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Among the 1ich legacy of Aftican o1al uaditions, the Sunjata epic 1s
still one of the most complex phenonema, because 1t undoubtedly
goes back to the times of Ibn Battuta, because of the limited vaiiety
between the available text ediions, and because of 1ts piesent-day
populanity in sub-Saharan West Afiica among people of all kinds of
social background In scholatly discussion, the epic has challenged
many academics since Delafosse used the Sunjata epic as evidence for
his seconstiuction of the Mali empiie as a thuteenth-century vast cen
tralized polity Although his views have been ciiticized since then,
they have become pait of history lessons at pumary schools in Mali,
the Gambia, Senegal, and Guinea All these countiies belong to the
so called “Mande,” an area mhabited by various ethnic gioups that
have close similarities in language, o1al tiadition, and social organiza-
tion !

In the last decade History m Afiica has given 100om to discuss the
Sunjata epic, m particular m otdet to exploie how data fiom the epic
can be used as historical sources, and as what history for whom Ai-
ticles by David Coniad, Tim Geysbeek, Stephan Buhnen, Stephen
Bulman, Kathiyn Gieen, Geoige Brooks, Ralph Austen, and myself
come my mind All these authors have tieated the Sunjata epic as a
text This seems to be a logical and inevitable choice for the historian

Ficldwork and rescarch m the period 1991 2002 have been fimaneed by the Nether
Iwnds Organization for the Development of Tiopieal Reseuch (WOTRO) and the
Roy il Netharlinds Academy of Arts and Sciences (KNAW)

"In this conteat the tollowing nccdote 15 tllustwtve for the Sunjaty epid’s stitus
Mah In 1991, I was 1t the Insticur des Seaences Humunes m Bamako, looking for col
Icwgues who worked on the Sunjiea epie T presented myself to the hibravan, and he
showed me the door of the Department of History 1 ashed himif he did not make 2
mistike, and proposed the next door Deput nent of Onal Tradinon No, you make 1
mistrke, the hbrnnm rephied,  Sunpiea s history, not onil trdition

Iistory in Africa 27 (2000), 131-141
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However, this appioach implies a chotce that limits the 1ange of nter-
pretations which can be made about the Sunjata naditions as a souice
for Afiican history

In this paper I will argue that several clues m the epic 1efer to
mashs and mask dances, and that this dimension challenges historians
to 1ethink then ideas about the ongin, content, and function of the
Sunjata epic The existing 1ange of intetpretatations have “masked”
these 1deas Ilence the ttle “Masking Sunjata ” The gerund “mask-
ing” 1efers to both scholats who have masked the 1ange of possible
interpretations, as well as to my hypothesis inking the Sunjata epic to
a tual complex i which masks peiformed This atgument will be
suppoited by ethnographic material on a mask dance 1elated to the
Sunjata epic

After this, the geogiaphical unity of the aiea in which Sunjata t1a
ditions are told, will be placed 1 an ecological perspective, thus p1o-
posimg an alteinative to the pohtical unity of the Mali empue as an
explanation for the spread and stability of the Sunjata epic The ne-
cessity of profound ethnogiaphic 1eseaich for the inteipretation of a
parttcular Sunjata text will be illustiated by some 1emaikable
“anomalies” 1n the prestigious Kela version, demonstiating some pit-
falls of a comparative appioach, as well as the necessity to study each
Sunjata text as a socio political statement The conclusion aims to
demonstiate that literary approaches have 1ecetved much attention
the last decades, although they limited, or even nariowed, discussions
on Sunjata too much to the esthetic and textual dimensions of the
Sunjata texts Ilabeled my cittque as “hermeneutical,” since I aim to
“submerge” myself m the data as a method to come to new questions
and to open 10ads to new msights

11

The Sunjata epic—o1 at least a performance m which the king was
praised by giiots as a descendant of Sunjata—was performed as early
as the foutteenth century n the presence of lbn Battuta’ He de
sciibed how giiots sing prase songs while using masks Levtzion and
Hopkins give the followmg ttanslation under the title “An amusing
story about the poets’ teciting to the sultan ”

On the feast day, when Dugha has finished his performance, the po-
ets come They are called jula {spelled out], of which the singular 1s
jali Each of them has enclosed himself within an effigy made of
feathers, resembling a [bird called] shagshaq, on which 1s fixed a
head made of wood with a red beak as though it were the head of a

Cf RA Austen, R A, In Scarch of Sumata the Mande I pic as History Titcrature
and Poi formance (Bloomimgton, 1999)
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shagshaq They stand in front of the sultan in this comical shape and
recite their poems | was told that their poetry was a kind of exhorta-
tion in which they say to the sultan “This banbt on which you are sit
ting was sat upon by such-and-such a king 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 n the lap of the sultan Then he mounts to the
top of the banbi and places his head on the sultan’s nght shoulder,
then upon his left shoulder, talking in their language Then he de-
scends | was informed that this act was already old before Islam, and
they continued with it 3

The simultaneity of a praise song with a mask 1s rtemaikable, and
should have challenged reseatchers much eaihe: to explore the 1ela-
tions between masks and 1oyal oral tiadivions, in painculai, the
Sunjata epic Several authors have, indeed, alieady mentioned the 1e-
lationship between the Komo mask and his alter ego, the hero Falol,
one of Sunjata’s most famous helpets The Komo 1s a socio 1eligious
soctety 1n which the blacksnuth plays a cential 10le, Fakolr 1s consid-
eted to be the ancestor of the five Bila blacksmuth families
McNaughton wiites that Fakoli 1s 1epresented as the caivier of several
bundles of atiows (binyew) “Fakoli 1s imagined as having had a huge
head (a komo mask, pethaps) covered with moie than 300 bmyew
Dietetlen also gives a desciiption of a Komo mask that ressembles
stiongly the one described by McNaughton

La téte du masque est le plus souvent confectionnee en os (crene
humain ou crane d’hyene, ou en bois Sur le crane, sont fichees
des fleches de cuivre (kun bye) et attachees des amulettes (kun
kanana) les yeux du masque sonts grands La bouche est
tordue *

The connection between Komo mask and society as it 1s repre-
sented 1 oral nadition 1s unquestionable m the fasa (tiaditional stan-
dardized praise song) for the Bila, the blacksmith families that tiace
descent from Fakoli In the Kangaba 1egion—the 1egion called n
Mande studies the “Mande heartland”—Fakoli 1s praised 1 the fol
lowing way ¢

Nehoniv Levezion wnd [ FP Hopkans, Corpus of Farly Arabie Sources for West Afri
can History (Cambnidge, 1981), 293

Parick R McNughton, The Mande Blacksnuths (Bloomington, 1986), 136 37

‘G Dicalen, G, Fssarsur la religion Bambara (Bruxelles, 1988), 171 72

Jud Jansen, T, T Dumta, and B Tambown, [ epopee de Sunjara d apres I ansine
Diabate de Kela (Lerden, 1995), 117 18
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Les cing familles royales Bila,

Fakoli a la grosse téte, Fakoli & la grande bouche,
Jerelin Koma, Koma te jegema, Jegema te jegema y'o te.
Les Bila de Solon, descendants de Fakols.

Les Bila de Baya, descendants de Fakoli.

Les Bila de Danyoko, descendants de Fakoli.

Les Bila de Balimala, descendants de Fakols.

Les Bila de Domanyogo, descendants de Fakol
Les cing familles royales Bila.

Trois cent fétiches des fauves et treize,

sont sur le casque, sur la téte de Fakoll.

lis brillent tous.

Trois cent fétiches de panthére et treize

sont sur le casque, sur la téte de Fakol.

Is brillent tous

Vingt fleches en cuivre et trente sont sur son arc.
Cet arc est a la main droite de Fakoli.

Vingt fleches en cuivre et trente sont sur son arc.
Cet arc est & la main gauche de Fakol.

Si Fakol: passe au-dessus de ta téte, la grosse téte te tuera
Fo woyinoyi kiyama, Jumaju, Juma Kanda.

Although a relationship between Komo and Fakoli 1s easy to
make,” as far as I know the relavonship between other heroes from
the epic and masks has never been investigated. Yet there are several.
The clearest comes from The Gambia. Peter Weil has done extensive
research on a mask (probably) representing the transition of youth
mto adolescence. The mask has characteristics attiibuted to Sogolon
Kejugu, Sunjata’s mother, m Mande oral tradition: the mask dances
crippledly, and 1t has the form of a hunchback.*

From Kouroussa, in northeastern Guinea, comes the description of
a hon’s mask. A hon mask—"Diara” or “Jara”—is an mteiesting
phenonemon, since the segment “Jata” or “Jara’”in Sunjata’s name
means “lion.” The Guinean writer Camara Laye describes this mask
i Chapter 7 of his famous autobiographical novel L'Enfant Nouwr
(1954), from which I take the following quotes:

je grandissais. Le temps était venu pour mot d’entrer dans |‘associ-
ation des non-inttiées. Cette société . . . rassemblait tous les enfants,

In the Sobara region tadittonal healets a(somar) form the most achive partiapants ot
Komo caremonies Then aadittonal headgear with dozens of amulers they somctimes
call Fakollifugida, Fakolr’s hat

PWal, P, *Masks of Mande Musulu, the Creation and Performance ot Mashs by
Women m Wuli Kingdom, Senegambia™ (1994 version ot a papar presented at the See-
ond Intetnational Confaence on Mande Studies, March 1993 1 talked with Peter Wil
on the topic i Bamako, m Maich 1993 In 1997 this paper was bang prepaed tor
publication m Afican Aits )
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tous les incirconcis de douze, treize ou quatorze ans, et elle était
dirigée par nos ainés, que nous appelions les grands [Kondén]

Or, Jignorais pas qui était Konden Diara, ma mére souvent, mes
oncles parfois ou quiconque au vrai dans mon entourage avait
autorité sur moi, ne m’avalent que trop parlé, que trop menacé de
Kondén Diara—mais était-Il homme? était-1l béte? n’état-il pas plutdt
mi-homme et mi-béte?

The author’s father says

Rien que tu doives vraiment craindre, rien que tu ne puisses surmon-
ter en tor Rappelle-tol tu dois mater ta peur, te mater tol-méme!
Kondén Diara ne t'enlevera pas, il se contente de rugir

Then, the author continues

Une troupe des gens, parmi eux des joueurs de tam-tam, visitent le
Jjeune homme dans sa concession et |‘accompagnent jusqu’en
brousse, les femmes et jeunes filles se hatailent maintenant de
regagner leurs demeures

mats 1] nous surprend Et puis, ce n'est pas un lion seulement,
c’est dix, c’est vingt, c’est trente lions peut-étre qui, a sa suite,
lancent leur terrible cri et cernent la clairere Non, personne
parmi nous ne songerait a risquer un oell, personne!

The young man has the following impiession of Kondén Diara

Lui seul, me dis-je, lui seul peut ainsi commander aux lions °

To conclude the list of masks, next to the Fakoli, Sogolon, and
Sunjata, I mention the buffalo mask. This mask 1s stll peirformed
among many ethnic groups in the West Aftican Sudan It also 1s an
impottant being in puppet peiformance 1n the Segu aiea ' Alcthough 1
do not have duect evidence of a buffalo mask performed 1n 1elation
to the Sunjata tiadition, 1t 1s woith mentioning that the buffalo 1s the
key chatacter in the Sunjata epic, he 1s necessary to stait the cycle of
events

The otigin, history, and functions of these masks will temam un-
known foievel, since masks and masks petformances have disap-
peated almost everywhere in Mande, 1 patticular in the Mande
heartland It 1s genetally accepted that Islam 1s the cause of this

‘At the ¢nd of the chpra Cumara “demystifies” the happening by cumimg thae the
noir¢ wis made by the dddar young men themsclves

WM | Arnold, Playmg with Tine Art and Porformance i Central Mali (Bloomungton,
1995), PAN 1ccords 4010 KCD Bamana ind Boso songs from Kiringo, Mih (The Mu
s1c Colleetion of the Roval Tropical Institute) gives 1 pietuie of “Sig,” the bush buffalo
mask
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change Nevertheless, the 1elanion between the Sunjata epic and the
masks 1s so stitking that 1t 1s worth mentioning At least it confronts
us with the fact that in the discussions about the histoncity of
Sunjata, his human characte; has never been questioned Even those
who claim the epic 15 pure fiction, analyze Sunjata as a (super-)human
being, for mstance, a king o1 a hunter Appaiently Sunjata’s human
character 1s patt of the conventions among 1eseaichers, pait of the
paradigm of Mande studies

11

When I once suggested to Ralph Austen that the Sunjata epic as we
know 1t might be a temnant of a 11tual complex m which the hon fea-
tured and 1 which his mask was danced, together with many othezs,
he 1eplied that these masks could also be maigial and sepaiate com-
cidences mnspued by the natiatives about Sunjata I then realized that
I had to find more evidence to make my pomt I was helped by a 1e-
matkable peiformance of a hon’s dance duting a peiformance of a
praise song for Sunjata

On 24 Febiuaiy 1997, 1 happened to be m the village of
Massakotoma, on my way fiom Siby to the Bakama 1egion, straight
thiough the Mande mountains—the shortest way for people like me
who niavel on a bicycle Massakoioma 1s pait of the Sobara 1egion,
and 1s genetally consideted by the Malians to be a very “cradinional”
and “undeirdeveloped” 1egion, m patticular compaied to the adjon-
ing tegions along the banks of the 11ver Niger Up to 1995 the Sobaia
region was baiely accessible by car !

When I attived in Massakoioma, people weie just celebiating the
fowmtieth day 11tual for the deceased Tinyeba Keita, one of the spouses
of the village chief As a Keita, this woman had the status of bemng a
descendant of Sunjata Fiom my 10om I heard women outside stait-
Ing to sing a Sunjata fasa, the ttaditional standardized praise song foi
the Keuta, the 1oyal bianch among the Mande people

I went ourside and obsetved two old women dancing, surtounded
by singing women Lead vocals were sung by a local guiotte called
Fanta Kouyate The women teplied to hei texts o1 1epeated them The
dance was called Wairaba (“Lion™) according a young man in the au-
dience—women formed the closest cuicle, the young men and childien
form the outer cucle There weie no old men standing m the audi-
ence The two old women both held a piece of 1aw meat m then

"For the Soburegion see C Zobdl, “Les gumes du Kom Tdentiees locales, logiques
rclaicuses ot emjaun soao poluques dans fes monts Mwnding du Maly,* Caluers
d I tides Apacames 36(1996), 630 S8 There wie no bidges i the antie segion In Au
gust this mountimous regron 15 otten solted hrom the 1est of the wotld by deep
brooks that we formed 2t hoavy md long hstung 1 uns
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mouth One of them prowled like a wild animal on the ground, and,
somewhat latel, laid down on her back, with her aims and legs mn the
ant The other one obseived hei, and slowly walked atound her

After about five minutes, the woman 1n lying position 10se to her
feet and staited to dance wildly The women kept on singing the well-
known lines (I bara kala ta etc from the Sunjata fasa, but also Ay:
bo, ayt bo, Mande musow (to be translated as “Come and see, come
and see, women of Mande, come and see”), etc , another well-known
song in Mande, desciibing the joy of Sunjata’s mother when her lame
son staits to walk) The two old women kept the taw meat i then
mouth all the time

The similatities between the Sunjata epic and the lion dance n
Masakotoma aie stuiking, because they aie performed in combma-
tion I asked the man m the audience who the “Wairaba” was, and he
replied that this was of coutse (') Sunjata humself Indeed, just as
Sunjata, who was lame for the fust seven yeais of his hfe and then
tiansfoimed into an active waitiol, the lton lay on the ground and
latet 1ose up and moved actively

As fai as I know, this dance 1s the fust descuiption of Sunjata pei-
formance in which the text 1s not the mam focus, since Ibn Battuta’s
description of guiots at the court of the Malt king Moze data of this
nature and from this perspective should be collected, since they may
broaden, o1 even change, our mnteipretations of the Sunjata epic Yet
the few data presented here give me enough 1eason to ielate the
Sunjata epic to a mask complex

Moteover, 1t must be kept in mind m the discussion of the or1gin of
the Sunjata epic, that the most piestigious version s the one fiom
Kela (near Kangaba), and that this version detives its piestige pre-
cisely fiom its “seciet” peiformance during the the five-day
Kamabolon cetemony in Kangaba This highly complex ceremony,
which undoubtly goes back to precolonial times, has been studied by,
among otheis, Dieteilen, De Ganay, and Maellassoux The
Kamabolon cetemony demonstrates the natutal link between Sunjata,
utual, and the reptesentation of political power

1AY

[ know that ecological aiguments are difficult to use as evidence fou
the 1econstiuction of historical processes They can usually only seive
to falsify hypotheses Yet I will use here an ecological aigument to ex-
plain the 1emartkable spiead of the Sunjata epic without having to 1e-
fer to a political umity, 1 ¢, the medieval Mali empne If a nitual com-
plex was at the ongin of the Sunjata tnaditions, 1t 1s necessaiy to
make an argument to demonstiate that a pohtical unity 1s not an n
evitable prerequisite to explain the spread and lunited variety of the
Sunjata texts
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If “Sunjata” was not only a natiatve, but also a 11tual, 1t 1s neces-
saly to seaich for the people who practiced the 1ituals The Sunjata
epic has always been connected to the “Mali empire,” and discussions
have focused on the orgamzanion of this empiie and the power of 1ts
rulers If Sunjata 1s not related anymote to a human being, a founder
king, then why the populanty of Sunjata all over the Sudan?® The an-
swer I iy to find in ecological aspects Seen from the perspective of
chimatological zones, 1t 1s temaikable that the Sunjata epic 1s still
transmitted m the southein half of the area that has been artiibuted
to the medieval Malt empiie, the atea geneially considered to be gov-
erned by Sunjata and his descendants '2 Fiom an ecological point of
view, the Mali empire zone covers an area inhabited by agiicultuial-
1sts who left the noithein half at the end of the Middle Ages In the
petiod 1500-1800 aguiculturalists in the West Aftican Sudan moved
southward due to a stiuctural diought, after a period of relative hu-
midity 1n the pertod 1100-1500 Theiefore, the mask 11tuals in which
Sunjata featured may have been a way of life, and connected to an ag-
ticultutal mode of production 1 a semu-arid zone This zone de-
creased after 1500, thus leaving us with the cuitent Sunjata belt

Of coutse, this 1s not much evidence Yet, 1t 1s useful to 1ealize that
we have a lot of evidence about medieval civilizations n the Sudan,
but that out 1mage of the “Mali empire” 1s also based on scant evi-
dence two Airab authors, Ibn Khaldun and Ibn Battuta

\'%

In studies of the epic, two—almost contiadicting—dimensions have
1ecerved much attention Fustly, the fact that fiom a formalist point
of view, the veisions of the epic ate similat over a wide area The
most in-depth analyses of this pomt have been made by Stephen
Bulman This fact 1s generally stressed by those who 1ead history nto
the Sunjata epic Secondly, the opmion is often expiessed that giiots
are gieat petformets and producers of literary texts, and that veisions
of the Sunjata epic must be appieciated as literary constiuctions Both
dimensions have been impoitant 1n the “emancipation” of Aftican
(otal) literature since the 1960s since they demonstiated that Aftica
had a tich cultwal henitage as well as skilled literary specialists

Both approaches aie one-sided the fust 1s too general and thus the
piinciples that produce vaiation are oveirlooked The second 1s too
specific, and the result of an exclusion with compaiable texts In an
easher publication I aigued that genealogies of Sunjata contan politi-

LA Wbb, Desert Frontier Feologal and Foononie Change along the Westarn
Sabcd 1600 1850 {Mhdison, 1995)
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cal claims that remain stable m ame 1n one place, but that tiansform
according to fixed principles along geogiaphical limes

Thus a version of the Sunjata epic must be analyzed diachionically
as a function of its place of onigin, and be mnioted synchionically to
versions from elsewhere T will explam this pomt by mentioning some
remathable aspects of the prestigious Kela veision of the Sunjata epic
In Kela the epic has been recorded thiee imes 1 the eaily 1920s, in
1979, and 1n 1992 " The last two of these contain non-abiidged tian
scuiptions and tianslatons The thiee veistons are 1ather similar in
content, but contamn stuiking differences with non Kela versions Fou
instance, the plot of Sunjata’s victory over Sumaoio Kante, ‘deviates’
fiom what people generally tell in the Sudan Most versions tell about
Sunjata’s sistet o1 niece who seduces Sumaoro Kante and then
“steals” the secret of his totem the spu of a white cock She flees
home and 1eveals the seciet to Sunjata, who then 1s able to beat
Sumaoio

In the Kela veision Sunjata’s niece (his half-biother’s daughtet) 1s
maitted to Sumaoio, but then hbrated by Kalajula Sangoy, the ances
to1 of the Diabate Sunjata 1s able to beat Sumaoro because he 1s
helped by matabouts who fill a paitiidge with sacied water and send
the bitd to Sumaoto

These ‘deviations’ seem at fust sight to be comcidental literary fan
tastes However, the contraly 1s tiue they nicely pottiay the Kela per
spective Instly, the famous Kela giiots beai the pationymuc Diabate
An (aichaic) praise line and salutation for the Diabate 1s “Kalajula
Sangoy,” 1t 1s well known all over the Sudan In Kela this tetm nowa
days tepresents a human beng Kalajula Sangoy becomes the sto1y’s
protagonist, thus decieasing the importance of the Kouyate’s ancesto,
who 1s the person who accompantes Sunjata’s niece to Sumaoto, and
whose heels are cut by Sumaoro, thus forcing him to stay
Sumao10’s palace At the same time, the Diabate inciease then own
prestige by mtroducing then ancestor as the heio of the story

The diop in activity by Sunjata’s niece 1s 1emaikable, in particulas
i co nbmation with the 1ole attuibuted to Islamic scholars Agam the
loca’ situation demonstiates the logic of this naiiative Nowadays the
entite tegion has converted to Islam, but at the beginning of this cen
tury most people wete “fetichists ” However, the sole exception was
Kela In 1932 the entiie “cercle de Bamako” had only ten koianic
schools, but four of them (with 45 of the total amount of 85 pupils)

" Jan Jansen, Poliies and Polinieal Discourse Was Mande Alicady 1 Segmentaty Soct
ety i the Middle Ages HA 23 (1996) 121 28

U1 vidal, T legende othacdle de Soundiney, fondweur de | empiie Manding, Bulle
tin du Conute d Ftudes Histonques ct Screntifiques de | Afrique Occrdentale Francarse
7(1924), 317 28 M Ly Tall, S Cumarn and B Diownn, Lhbsstorre du Mande d apres
Jclt Ranl u Mad: Jabate de Kela (P, 1987), Jwsen et al, Fpopec
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weie 1 the village of Kela '* Kela cleaily was a center of Islamic edu
catton Nowadays theie stll are four koranic schools in Kela, and
they all aie supesvised by teachers of the Haidaia family that forms
half of the village’s population Moieover, the nformants Vidal
talked to m oider to 1ecord his version of the Sunjata epic all had the
pattonymic Haidaia

Thus m the 1930s the aidara held an impoitant position m the
transnussion and 1eproduction of the Sunjata epic, they were at that
time considered to be the ‘court chaplains’ of the Kangaba kings ' It
might be a quite supe: ficial and easy explanation, but the decieased
prestige of the female actor combines well with the incieased piestige
of the Islamic actois, and the naitanive solution expiessed in the Kela
veision of the epic nicely iflustiates the way Islam 1s dealt with
ideological 1ssues m Kela

This example illustiates how much a veision of the Sunjata epic 1s
colored by the local peispective, not only by 1ts pohitical claims, but
also by its content Howevert, 1t stiessed —although Kela 1s one of the
few places from which we have macerial over a longer petiod—that
the version haidly changes over time on one place This 1s a point
that, n my opmiton, has to be taken more mto account m studies that
use the Sunjata epic as a source to demonstiate something, since this
local stability demonstrates the political function of the epic

Vi

The discussion of the relation between masks and the Sunjata epic 1s
not on the lines of “who was fust, the chicken o1 the egg?” Since o
oldest description of griots’ praise singing for a Keita alieady men-
tions a mask, 1t 1s self-evident that the 1ssue must fully investigated
Although masks have become marginal phenonema m public ife n
the “Mande heairtland” under conditions whete certain forms of Is-
lam have spread, 1t 1s generally accepted that they stll petform an im
pottant social 1ole in communtties, as well as i several highly-Islam-
1zed communities

Thetefore, after having submerged myself into the data 1elated to
the Sunjata epic, | come to the conclusion that there 1s much about it
which makes 1t necessaty to study 1t as a muludimensional social
phenonemon The epic gives not only clues to history, literature, and
philosophy, but also to 1egional and local politics, and mask peifor-
mance Thus, the Sunjara epic has to be studied as a 1epresentation of

U Archives Natomies du Mah v Koulouby, TR T 70 Rapports Polinques o Rappets
de Tomnee, Cardde de Bamako, 1921 1944

PSeemy Hor Issues The 1997 Kamabolon Caemony i Kangaiby (Mah) - JJAHS 31
(1998) 253-78
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a way of lhife, as a “total social fact” in Mauss’ wotds, and not as a
text

David Coniad desciibed how people in Mali and Guinea chose dif-
ferent versions of the epic i oider to demonstrate that Malt’s capital
was on the tertitory of theur nation the Malians chose Dakajala, the
Guimeans Niant 7 Coniad’s study imphertly itlustiates how West Afii
can elites have naitowed the debate on Sunjata and the Mali empuie
by selecting then favoiite version of the Sunjata epic Actually, they
seem to opt for a form of “close 1eading” that closes any debate on
the content of that 1eading They natrow them to a nartow 1ange of
mte1pretations that were elaborated 1 discussions in colonial times in
reaction to Delafosse’s wotk Professional scholats should not be
gulled roo much by these kind of discussions, because then they may
tend to 1estuict then souices for then 1eseaich to the checklist of pub-
lished veisions of the Sunjata epic that was recently published '™
However, there 1s so much more to do about Sunjata An open eye for
the social complexities in which the epic has been embedded as well
as produced 1s a necessaty prerequisite to “unmask” Sumata

"D C Conird, A Town Called Dakajalan the Sunjatn Tiadinon and the Question of
Ancent Malis Capitaly JAH 35(1994), 355 77

HSPD Bulmwn, A Checklist of Published Versions of the Sunjwy Fpi, HA
24(1997), 71 94



