The thiee veisions ai e iathei similai in
content, but contam staking diffeiences with non Kela veisions Foi
instance, the plot of Sunjata's victoiy ovei Sumaoio Kante, 'deviates'
f i om vvhat people genei ally teil m the Sudan Most veisions teil about
Sunjata's sistei 01 mece who seduces Sumaoio Kante and then
"steals" the seciet of lus totem the spui of a white cock She flees
home and leveals the seciet to Sunja ta , who then is able to beat
Sumaoio

In the Kela veision Sunjata's mece (lus half-biothei's daughtei) is
mained to Sumaoio, but then hbiated by Kalaji i la Sangoy, the ances
toi of the Diabate Sunjata is able to beat Sumaoio because hè is
helped by maiabouts who f i l l a pai t t idge with sacied watei and send
the bud to Sumaoio

These 'deviations' seem at fust sight to be comcidental liteiary fan
tasies Howevei, the contiaiy is t iue they mcely poitiay the Kela pei
spective Fnstly, the famous Kela gnots beai the pationymic Diabate
An (aichaic) piaise l ine and salutation foi the Diabate is "Kalajula
Sangoy," it is well known all ovei the Sudan In Kela this teim nowa
days lepiesents a human being Kala ju la Sangoy becomes the stoiy's
piotagomst, thus decieasing the impoitance of the Kouyate's ancestoi,
who is the peison who accompames Sunjata's mece to Sumaoio, and
whose heels aie cut by Sumaoio, tims foicmg him to stay m
Sumaoio's palace At the same time, the Diabate inciease then own
piestige by intioducing then ancestoi as the heio of the stoiy

The diop m activity by Sunjata's mece is lemaikable, in pa i t icu la i
m co nbmation with the iele attubuted to Islamic scholais Again the
loca' Situation demonstiates the logic of this nauat ive Nowadays the
entne icgion has conveited to Islam, but at the begmning of this een
tu iy most people weie "fetichists " Howevei, the sole exception was
Kela In 1932 the entne "ceicle de Bamako" had only ten koiamc
schools, but f o u i of them (with 45 of the total amount of 85 pupils)

' ) i n ( inscn, PolitiLS uid Polmcil Distouise Wns Minde Al ic jdy T Scyiicntiiy Sou
cty in the Middlc Aj.cs HA 23 (1996) 121 28
"| Vid i l , I ) Ittcndt oHic i t l lc de Soundiu i , f ond i t cu r de l cmpnc Mincliiij,, Rulle
tin dn Comitc d t-tudis HKtotiqiii,* it Si/aitifiqi/es de l Afrique Occidentale l-ran^aise
7(1924), ? 17 28 M l y T i l l , S Cumn ind B Dioun, Lhistairc dn Mondt, d aptes
I t l i kaïilu Maili Jabatc de Kein (Pms, 1987), [uisui et il , Fpopcc
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weie in the village of Kela " Kela cleaily was a centei of Islamic edu
canon Nowadays theie still ai e foui koianic schools in Kela, and
they all aie supeivised by teacheis of the Haidaia family that foims
hal f of the village's population Moieovei, the infoimants Vidal
talked to in oidei to lecoid lus vetsion of the Sunjata epic all had the
panonymic Haidaia

Thus m the 1930s the Haidaia held an impoitant position in the
t iansmission and lepioduction of the Sunjata epic, they wei e at that
time consideied to be the 'couit chaplams' of the Kangaba kmgs " It
might be a quite supei f ic ia l and easy explanation, but the decieased
piestige of the female actoi combines well with the mcieased piestige
of the Islamic actois, and the nanative solution expiessed in the Kela
veision of the epic mcely i l lust ia tes the way Islam is dealt with in
ideological issues in Kela

This example i l lust ia tes how much a veision of the Sunjata epic is
coloied by the local peispective, not only by its pohtical claims, but
also by its content Howevei, it stiessed —although Kela is one of the
few places fiom which we have matei ml ovei a longei peuod—that
the veision ha id ly changes ovei time on one place This is a point
that, in my opimon, has to be taken moie mto account in studies that
use the Sunjata epic as a souice to demonstiate something, smce this
local stabihty demonstrates the politica! function of the epic

VI

The discussion of the le lat ion between masks and the Sun/ata epic is
not on the hnes of "who was fust , the ducken 01 the egg?" Smce 0111
oldest descnption of gnots' piaise smging foi a Keita aheady men-
tions a mask, it is self-evident that the issue must f u l l y mvestigated
Although masks have become maig ina l phenonema m publ ic hfe m
the "Mande heai t land" undei conditions wheie ceitam foims of Is-
lam have spiead, it is geneial ly accepted that they st i l l pe i fo im an im
pottant social lole in communities, as well as m seveial highly-Islam-
ized communities

Theiefoie, aftei ha ving submeiged myself mto the data lelated to
the Sunjata epic, I come to the conclusion that theie is much about it
which makes it necessaiy to study it as a mult idimensional social
phenonemon The epic gives not only clues to histoiy, l i teiatme, and
philosophy, but also to legional and local politics, and mask pc i fo i -
mance Thus, the Sunjata epic has to be studied as a lepiesentation of

1 Aieluvcs Ninoiulcs du Mil i \ Kouloubi, l R I I 70 Rippoi t s I'olitiqucs et Rippoits
de Tournee, Ccic. l t de Biiniko, 1921 1944
1 Sec im l l o r l s s u e s The 1997 Kinnboloi i C t i tmoiu in K u i i ; i b ï (M i l i ) / / / U / S } l
( 1 9 9 S ) 253-78
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a way of hfe, as a "total social fact" in Mauss' woids, and not as a
text

David Coniad descubed how people m Mali and Guinea chose dif-
fe ient veisions of the epic in oidei to demonstrate that Mah's capital
was on the teuitoiy of then nation the Mahans chose Dakaja la , the
Gumeans Niani '7 Coniad's study imphcitly illustiates how West Afn
can elites have nanowed the debate on Sunjata and the Mali empiie
by selecting theu favonte veision of the Sunjata epic Actually, they
seem to opt foi a foim of "close teading" that closes any debate on
the content of that leading They nanow them to a nanow lange of
mteipietations that wei e elaboiated m discussions in colonml times in
leaction to Delafosse's woik Piofessional scholats should not be
gulled too much by these kind of discussions, because then they may
tend to lestuct then somces foi then leseaich to the checklist of pub-
hshed veisions of the Sunjata epic that was lecently pubhshed l l f

However, there is so much more to do about Sunjata An open eye fot
the social complexities in which the epic has been embedded as well
as pioduced is a necessaiy pieiequisite to "unmask" Sunjata

''D C Com id, A Tosvn Cillcd Diki j i l in the bun|iM Tndinon ind the Qncstion of
A n u u i t M i l i s C ipinl, /AH 35(1994), m 77
' * S P D liulnun, A Check l i s t of Publ ishcd Vtrsions of the Sui i |Hi ^:>ic, HA
24(1997), 71 94


