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sister. For now h© can say to Sophie; "Maintenant
que MSre est revenue, te voiia relev8e ciu Bouci de
veiller sur raoi; que Dieu te rende au centuple ce qu®
tu m*as doime....” (Phalfenes 244) Prosper realises
that he has at last reached maturity and that he no
longer needs the constant moral support of his sister,
who has been a surrogate mother to him. He had often
puzzled over the very close, even ambiguous
relationship that bound him to Sophie but now he sees
quite clearly the way ahead. Without her he would
never have become a man but now he 1is ready to go

ahead alone, Les Phal&nes ends with a striking image;

QuTest-ce que I"on fait si la pirogue fTait de
I"eau au beau milieu de la rivi&re, 14 oil le
courant est violent? On n® se bat pas 8.vouloir
ramener la pirogue & terre, on se jette & I"eau
le plus loin possi®™)le du courant. .., (249-30)

Prosper®s commitment to sometning beyond himself
has required a descent within himself and an
understanding of his own personal experience iIn order
to express his social vision. Here i1t Is necessary to
pause and consider the question of commitment or
engagement for, although i1t is now an old debate, it
is an unresolved one which no study of contempoi-y
African writing can ignore/ The relationship of ttie
individual to the collectivity, which the stories of
Prosper and Gaston explore, reflects that of the

writer to his or her community.
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As ©arly as 1932, the review L8qitime Dif*nse
defended the belief that literature and politics are
inextricably interrelater”. in 1368 the Culttiral
Congress of Havana set out to det"ine more precisely
the responsibilities and role of the Third World
writer. The delegates agreed that literary works from
the Third World should express d¥? preoccupations and
the aspirations of peoplsS” struggling for their
liberation. They should see themselves not as
purveyors of truth but as instigators of critical
thought, so that the people might be helpdd to see
theinsslves and their situation In a new light. In
post-independent Africa, with the colonial power-s no
longer providing a unifying focus for resistance,
positions have diversified and pan“Africanism has been
replaced by a growing sens© of national identity. At
the same time, a sense of collective responsibility
and commitment remains strong among contemporary
writers of Africa and in particular, their
relationship to the reader remains a question of
fundamental concern. They continue to ask themselves
for whom exactly they are writing. Do they speak to
a black elite? Or to a Western audience? G: should
they c¢cry to reach the masses who are as yst
predominantly illiterate? And if uhey are to reach a

wide audience 1in Africa, which Jlanguage shoxild be
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used? Jtod who will publish their works? Thes®
complsx and unresolved questions are as acute today as
they were sixty years ago.

Where, it must be asked, is U Tam®"Si"s narrative
situated iIn this debate? Firstly, i1t must be seen in
the context of Congolese writing, for the history of
this Central African region distinguishes it from
other pai*ts of Africa, For more than two centuries,
the vast kingdom of the Kongo dominated the region and
it was one of the most flourishing and best organised
kingdoms of Africa. The vision of a r«*anxted Kongo,
rainstated to its former splendovur, pervaded not only
messianic and political mo*/eroents of the 1950"s but 1is
also strongly present in contemfforary poet;*y, prose
and theatre. Congolese writers have a keen sense of
independence and national identity; their
contribution to issues concerning the human race is
positad iIn their being first and foremost Congolese*
Most have stated clearly theilr reservations regarding
the Negritude poets®™ insistance of thair ™Black”
identity to the detriment of distinctive historical,
cultural and linguistic features. For his part, U
Tam"Si stated: "1 have always lived on tJliis side of
Negritude.” He does not attempt an ideological
definition of 'the negro™. His writing 1is Tirmly
rooted in ”la terre congolaise”. In one of his best-
known poems, “NattO t tisser” from Feu de broftiasep hft

says;
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gale tite de n&gro©
voici ma tete congolaise
C"est I1"&cuells la plus saine.®

In an interview, u Tam"Si went fxartber, saying
JA.at his 7tSte de n&r®*" does not interest him; it is
his «ttte congolaise” that is importgmt, 1in as much
th© cultural as the political sense."™

This distinction between “"political” and
“crultural”, or for the puj“poses of this study,
**lit«cadY™, is an important one. The enthusiasm with
which writers such as Frantz Fanon have envisaged
1"egro™African literature as an a3m in the struggle £0r
liberation has tended to emphasis® the political
ooiabat to the detriment of tjie poetic combat. These
two agpect”™ of commitment are intrinsJcally Unified tot
it Is by discovering within himself “revolutionary™®
modes of eatression that the writer creates a new
language, capable of conveying the essence of a
particular experiential universe. It is in this way
that the African writer affirms both his own identity
and that of his people.

The Zairean critic, Pius Nagandu .Hkashama,
expresses the concern that the rich diversity of
African literary discourse should not e lost through
preoccupation with political efficacy. He maintains
that, without rejecting the concept of commitment, one
must go beyond the theme of colonial and neo-colonial

exploitation to that of "l"angoisse existentielle**
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fhis is preelsely tb©O m®ssage of TU Tasti“Si"s
JtoSfratiTO alttoia™h be himself strongly denied tliat he
had any IWU"Nissgfe to convey.® Yet the story of the
Pobard and Poaty fTamilies 1is set 1in the socio-
political realities of pre- end post-independent Congo
and Prosper;, J idj© Poaty, Mal*t:ilde and Gaston o®Rffitit
themselves t—= fightir._, ,,1 jj-tation and injustice.
They ara ”problematic heroes»* iIn the L\a3c.acian sense of
the V2rd, as they search for authentic values 1In a
dislocated world* U Tam"Si gives poetical expression
to this fToim of existential agony iIn Le ¥entre. the
©ollection of poems which trace the suffering and

betrayal of Paitrice Lumumba

Les flamboyants ploient,

Hoi, jJe vais d"un dbiant a

1 "autre en tSchant de vivre
sane jiiourir swffisaitiaent
afin de laiss«r passer 1"aube
s"il doit passer sur mon
corps. (&%)

Ir> tJ Tam"Si"s discourse, a key element in the
struggle for social change is the need to understand
the 1individual®s relationship to society or to the
collective whole in order to understand self. It is
a dilemma with which each of the protagonists
grapples. Gaston, the last in the chain of "hiros
problsmatigues”, stands accused for having dared to

verbalise the dilemma; for having dared to suggest
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tiaat the iitdivldaal has any loyalty to himself over

and above the good of the whole.

Nous nous appartenons t nous-m™®»s avant Am
"nous® appartenir. Je veux dire gue I1™homne
s"MNappartient a soi-mtme avant d"appartanlr & la
cdHoaunaute des hoxHHies. Je veux dire que son
appartenance ~ la comm\inaut8 est un ehoix 3ibre.
Il doit choisir librement la communautfe a
laquelle il veut appartenir. Je veux dire que la
GOElsiunaute ..., il n"en est pas Il"esclave. Je
conclust cherchons ensemble une liberty de nous
moins esclavel fCes fruits 309-10)

In the revolutionary cliiaate of the mid-sixties,
these words are taken as 1i1arrefutable evidence of his
subversive activities and of his disloyalty to the
Party. Ironically, Gaston®"s criticism of the Party
leadership st™as froiQ his vision of a society bui3t on
jJustice and integrity, while it is his judges who are
guilty of ambition, corruption and exploitation of the
people.

In their search for understanding, froift Prosper
Jirough to Gaston, U Tam"Si"s "heros problematiques”
increasingly play the vrole of prophet-political
martyr. It is illuminating at this point to take a
closer look at his poetry for, in U Tam"Si"s
discourse, the concept of suffering on behalf of the
collective whole is intimately reJ.ated to the notion

of the poet-martyr.

Paradoxically, on a saperficial reading of his

poetry it would seem as if U Tam"Si, 1in spite of what
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lais pseadoiiya stiggests, in fact cuts JiiliaselC off froa
itis people and refuses to conform to what 1is
iiaplicitly or explicitly expected of the African
writer." His dense, highly connotative imagery is
not immediately accessible and this lays him open to
the accxisation of being elitist or even hermetic,
Fuarthermore, the 1iIntensely personal voice of his
poetiy is striking. Yet the Tirst poem of his
first collection, Le mauvals sana. warns the reader
against too personalised a reading of the poeias that
follow. It is iInteresting to note that the style and
imagery of this opening poem distinguish it from those
that follow immediately after it iii the collection.
The Iatfer are some of U Tam*Si"s first poems and, by
comparison to his later poetry, they are conventional
in metre and form. The tone is nostalgically lyrical
and at times there are unmistakable echoes of

Verlaine. For example;

La pluie avait danse

comme un bel ours de verre

Je bus son vin amer

Sur les toits bleus* mouill”s (Mauvais saner 13)

By contrast, the elliptical syntax and complex
ideo-imatj«.d of the first poem link It more closely to
his later poetry, particularly the poems 1in the
section entitl*ri *les cr”pusculaires”. The fact that
U Tam®"Si chose it to introduce the eollection is

significant. In these vigorous lines there is no room
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for nos"talgia nor for tixe dsliberate e”~ioratlon of
the depttts of experience and degradation in the inannsr

of Baudelaire This despite the echoes of Les fleurs du

Pousse ta chanson - Mauvais sang ~ ooantient vivre
ordure a fleur de I*fiHie, 8tre a chair regret
I"atrocite du sang fleur d”etoile, nargue
Des serpents dans la nuit sifflaient coime des
cruivres [t/0]
(Mauyais sang 11)

"Mauvais sang*™* does not simply denote the “mal de
vivre” of the poet who, misunderstood by his
contemporaries, 1indulges in a somewhat narcissistic
soul-searching. It must be read in the context of

U Tam"Si"”~s work as a whole, in ordei” to reveal the
full dialectic of the complex blood ideo-image. It 1is
the ”sang noir” of tlie “enfant maudit”, the "orphaned”
child in Paris. But it is also the "sang noir"™ of the
cursed Black race which the child represents. It is
the blood of the thousands who have died under foreign
domination and during the slave trade. But it is also
the blood of brotherhood which unites the peoples of
the Kongo, both past and present, for they inherit the
blood of the Ancestors. Tragically, this ideal has
yet to be realised for the people are divided by
internecine and personal rivalries. Blood therefore
denotes also treachery and massacre.

Another facet of the blood ideo-iraage is that of

fertility and the regenerative force of the woman.
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~hls introduces the aitibiguotis image of tlie motiier*
The poet speaks of "la mere vSnale*"™ who represents not
only the mother who abandoned her child but also
Africa who laid herself open to violation.*»

Blood denotes suffering and also the initiatory
practices that syinbolise the reaching of mattirity and
understanding. It syinbolises sacrifice. It is the
"sang rouqge” of the martyr who sacrifices himself for
his people and i1t is the gros sang” of action and
revolt; ”Je suis l"acier treape, le feu des races
neuves / Dans mon gros sang rouge ecument troublants
des fleuves.” fMauvais sano 43)

The complexity of the blood image searves to
illustrate that the field of reference of the poesns
stretches far beyond the imjaediate world OF the poet.
The poetic "je"" may indeed speak of ttTam"Si, trailing
his wretched club foot in the cold grey of Paris,
betrayed by his mother and betrayor of his
compatriots: "Clopin-clopant infemale cadencei”
Mauvais sang 46) But i1t is fTar more. A close
analysis of U Tam"Si"s dialectical i1deo-images shows
that the poetic ”je” represents a distillation of
personnel experience .by which 1is crystallised the
experience and suffering of a people.” A
somprehensive survey of U Tam"Si"s poetry would not be
appropriate here since his novels are of primary
concern but another example will be useful to show

how, in a poignantly lyrical poem, the subject of the
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poea is both personal aBd collsctive; i1t iIs as jnuah

the loved woman as i1t is Africa.

Le corps
Je grave des oils sur t<. >"vres
on les verra de loin
scintillantes du bleu des vagues
ainsi salses de Itimifere
L*inferieure surtout qui mouille
guand le mot amour passe
le zenith ou les canicules

Moa kaiser te refait
I1"oeil Clair

Tu redeviens racine

Ton corps te ressemtale N

Key 1ideo-images such as ails, vagues, salé&&s,
Whioli inform U TamSi"s poetry and proses will be
discussed i1n the following chapter. What 1is of
interest here is the way in which the sensuality of
physical love 1is eigpressed in teonns of African
imagery: the salt blue waves of the coastal region>
the heat of the midday sun. Yet the poem is not only
about a love relationship; it is about finding and
giving identity. In both his poetry and his prose,
U Tam"Si grapples with the contradictory forces of
love, which both liberates and condemns, which creates
and destroys. Authentic love represents a total
giving of self, both physically and spiritually. It
is not to be confused with carnal desire, that poor

substitute which makes man deviate from the ideal of
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absolute 1love of the sort that 1led Lumiimba to
sacrifice hiikEself for his people.

In ”le corps” then, the loved woman repr-"sents
Africa. The double meaning of the last two lines 1is
clear: for the exile, Arrica 1i1s the source of
spiritual harmony. The »"je” of the poem is not only
the poet expressing his longing for a Tulfilling
relationship. It speaks for all those, both in the
Congo and in exile, whose lives have been dislocated
diaring centuries of exploitation by corrupt leaders,
be they Black or White, and who seek reconciliation
with their roots.

When asked to what extent he considered himself
to speak for the collectivity, U Tam®"Si insisted on

the personal nature of his writing:

Moi, iorsque jTecris, j-"essaie de faire comme le
paysan. Je ne vais pas S la guete du negre. ie
vais a la qu8te de Tchicaya U Tam"Si. Oh, pas de
fagon egoiste, non...! Nous essayons de nous
libSrer de ncs phantasmes eocfceriexx:rs ... et nous
[sommes] alors mieux armes pour nous dSfendre
contre 1"extSrieur. C"est cela mon engagement,
litt&raire bien stir; mais c"est aussi le
fondement de mon engagement politique.™

The question of poetic vision is a complex one,
for can the constant interplay between the TfTictional
1" and the writer be apprehended? |Is it possible to
quantify the personal and the representative? Tzvetan
Todorov introduces a concept that is helpful in this

debate, that of the "personnalite poetique."
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In discussing the distinction between “discours»® aniS

"histoire* he says:

Celui qui dit je dans le roman n"est pas 1® je du
discours, autrement dit le sujet de
1 enonciationj oe i."est qu*™™un personnag# ®t le
statut de ses paroles (le style direct) leiar
donne 1me objectivity maximum, mi lieu de les
rapprocher du sujet de 1 enonciation veritable.
Mais 1l existe un autre je, un je la plupart du
temps invisible, qui se refere ?.u narrateur,
cetts “personnalit8 poetigue' que nous salsissons
a travers le discoms. Il y a done tire
dialeetigue de la personnalitS et dja
I"impersonnalitS entre [le ja du narrateur
(isMlicito) et le il du personnstgS (gui peofc fefa®©
un je explicite) , entre le discours et
I"histoire. Tout le probleame des 'visions”™ est

1&: dans le degre de transpax“"ence des 1ils
isapersonnsls de I7M"histoire par rappert au je flu
discours.

When this notion of dialectical view-points or
visions is applied to D Tam"Si"s writing it becomes
clear that his is the work of a deeply comaitted
humanist, vAose point of de™rture is situated beyond
that of the strident politi " s—tat«Eient, I"ot” him,
writing was a Hlong-t.srm form of combat, a means of
action ”la nlus propre et la molns blessante pour les
autres.”™ In a sense, his encire creative work
constitutes a search for liberation, the liberation
that comes with understanding oneself and the world in

which one lives.
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The path towards understanding that \mfolds 1in
U Tam®"Si"s narrative demands self-sacrifice, and the
notion of martyrdom, both political and religious, 1is
an important theme. Again, it will be necessary to
approach the novels from the perspective of U Tam*"Si~"s
poetry since here the dialectic of the leader-victim
is developed around the central Tfigures of the poet,
Christ and Patrice Lumvtmba. This in turn informs the
prose.

The poetic vocation is a difficult one; in
accepting it the poet, like Christ, commits himself to
suffering and spiritual death. Again, it is the first
poem of Le mauvais sang which establishes the

essential themess

Je serail la raouette la morte par deveilne

Un jrand gibet lev8 remise pour les peines
m"emporte haut et fier en habits festonn8s
Plsure le malheur visndra ternir les diamants

Ton sang te matrague, 6 mes coexirs Spoumon8s
Je suis noir Fils solaire S main le chant diment.

The bird is a recurrent 1iImage in U Tam"Si"s
poetry. It is closely associated with the figure of
the poet, symbolising his creative iInspiration or his
poetic soil. Here, however, iImages of death and pain
portray poetry as a fora of spiritual and metaphysical

combciu. By Qlaying himself open to life by
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Ojcperienc.Ing tlaa full depths of sufferiiig, the poet

enacts th® profoimd paradox of 1if® in death.

JTai joTie avOG mon corps

1 "ardent poeme de la rtort

J~ai suivi men Ffleuve

vers dOs houles froides et coxirantes

je Hie suis ouvert au monde

d®s algues

oil grouillent des solitudes

Aux solitudes ouvxez les halliers

Au soliil

ouvrez ma chair

Au sang mOr das r”~voltes

le speme r8el par des souffles m"assimile

aux levures des feuilles at des tomades
(Feu de brousse 69)

Yet, like Christ, the political leader and the

poet are r "Ounderstood by their contemporaries;

I Is ont orache sur mdoi, j~fetais encore enfant.
Bras orois6s, tSte douoe, inclinfee, banne,

atone. [t/o]
Pour mon ventre chamu, mon oeil criait: aumdnei
J"Stais enfant dans mon coeur il y avait du sang
Mauvais sana 31)

The ambiguity of the expression "ils ont crach”
sur moi' is not immediately evident to a non-Congolese
reader. In the Kouilou region from where U Tam®Si
originates, spitting, or unction by saliva., is a sign
of benediction. The poet then, misunderstood and even
held in contempt by his contemporaries, is
nevertheless called upon to a high, albeit painful,

vocation.
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In an interview with Roger Godard, U laai"Sl saids
“irfaime”e-ais n™avoir pas honte d""8tre “csooitte de mof.
sang. Toute ma poesie a c© ssns-la.""™ His
aoceptance of the combat is symbolised in the title of
hin sixth collection of poetry, L*arc musical. T he
arc mnslaal is a traditional instrument played by
placing one end of the bow \.n the mouth and making the
String vibrate against the teeth. The mouth acts as
a sort of echo chamber and gives rejsonance to the
musid. The i1mage of a musical bow iIncorporates the
notions of music and battle. Moreover, the warrior
ssacfcermal coHdsat echoes within, for the musidsian®s body
asd blood vibrate with the music. At the same time
the traditional musical iInstrument signifies the
poet®s place in the cdaain of existence, that linfes the
present with the past. The song 1is both his

commitment and his testament:

Et si cet arc ne me suivait

la oil 3ont les mSnes

Ceci est mon testament;

je vous ldgue le feu et le chant.
166)

Many years earlier, 1In Le mauvais sana. he had
said; ’Je chante pour n"etre pas vaincu W la fin_."(28)
The poet sacrifices himself in an ontological
sense. In U Tam"Si"s poetry, there are constant
allusions to sacrificial blood denoting the rituals

whereby the living coramune with the spirits of the
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(= Twus spillimg of blood 1i1s an act of
purifiaiattoji and reGonciliation and at th,® same time
it signifies renewal. For blood is a life fore0O, it
is the concrete manifestation of the mystical cycle of
life and death.

The concept of martyrdom in U Tam®*Si"s writing is
profoundly amtoiguous. This 1is illustrated i« the
dialectical treatment of the Christ figure, an ideo-
image that will be analysed in detail in the following
chapter. Of relevance here is the notion that self-
sacrifice should be active, not passive; it is not a
submissive giving of self, which represents a form of
suicide.”™ Christ was innocent and he should not aVe
allowed hiiteelf to be killed: ”il est mal de porter

oouronne dTipin”s mime pour Innooenter un peuple
innocent,” (Mauvais sang 47)

At the same time> etoist®s passion symtoolises /fdyp
history of the Black man. In the. po«m “lje
eorbillard™, U Tam®"Si brings together 1in a rii"®
synthesis the multiple themes of suffering and
sacrifice which have been developed in th© preceding
poems. The orphan in the poem represents both the
poet and Africa, cut off from its Ancestors? it is
Ltimumba, rejected by his people; i1t is Christ betr?iyed
by the Jewish people. And yet the apparent futility

of death holds out a vision of hope and liberation.

un co”™ aux plus belles couleurs de plumes dit
c"est piore fantaisie il chanta sans arrit
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gue vois-tu orplielin que sOns-tu orphelin
je vois je sens le jour je le vois je le sens
que sens-tm orphelin que vois-tu orphelin
JO sens je vois la nuit je la sens je la vois
=le cog Ghanta

gui est le soleil cfMst toi le cog
oet orphelin d8lire ainsi depuls des si&oles
(»_fcEljShe-SSgl4E 133)

It is one"s belief iIn an 1ideal and the
willingness to cominit oneself to i1t that gives meaning
to life. The following lines from U Tam®*Si"s last
published collection of poetry. La veste d"Mint“ieux-T
laske a fitting conclusion to the. discussion of poetic,

and by extension artistic, commitment;

On dit que son histoire commence

avec le premier chant d"oiseau

qu il contrefit pour colorier sa voix
gui fTitait une ipave de miiteore (73)

Just as the referential world of t Tam"Si"s
poetry transcends the particular and the t.ersonal, "o
too in the novels the political involvement of the
protagonists has a spiritual dimension which reaches
beyond the confines of a specific period 1iIn the
history of the Congo. Events in the physical world
are perceived intuitively or understood in terms of
their supranatural significance.* This
interpenetration of the material and the spiritual
worlds manifests itelf through prophetic figures, or

sibylline utterances made by characters such as
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Sophie, who observe and interpret in their own way the
world aroiind them.

Again, an historical perspective 1is important:
prophetic or messianic figures have played a dominant
role in th® history of the Congo from the time of
Ppatrice du Kongo and they have contributed to the
shaping of the political consciousness of the
Congolese people, for whom the concept of the
"Saviour” has strong links with the past,”

In Las mfeduses a strangely prophetic preacher
plays a significant role. It is this preacher who
brings about the meeting on the beach of Elenga,
Muendu and Luambu. He is surrounded by a mocjcing crowd
but his ominous predictions seem to be addressed
directly to Luambu. Elenga considers him to be a
roadman and Muendu dismisses him as a prophet from one
of the sects that abound in and around ths town. But
Luambu is fascinated by the man®s words which seem to
carry a message Tfor him. The preacher®s association
with the sea and the m&duses signals from the start
that he 1is of more than passing iImportance in the
narrative.

Luambu, however, 1is not a political leader; hip
role, and the place occupied by Les m~duses iIn tthe
epic tale as a whole, will be considered 1in the
context of the metaphysical dimension of the
narrative. It is Prosper, and later Gaston and Judge

Poaty, who represent the political martyr.
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para®llels 4® be drawn betw®O® prospear ax»d
Patrice Xmibaltha are ntuaerous. historical
rol© ana U Taa"Si”s own association with him, are
important contextual factors here.”

Again, the prose cannot be read in isolation from
the poetry, where the figure of Luntiratoa develops into
a dominant ideo-image, U Tam®"Si was particularly
marked by the manner in which Lumuiaba was betrayed by

his own people and he portrays him as a Christ figure.

Va

Va va

au golgotha

le ventre nu devanti

J-ai dejfe la bouche sucrfee

de tous les mots d"amour

qui vont pleuvoir de ta peine ntre 51)

The agony experienced by e leader who 1is not
understood by the people is expressed in the following
lines of prvofound and controlled emotion. They coroe
from A triche-coeiir, a collection of poems first
published 1iIn 11960. They would have been written
before the death of Lumumba, during the period when
U Tala"Si was writing Les cancredats. This i1llustrates
how the theme of the suffering leader pervades his
writing, Tfrom his early poetry and prose through to

Ces fruits si douy. his last pxxblished work.

les poings leves en jungle

fir-tmt une musique
sur un fleuve j"ent-rai aans le corps de ton atpw
chantant ton Sme et corps en vain
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au col (ies cbrbeaiax nolrs ja Itts ma jei© manquee
un Eclair ecorcsiia I™icorce crue ™ arbre
dont Oil gaula les fruits ®h vain
un aigl© ivre laissa chanter le rosslgiioi
qu™il depouille depuls en vain
depuis tout seul s© meurt I"orphelin mon complice
devoteiaent 1 ’orage

le d8pouille de son Srae
en vain
face g la jungle rouge

des fetix couleuir de sang
135)

Like Patrice Lumumba, Prosper knows tlxe solitude
of the leader who 1is isolated from the unconscious
masses. Like Lumumba he 1is an 6volu& .who cannot
identify easily with the misery of the poor and the
ignorant. And like Lumumba he is betrayed.

The theme of betrayal predominates in this novels
on the level of human relations, Prosper betrays
Juliette while Jeanne ™"la perle de Kin” and Paul
Vincent betray Pambault. In his turn# maddened with
envy, Pambault betrays Prosper. He steals the Party
membership cards and places them on the victims of the
"hommes-panthdre™ 1In this way implicating Prosper.
Prosper®s friends and comrades are lacking in trust
and allow themselves to be perstiaded of Prosperm®s
guilt. Like Lumumba, who was victim of the
machinations of the Belgian Administration, Prosper is
betrayed by che French. In order to ens\ire the
downfall of the Communist Party, Pambault and many
others are enrolled as informers. On the official
level, a close friend and confident of Felix EbouS,

who was then the President of the RDA, 1is sent from
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France to Brazzaville iIn ordar to give support to the
moderate party of Abbe Lokou, at the expense of the
PCC. Furthermore, the Catholic Church 1is equally
implicated in this boiling pot of deception and
intrigue.

It is Sophie who understands intuitively the
sacrificial role that Prosper will play. She
recognises "l"enorme sacrifice poxir racheter les
fautes d"un peuple toujours ingrat, toujours prSt t
prendre fait et cause pour de fTausses idoles et des
prtcheurs en eau trouble.” (Phalenes 56) It is
Sophie, more than a mother to Prosper, who provides
him with constant spiritual and moral support.
Without her. Prosper is lost for it is she alone qui
sait dfemler les fTils de sa vie quand ils
s"embrouillent. ” (Phalenes 448) Sophie is a complex
and ambiguous figure in the narrative. She ta”es on
an increasingly prophetic role in Les c?halfenes. where
she returns to the faith of her childhood and becomes
profoundly devout. She is considered to be a "sainte
femme™ and when she "miraculously' cures a child of an
epileptic fit, the crowds of Poto-Poto are convinced
of her supernatural powers. Be that as it may, she
observes silently the activities of her brother and
she expresses her premonitions in sibylline
observations. She taJces no part in the political
discussions which absorb Prosper but she understands

instinctively that she is In some way being used by
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AbbS Lokou and his mippoarters td areate a trap for her

brother j

Et toi, on veut te prendre au piege, on veut
atteindre guelqu“un de plus iImportant que toi,
mais sur son chemin, tu est 1le plus gros
obstacle. Judas, on ma jamais su oil il est
passS. 11 se manifeste plus facilement que notre
Sauveur. (EPhalines 220)

Here the parallel between Christ tiie religious martyr
and Prosper is made explicit.

In Ces fruits si dome,the last part of the
tetralogy. Judge Poaty too is portrayed as a political
martyr. In his case, his prophetic role is recognised
by the people whom he defends against the corruption

of the politicians:

Le peuple ne se trompe jamais, il donne le nom de
"prophete®” a I1"homme de la Providence qui parle
S son coeur et reveille sa foi en lui-m8me. 1
traite de politioien le fourbe qui n"a de
caresses que pour I“endormir, et I"endormir pour
mieux I affameri TCes fruits si dotix 143-44)

When the Judge is abducted, the people take to
the streets. They demand the resignation of 1"Abbe
Lokou, ™1"autocrate en soutane'™, and the retxim of
their ""sauveur”. Poaty®s body is never found and his
wife Mathilde refuses to believe he is dead. Years
later she awaits his retxim in the same way tliat today

some people in the Congo await the return of Matsovia,
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the. political leader and propiiet whose body wap burled
secretly without any of the usual public ritual.
GastOR, Judge Poaty®"s son, represents aost
clearly the sacrificial martyr. With his story the
metaphysical element ip the novel becomes increasingly
evident and in the last section of Ces fruits si doux.
the reader is plunged into a hallucinatory world,
fittingly prefaced by a text taken from the Apocalypse
of St John. Here Gaston®"s quest for identity takes
the form of the iInitiatory path, inextricably

intertwined with Christ®"s Passion.

v

The Initiatory path is a recurrent metaphor of
both +tJiematic and structural 1importance to the
narrative. Each of the major protagonists undertakes
a journey that marks a turning point along the way to
understanding and aduHJiood. The physical pain that
they endure reflects their spiritual suffering. The
language and imagery of these passages 1iIs reminiscent
of initiation ritual, where the elements of fire and
water have ssoteric significance. Therefore, before
taking up the subject of Gaston®s martyrdom, it is
worth considering the initiatory journey xnade by those
characters who precede him in the narrative.

The First of these 1is Prosper who, 1in Les

cancrglats, journeys across the plain of Htandu Pundji
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as a prisQii“‘r of th© militia. The siui toeats down
mercilessly, indifferent, to the httman suffering. It
is a small river that saves Prosper; thO militia stop
to swiH in the clear water and the driver of the
lorry, Luaabu, drives off with Prosper, leaving the
naked militia to fulminate helplessly in the burning
dust of the road.

This hUBorous sce.ne is followed immediately by a
description of Prosper brooding over the ontological
significance of his own reactions during the drama at
the Factorerie. He tries to understand why he had not
defended himself against the Tfalse accusations of
theft and it saems to him as If his very soul had beeii
stolen from him. He is ashamed of his passivity and
this insight into himself is more painful to him than
the physical abuse that he has suffered. It 1Is worth
quoting the passage at some length since it
illustrates well the enigmatic language that
characterises the initiatory-like joiimeys xindertaken

by the protagonists;

Abasourdi par cette accusation de vol, Prosp«r
fut rejete en QHlul-mSme, nullement §pouvant”?,
resigns & ne pas fTuir 9a. Sans amerturae ou &
peine, il s"ftait laisse couler a fond, dans le
coin le plus a 1"ombre de son 8me. Il en avait
une, ouij touts une aubaine son Snsel CTetait
d"abord une boule dure S avaler qui menagait de
lui roi“re la gorge. C”€tait une chambre noire,
il y faisait frais, frisquet et mauve avec des

soleils bl#mes partout. Par moments, tout vy
etait rouge, avec des soleils bleus, orange,
(sic) verts... Son Bme comme im kaleidoscope qui

rendait une rose nour une goutte de sang dans ses
yeux blesses. Un soleil pour un brin de paille!
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coMMs line eau ga™il n”osait beRiIJ?a*
Soundainement redecouverte, il n”en avait plUiS
petir. 1 avait voiia tout, avec trop dm
luaiire qui n®© lui aontrait plus risn. Sur tout
Get univers s"etalait le silence que ne trouait
pas le chant aigu dee cigales, Coame trop
d"obscurity, trop de luai&re nuit &
1"intelligence, au dxscerneaent. C"est dans ces
moments-ia qu*™n pose Il acte de fol. Y
devant la Factorerie, il y avait eu, en plus de
celle de sa soeur, une protestationl Il saurait
discerner. Trop de lumifere sorvolte une Sae, la
rend d&irisoire au corps. Et a ce corps, Sophie

avait deaand8: "Defends-toil™ 11 se peut que le
corps pour se venger, ait vol4. Potir se venger
de 1"38ae. Siaple supposition, 11 faut plutot

dire que trop de lixni“re detache tme Sme des
chose (sic) d"ici-bas. De la, coament s"stonner
du~ilence de Prosper? Avouer ou nier le vol
dont on I1"accusait etait certainement vain,
inutile. fCancrelats 127-28)

Prosper 1is preoccupied by Ms thoughts and
scarcely replies to the Iloquacious lorry driver.
Howevex*, when the latter enumerates his various naiftes,
they seem to have an occult significance for Prosper:
the driver calls hiaself *"Lufua-l1; hbu” meaning “dsath-
song”; his father called him ™Ngoit®” meaning 'drua”
and his aother called him ""Tchitithi” meaning '‘grass”.

For Prosper:

ces noas dans son 8me toute nsuve et toute
sensible contaient chacun une strange histoire.
Il voyait un nombre infini d"hommes. tous
semblables au chauffeur qui frappait - un chant
TOort a la bouche ou un chant de aort ™ la bouche
- qui frappait sur un tam-tam sourd. Un fcrin
d*~herbe verte devenue 1ime vaste savane que
consumait un soleil or et 14~dessus planait le
chant ironique de la mort, dans un tourbillon de
cendre.... (Cancrelats 129)
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Later, as they bounce along in the hot lorry
Prosper falls asleep. He dreams vividly of his sister
Sophie digging a grave while she 1d the neighbours
sing a traditional song of death.

Clearly, Prosper®® physical ordeal has a
profoundly spiritual and metaphysical dimension. The
mystical relationship of the body and soul, and the
existence of death in life, are expressed by means of
the ritualistic elements of sun, light and dark,
water, grass, musig and drums. Just as initiation
requires that the initiates be removed for a period
from normal society, Prosper is taken away from his
siSL-er and familiar surroundings. He 1is suspended in
time and space, travelling across a plain that has few
landmarks. This journey provides the opportvinity for
him to meditate, with little or no intermption, on
the meaning of events and his own actions: it is the
physically painful experience which forces him to make
this assessment.

The lorry driver, Lufu-Lumba, reappears ir Les
mfeduses as Luambu, the main character. Here the
strangely coincidental death of both his friends makes
him the victim of the superstitious and irrational
imaginings of the people of Pointe-Noire. Luambu 1is
deeply affected by the death of Elenga and Muendo and
this reinforces his obsessive feelings of guilt for
the death of his wife and child. Overwhelmed at the

news of his friends®™ death, he walks out of the office
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where he works and sets off along the road to Massabl.
In the popular mind, this is 5 road that on© should
ever take at night, especially with the Tfull moon.
Luambu enters a nightmarish world Ffill id by strange
women, lautiiter, creatures that crawl, suck, stick and
moan. It is a labyrinth of marshes and rivers, lit by

the jJsoon and spasmodic flames.

C"est le pays d"un autre temps qui appartient t
ceux qui ne sont plus, qui ["™habitent en faisant
fi d@ leur coeur de nagu™rel Ne le frSquentent
que ceux qui n"ont pas le corps alourdi d"un
poids de chair et d"os inutiles. M6duses 230-
3D

Terrified, he stumbles on until a thick mist
slowly engulfs him. Through it he seems to see a
strange vessel which must surely carry Julienne, his
drowned wife. The hallucinatory images recreate the

esoteric language of a trance experience.

L*incendie fut subit qui embrasa tout avec des
bruits de friture, 1la lune et 1"embarcation
semblfeli at un moment echapper S ce brasier.
Quand les premigres flammes atteignirent la lune
en plein visage, 1l s"eleva de Il"embarcation de
si  terribles hurlements que toute 1la gent
bayracienne qui avait paru drogu”e, plongSe dans
une 6ternelle lethargie s"Sveilla avec des
clameurs lugubres. Le ciel sT"assombrit t la
mesure que la lune se consumait tout entifere avec
la resignation d™une femme salamandre qu“on offre
en holocauste aux flammes d"un feu d"ordalie.
(MMusgg- 234)

That Luambu has entered into a trance is clear.

Interestingly, he is referred to here as Lufwa Lumba,
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by the name he had given hiitiself meaning “deatli-Monf .
When he awakens from his trance he no Ilonger
tinderstands why he had set off to Massabi, his family
village. Had the only reason for the jotirney been to
witness this spectacle offered by the moon en diilire
incendiant jusqu®au sang, jusqu®aux os un homme dont
la jJois est gSnereuse? Vers qui tendre 1la main,
maintenant, s"il ne peut plus rien?” feduses 235)

Again the elements of fTire, water and blood
pi~“edominate. Luambu®s journey 1iIs a spirittial
experience, where he descends into the depths of his
guilt and fear, hovering on the borders of madness»
When he emerges he is a changed parson. He seems to
have moved into another world, detadied from those
around him. He seems to have found a purpose”™ a
mysterious 7rendez-vous avec la vie,” Yet the nesrt
day, just when he seems to have reached his
destination, he falls into a coma from which it is
uncertain whether he ever emerges.

The ritualistic language and symbolism which
characterise the initiatory rites of passage
undertaken by Prosper and Luambu contrast with the
description of Sophie"s journey. Here the language 1is
more reminiscent of the Christian Way of the Cross.
It is at ti0 height of Prosper®s political and
personal difficulties that Sophie disappears, throwing

him and the rest of the family into a state of

326



oonftision. Eventually it is a mmrmjx>a consulted by

Juliette, wbo "@0es” what has happened;

un® rout® qui serpente a travera la brousse, vire
feimne s”y tralne a gsnoux, elle ramp®© svir le
ventre tantSt, puis elle boite plus qu“elle ne
marche vers une grande iglise de pierrO. C-est

un grand rendea~vous. Il ne faut rien craindre.
Elle ne souffre pas du laal quelle a. fPhalenea
127)

In fact Sophie has gone to Linzolo, inaily
kilometres away. Although she claims to have no idea
what took her there, it was clearly an act of
penitance. She arrived bruised and bleeding* She
began praying and the next day ahe was oompletely
healed but unconscious.

This time the trance-like element is expressed in
the language and 1imagery of the Christian church.
Sophie, who 1is 1iIn some way Prosper®"s spiritual
guardian, goes off on a spiritual journey of penance
on behalf of Prosper. Her absence is misconstrued by
the superstitious rumour-mongerers of Poto-Poto,
thereby adding to prosper®s difficulties. Yet he 1is
forced to face up to his detractors on his own and in
doing so, he takes another step towards becoming
independent of Sophie. It is as if he has gone
through another stage of spiritual growth, this time
through the suffering of his sister.

Before turning to the profoundly metaphysical

‘“Way of the Cross” undertaken by Gaston in Ces fruits
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si tddy, it iIs iImportant to consider the initiator
journey in terms of both traditional African and
Christian belief. Here is another dimension to the
notion of two worlds that iInterrelate and inform each
oth”.

Traditionally, in African sociell -<«i the
initiation rite was of both personal and coHMYJ™ ive
significance. It was a means of conserving and
passing on knowledge and of maintaining social order,
ThO© i1ndividual underwent the process on behalf of the
group to which he belonged. Furthermore, the ritual
was an act of communion with the _”cestors, a
reaffirmation of the rapport between the world of the
living and that of the departed. Honorat Aguessy

O©Zplains Initiation as an act of communicationi

Pendant son iInitiation, 1"homme apprend a
communier avec lT“univers, les anc8tres™ Iles
membrss du groupe auquel il appartient. Dans ce
cadre d-ouverture aux differents aspects de Ila
totality, 1 "“hospitality (valeur sociale
preponderante) souligne la disponibilite
permanente pour autrui et I"accueil des valeurs
de lTautro. L"ethos qui 1"exprime, am&ne chague
element de 17ensemble h se conduire dans le
respect de l1l7autre et de la vie ordonn™e. Ainsi,
sur le plan social, le concept religion prend une
acception forte dans la mesure oft tous les
membres de la communaute sont lies par une trame
de principes, de pratigiies, de roles et de
statuts trfes dynamique adii personne n"est ni
inutile, ni superflu.”

This notion of shared ex” ?nce or brotherhood is
an important one for U Tam®"Si"s narrative where, as
has been seen, a sense of political commitment stems
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essentially froa a value system whlcdi has huiBanity at
Its centre.

*he initiatory path 1is also a process of
individual learning and development. It iIs an
important stage in the slow transformation of the
individual as he both develops his spiritual life and
becomes increasingly conscious of his humanity; it is
a step in the "progressive passage from exteriority to
interiority_Fimdamental to all initiatory
practices would seem to be the fact that they have to
do with ""I"ordre, qualitatif et non quantitatif dans la
mesure oft il s"agit d™apprendre a bien vivre et non de
capitaliser des connaissances.” (Aguessy 139)

Learning to endure physical pain is one of the
most important aspects of initiation, Tfor it teaches
mastery of self which in ttim Qleads to self-
xmderstanding. This too is signifcant for U Tam"Si"s
creative writing. It i1lluminates the theme of
stifforing which informs both his poetacy and prose.

Physical and spiritual suffering are not seen as
a negative experience nor a reason fTor self-pity.

Suffering is accepted as an essential part of life and

spiritual growth; “il mat souffrir pour etre un
homme comrae i1l faut ..." MMauvais sang 47) Physical
pain 1s endured uncomplainingly: Sophie®s legs

trouble her, Juliette has a long and serious illness.
For his part, Prosper suffers mental anguish made

worse because he recognises his "illness":
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Prosper se savait i1aalads et pis encorej les
autres, FSllcien Luembard lui-miae, talent plus
italades, paroe qu"ils ne se sa-"aient pas malades.
Une vie oil 1"on ne prend auoime dScision est ta®©
aauvaise vie. Et quand on n"est pas uns iiain,
quand on n"a nas de main, on est infimae. Est-ce
gvi‘on se guerit d™une infirmite? Et contre gui
s"appuyer On attendant la mort? (Cancrelats 277-
78)

Of all the protagonists, Gaston endures the
greatest physical and spiritual suffering. He 1s
beiiten and tortured to the point of death and the
reader is tfiken into the deepest recesses of his mind
where, 1In a semiconscious state, he experiences pain
in vivid, hallucinatory images. His agony 1is
portrayed in esoteric language of poetic beauty, by
which the physical suffering is mediated to become a
spiritual experience. The i1magery 1is 1inspired from
nature; his skin is likened to the bark of a tree
that is peeling off in places, he has a vicious
hedgehog in his throat, fire in his stomach, his sap
has dried up. The man loses his human, corporal
identity to become absorbed into the greater universe
of natxaral forces. A single passage quoted at some

length 1llustrates the power of U Tam"Si”s prose;

L*air n"est ni acide ni exager&tttent sale.
L~Mecorce ne tenait plus, tombait en lambeaux, par
places, tenement racornie. Un herisson vicieux
trdnait au centre du larynx, G"est le moment de

ne rien d8glutir. J"ai le feu au ventre.
LNecorce en lambeaux. Plus de seve, pltis d™eau.
Plus de salive non plus. L*aridity d"un Sahel
chaud dans la gorge. La luette s"enflamme au

moment de deglutir le soufre et |I"ammoniaque.
Ses trompes d"Eustache prennent les dimensions
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a"tme foouche d""fegotit b8ante. Des rats cc«ainsBt
une vindicte. Tout ce qui s"y Ongouffre Ost
visgiieiix, nauseeux, ncusSabond, semble tad
loac™ratlon d"herbe, de cendre, ds ctiair pxiruleixt.
Jaiaais des aots sortis € [la bouche d"hoia»e n""oi»t
paru rats, pieuvres, hyenes dans une tSte devenus
cul-de-bass®“fos&e ou Tfonderaent etrangiS d"un
gros intestin de diarrhSique ... (Cea fruits sx
apux 318)

Gaston had continued with Judge Poaty”s work and,
as the son of the spiritual father of the Mouveaient
Mational de 1la Revolution, h® was talcen onto the
Central Coiamittee. His role of political mairfcyr soon-
beccmes evident. Paulin, devoured by personal
jealcmsy, ferments opinion against him, aided by
Easton®s own incautious and often paradoxical
gp&ecihes. As the cslimate of mistrust and suspicion
grows Mathilde, Gaston®"s skife, senses an iImminent
catastrophe. With a sense of deep foreboding she

looks at Gasten;

L*effondrement de son regard Stait pitoyable. 11
osait, il se resignait au suicide sacrificial.
La b8te se laisse coucher sur ITautiel des
sacrifices et son cri est a la fois plainte et

prifere. A la fois r~volte et soumission. Sa
lassitude est trop grande et 1"espoir de
I"emporter est plus mince. Il rfepSta: “Malheur

au pasteur de nSant qui abandonne ses brebisi”
Sa voix ~tait pierre, sa Vvoix Stait blessure.
Il1le saignait ave* orgueil. Elle saignait avec
generosite. Il appelait la foudre stir sa seule
tSte. Et il se damnait dans la peau noire du
giasteur de n”ant et dans la robe de d8tresse de
la brebis abandonnee...Car il sait quelle pairt de
responsabilite lui revient dans ce jeu d#
massacre dont c"est seulement le prelude. fTCes
fniits si dotix 236)
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The 1mage of the sacrificial lamb reoalls both
pagan ritual and the teaching of cairist. This
parallel between Gaston and cairist iIs progressively
developed. Earlier, Gaston"s casual reference to the
fact that it would be Easter the following Sunday 1is
without apparent significance. Mathilde briefly
meditates upon the events of that first Easter and the
betrayal of the Son of Man by false priests but she
quickly returns to the reality of their busy programme
for the day. In fact, Gaston is to meet an important
Angolan representative of the M.P.L.A. and is to
discover the extent of his own danger in the complex
web of political intrigue that is Closing aroimd him.
Gaston himself sees the similarity between his own

situation and that of Patrice Lumumba*,

Regarde ce qui est arrive avec Lttmumba, ce sont
les Congolais qiil se sont charges d"avoir son
sang sur la conscience, avec la complicite des
Africains a qui I1"on a fait croire gu"il etait
bon quon I1"elimine. 1Ces fruits si doux 234)

Easter Sunday is to be the last meal that Gaston
shares with his Tamily. He accompanies his mother
Mathilde to church and she returns clutching in one
hand a palm cross which she refuses to put down. It
is that night that Gaston iIs arrested. His arrest is
announced in two lines, significantly set apart on the
page, the last lines of the third section of the

novel ;
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"3:

Gastion fut arrSte daas la nuit du mercredl at
jJeudi de Ptques. @b

And so begins the calvary of Gaston, a laodern—day
Christ figure.” He 1is thrown into prison, beaten,
“tried” and apparently dies; the parallel between this
and the first Easter is reinforced in the prose, which
echoes the esimple and unemotional langaage in which
the story of Christ®s Passion 1is recoiinted in the
Bible.

Images of Gaston®"s trial are projected through
his feverish mind. It svisns to him as 1If he has been
put in a hot house and is being tortured by a maniac
gardener with a pair of secateurs am. a rake with
strangely sharpened teeth.. The iInterrogation by the
gardener/judge and Gaston®"s replies are again
reminiscent of words sspoken by Pontius >Pilate and
Christ: ”Je ne vois aucxme faute en lui” and ’Vous
I"avez dit."

Repeated reference to four nails 1is woven into
the text, so that they become a significant ideo-
image, denoting the Crucifixion and also the torturing
of Gaston. The iInsistant "Panl Pan! Pan!” as they are
hammered into his limbs punctuates the text With a
grim rhythmn.

A further striking parallel is that between the
two Mathildes, Gaston®s wife and his mother, and the
two Mary"s of the Bible* In his delirium it seems to

Gaston that his mother came to him in prison;
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Ma mSr© est ventie, elle pleiarait. EII® te«Fiait
ses aains pour me caresser les l&vres avec un pau
d"esprit-de-vin. ?a sentait aigre, Je lui ai
dit, je InYen souviens: "Femme, ne fals pas un
tel geste et cesse tes lames. Je ne veux pas
savoir si tes caresses ont vleilli. Reto\ime &
ton ventre. JTaurai besoin d“une fu»igatlon dO
-out le corps si je par lens a sortir des griffas
ds cet ogre”. (Ces fruits ai doux 307)

The echoing of Christ®"s words from the cross is
unmistakable, while the xaage of the stomach, a
recurrent ideo—linage In £ Tam"Si"s writing, introduces
another metaphysical dimension of life and death,

Mathilde visits the prison where Gaston 1is
i 7aroerated. "Sie account is strangely reminiscetit of
Peter"s story, w>ten he waited outside iIn the courtyard
while Christ was being judged. Mathilde is told to
mingle with those who are waiting outside the prison.
She 1s to approach the guard, who will be sitting
around a TfTire near the frangipani tree. She is to
give him something and ask him t6 give it to her
husband fso that he will die in peace without feeling
the balltitc. Mathilde finds everything as predicted.
Twice, the people waiting around the fires ask her if
she is the wife of the man who is going to be executed
at dawn, and twice she denies i1t. Unlike Pet®T she
is spared the third denial, for an owl hoots and

creates a diversion.

Elle se rass8riSna en pensant qu"on ne lui
poserait pas une troisi&ae fois la meme question,
quelle n"axirait pas a repondre du blSme de
reniement, certaine gu“un cogq ne chanterait pas

334



«

apres une chouetfce™ pulsgtue, apres -tout, la nuit
n“etait pas encore parvenue a la veille que
chaiite le premier cog. (Ces fruits si doiax 267)

The sequence of events regarding Gaston®s arrest
and death are difficult to unravel for they are
perceived through the dazed consciousness of Mathilde
and her mother-in-law. The superstitious imaginings
of the people add to the confusion, a? do the
unconfirmed suspicions of Babotoli, the vicious Chief
of Security. Reduced to the basic facts, 1t would
seem that the <0 Mathilde”s are peirmitted to take
Gaston"s body away froa the prison, the official
version being that he had committed suicide. Fi“iend.s
q" fe to the house to pay their last respects before a
coffin, that 1is completely hidden by a spectacular
array of flowers such as no florist iIn Brazzaville
could provide. Later, his tomb 1is desecrated,
probably by Babotoli®s men, and is found to be empty.
Babotoli i1s convinc™% Jj t he has been tricked and
that Gaston has es( A 3 o

Certainly, plausible explanations can be found
for such a version; the package given to the guard by
Mathilde was some sort of sleeping drug that sent
Gaston off into a (Simulated death state; he thus
escaped being executed since the superstitious beliefs
of the firing ~quad would have led them to refuse to
fire on a "dead” body; the authorities would have had

no choice but to invent the story of suicide and to
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hand over t,he body* Significantly, tlie stranger who
helped Mathilde to prepare the body also put ointaent
on Gaston®"s wounds and chose to clothe him in loose-
fitting garmentthe colour of dead grass. He then
dirtied these clothes with red, black and yellow soil
that he had in his pockets. Only then was the body
wrapped iIn a shroud, which was not fastened. AIll this
woulld seem to point to a planned escape.

It is inferred that a similarly plaiisible
explanation may be suggested for Christ’"s

disappegirance fro1! the tomb:

Toutes I¥s apjiare-nces de morr, clinique ne sont

pas Tiablc«s, Il y a des tas de gens qu“on a
enterriSs viv/ints. Qui sont morts d"avoir ete
enterrSs si profondement. Souvenez-vous, oOn ne

brisa pas X*s jambes «u Christ. Ce qui est siQr,
c"est gu“avec des jJambes brisees il n"aurait
Jjamais eu la force de rouler la pierr© dO sa
tombe et de s"en aller dans le monde k la barbe
des solrtats remains. Ils s*"Stalent endonais
ivres d*avoir fete la capture et le supplice de
3."Innocent! fCes fruits si doux 281-82)

By TfTocussing on physical realities, D Tam"Si
calls iInto question the divine or miraculous element
surrounding Christ®s resurrection, jJust as in his
poetry D Tam®"Si frequently desacrilises Christ. He
portrays Christ, often with biting irony, as a human
figure and he points to the ambiguity of Christ"s
death. In the narrative it iIs iInteresting that the
authorities should have chosen to put out the story of

Gaston"s suicide, Tfor it recalls how iIn his poetry,
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U Tam"si interprets equivocally the maaning of
Christdeath. In one senge it was suicide and a
betrayal: Christ should have resisted because h® was

innocent.

Je suis le polluS, 1le cocu de I"Histoire, ma
morte Stoi.le du B8nin, ma prise de sang, mais B
quand la greffe du cervelas? Celle du cerveau
d§jt insidieuse ... Par temps d"inquisibion quel
Christ n"est pas un Judas? (Notes det vaille 97)

At th© same time, the martyr®s death is a form of
revolt against the oppressor. In an interviaw with
Maro Rombaut, U Tam®"Si remarked that he saw in Christ
“le plus illustre das colonists.By calling upon
the people to "render unto Caesar what is Caesar®s”
Christ was calling upon them to revolt against Caiphas
and all those who accepted submissively the rule of
the occupying forces as long s their own priviledges
were ensured.

The desacrilisation of Christ serves to call into
question thf role of the Christian church in Africa.
In Ces fruits si doux. iIn the midst of Gaston®s
feverish ramblings, an 1indictment of Christianity

interposes between images of the Crucifixion:

Pans Panl Panl (11 manque un clou.) Silencel
Silence! Silence!

Enfoncer des clous sans faire du bruit. Il reve
ou quoi? Qu-est“ce qu il va faire du quatrieme?
Un fer de lance? On n"est plus 1&. Deux

millSnaires de foi chrStienne nous ont donnS le
bazooka et la bombe thermo-nuclfeaire et encore,
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je me suis pas au comrant des derniOrs progris de
la science.... On est loin de la barbarie du bout
da fOr da lance. (314)

In th©® cass of Gaston®"s death however, th®
mysterious or supranatxiral element predominates and
little importance is placed on a plausible explanation
of events surrounding his escape.

Th® enigmatic stranger with a balding forehead
plays a key role: he appears and disappears
mysteriously, issues strange instrs”rtions and seems to
have visionary powers. Both Mathilde the wife, and
Mathilde the mother, accept unquestioningly his
presence and authority, obeying him as if in a trance.
It is he who carries Gaston®"s body bade to the house
as if 1t Were as light as a wisji of straw. Fassers-by
do not s«sem to se® them. In this fictional universe,
it Is 1iImpossital® to distinguish the real from the
unreal, the everyday world of flesh and blood from th«
world of supranatura.'” forces. Mathilde, Gaston"s
Is,—stter, twice a«ks herself the question: "Dans quel
monde sommes-nous?'” Who are the shadcvs and who are

real?

L<»s embarras du quotidien ont toujours Tait
partie de la fiction de la farce que nous nous
jetons au visage. Nous remuons la poussifer©® Si
le quotidien est une Tiction, la vrai® vie est
ailleurs. Mais oCi? 277)
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To people around theF, the two Mathildes appear
to have been transforroed into zombies. They do not
question Gaston®s death; iIn fact, they seem to have
lost their reasoning Taculties. And yet, by what
rational criteria can the fTull meaning of Gaston®s
=death” be understood? It 1is the spiritual
significance of his martyrdom that is important. This
is made clear by the quotation from the Apocalypse of
Saint Jean placed in exergue at the beginning of this
last section which, significantly, is entitled "Le fou
et la mort”,”®

Gaston and Christ are the sacrificial lamb whose
death represents that of thousands of innocents. In
terms of the rational world such a death is judged to
be madness. Yet Gaston®s experience 1is cloar3dy a
spiritual death that is necessary for growth and for
renewal, a prerequisite for the birth of the new man.
It is the inexplicable mystery of life and death that
is emphasised and the reality of the physical world is
called iInto question.

A closer look at the language and imagery of the
last section of the narrative will make evident the
metaphor of the initiatory path. Gaston"s delirium 1is
more than  feverish raving. It resembles a
metaphysical meditation expressed in the language of
ritual . He perceives his existence in terms of the
natural world: the earth, the hills, water. His

physical being is diffused, diluted; he has no shadow.
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he leaves no trace behind him. He has the impression
of awakening to consciousness in an inter-uterine

space.

A propos de ma vie iIntra-uterine, ma mfemoire est
a la fois loquace et laconigue. DM immenses
soleils et moi dans moi et moi souvent dans un de
ces soleils qui est une ville de Ixxmiere, doree
avec une rue od jTavance vers un but IndSfini
plus gigantesque gue ce qui peut s"imaginer,
aussi peu certain que cette atmosphere opaline,
(301)

In this trance-like state, Gaston tries to solve
the enigma of where he 1is going and why. He is
following a path that is not a path, a path which his
feet create and make disappear as he advances.
Recurrent gnomic phrases reinforce the element of
ritual: for example, 'Ma mere est au pied du mur qui
s""effondre, ” repeated three times? or® 7L""&e va
scuffrir.”

The interweaving of Animistic and Christian
concepts of sacrifice and suffering is significant,
for i1t expresses the dialectical tension that these
two world visions represent. Martial Sinda focusses on
an iiiiportai-t feature that distinguishes Christian from
traditional African religions, when he examines the
influence of the Christian model on Kimbanguism.

Whereas sacrifice was traditionally a collective
act, designed to maintain a social order, Christian
ritual and prayer represent an essentially personal

commitment. The Christian worshipper is responsible
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mtQwgirds hiffisei.f, hs is ultimately alorie. This 1is
important for und&rstandiBg Gaston"s martyrdoin aar
initiatory path since, in addition to the Christ-1i1kO
dimension of sacrificial death, there i1s the equally
strong element of personal clear.sing and expiation of
an unconfessed sin.

Already before his arrest, Gaston recognises that
Paulin®s hatred for him dates from the death of his

sister, Ma.i1e-Th&r”se.

Gurieux, c"est comme si danis la vie, il y a
toujours le temps d"avant le peche (celui du
paradis) et celui d"apres le pSche (celui du
paradis perdu) . Car il y a eu pech€. Un pechS non
conf#iss8. (106)

e 3ton"s incestuous relationtihip with Bferie*
ThSjuie  and her death from an abortion are on)y hinted
at. iit oJie same time, the legend redOUnt;0d toy
Mouissou/ whioh interweaves and mirrors the narrative,
tells of the incestuous relationship between Mavoungou
and Ngondi- From their love was born a child which
they killed but which returned to haunt them with his
song. And so Gaston®"s suffering along the initiatory
path will be a means of paying retribution; it
represents a process of purification.

The physical and spiritual dimensions of his
joxarney slta difficult to disentangle since references
to the physical landscape are intertwined with the

images of pain expressed in terms of nattiral imagery.
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This two-fold dimension is crystallised in the
tchxlolo bush, an idea-image which plays irt important
structuralising role in the narrative.

TI*te tchilolo opens and closes the novel; 1t is a
bush that grows plentifully around the Poaty family
village and is the emblem of the Poaty clan. It is
therefore not coincidental that Judge Poaty uses it as
a nickname Tfor his daughter Marie-Therese. The
tchilolo i1s a hardy little plant and as such, 1t is
held to s™abolise the spiritual qualities of patience,
discretion, endurance and modesty. These are
qua” " ies that are taught dtiring initiation and which
are aspired after throughout life"s journey. The
tchilolo®s symbolic value is reinforced yet further by
the fact that its fruit fed the caravans of slaves on
their way to the sea, where the ships waited to talce
them to America. In this way it iIs associated with
suffering and exploitation.

The i1deo-irage of the tchilolo draws together the
threads that constitute the essential meaning of
Gaston"s initiatory journey. Being the nickname of
Marie-Th6éré6se, the tchilolo embodies th© i1ncestuous
love which Gaston had for his sister and which must be
expiated. It connotes the ancestral roots of the
Poaty family and also the path that leads back to the
ancestral home. The tchilolo bush represents both the
way and the destination: as Gaston is condemned to

death, he Tfeels a sense of deliverance and he
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perceives the kingdom of his childhood, where the
savanna is dotted with clmnps of tchilolo biishes.
Later, nearing the end of his path, uh&n he is within
earshot of Tchilimgu, his family village where
Mouissou 1is recounting the legend of Mavoungou and
Ngondi, he recognises the vchilolo bush and hO
struggles to remember why it is important for him. He
has arrived both physically and spiritually.
Tchilungu, the name of the Tfamily village 1is
equally significant here. Earlier in the narrative
Judge Poaty h«id explained to his young colleague,
Isidorev that Tchilungu means "guardian”.
Traditionally it was believed that the sacred powers
of the kings of Loango came from this place and
retvimed there after the death of the Kking. In the
Qocult sense tabilnngn mearis “sanctuairy” and in terms
of military and civil security it signifies
*H>bservafcory” . Saston has returned to the spiritual
sanctuary of his ancestral home and furthermore, on
the way he has achieved the qualities that the

tchilolo represents:

Il a deja triomphe de toutes les epreuves dans sa
douloureuse errance quasi initiatique. Il en a
acquis un tresor de patience. Une saison ft
dormir au coeur du soleil lui a recuit le cuir.

Xinfime aussi. Ce fut I"i8preuva du feu, Suivit
I"epreuve de I"eau. 11 dut s"abstenir de porter,

quelle g[ue soit la canicule, Ime seula goutte aux
levres, malgre une soif tyrannique qui liquefie
tout sur son parcoxirs, pour le tenter. 11
apprend ainsi qu®on ne peut se gouverner sans
I"entifere aililtrise des sens. Qu~auctm des sens
n~a d"ascendance sur le coeur du pasteur. (322)
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Gaston"s initiatory journey is ttoe culminatioji of
tlie various paths taken by those who precede hia in
this fTictional universe and it is with him that the
meaning of such painful journeys 1is most Fully
developed, Gaston himself wonders where his path is

?.eading:

Il n"a plus de noa depuis le M#pas."i, comment
sera-t-il nomm”™ guand i1l arrivera 1” od i1l va,
s"il y arrive jamais? A quoil ITinitiera oe

voyage? Voyage initiatique. Il a le feu a
1*fime- Son cr™ne est le sifege dO toutes les
fidvres.

Cm sera peut-#tre au sortir d"une clairi&ro®
gu-"il retrouvera une identite de moindre douleur
et de plus de sens. (256)

Clearly he 1s undertadcing a guest for identity
and tlie last section of this epic narrative represents
a philosophical meditation on the spiritual and
metaphysical dimensions of an identity.

Gaston®"s arrival at his ancestral village denotes
more than merely coming home. It is a metaphor whidh
eFibodies his spiritual coming home for, liJce Prosper,
Sophie, Luambu and all those who 1inherit from two
cultures, Gaston has been torn between two worlds:
the traditional world, which is deeply rooted within
him and the Western world, with all its strong and
conflicting forces. Leaving the village or leaving
Africa represent a traumatic breafe with the past and

results in a sense of confused identity.
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This 1is portrayed in the narrative iIn various
ways. In the case of Prosper for example, the duality
is illustrated iIn his adoption of a French-sounding
version for his African family name. Similarly, he
is tom between his African wife Juliette and his
French mistress, Aimee Volange. It is because Prosper
finally understands that his place iIs in Africa, where
he must accept responsibility for the land that his
ancestors have bequeathed him, that hs decides to go
to France to fetch back from Aimee their baby, to whom
she has unwittingly given the name of Prosper®s
mother . In so doing, the break in the chain will be
repaired.

It is iIn this sense too then, that Gaiton®s
return to the ancestral home confirms that he is
indeed a link in the unbroken chain of human
existence,

On another dimension, 1in returning to his family
village Gaston becomes one with the earth, as his
father has already done; ”’Son pdre a deja fait son
retoiir a la terre. Poussiere d*jSI'™ (257) La terre
denotes both the land, 1in the sense of native land,
and also the soil. The notion of returning to the
earth conveys the profound paradox of death; the body
returns to dust and, at the same time, death ensures
rebirth. Death 1is a release from the pain of
existence, from death in life, and in dying the life

force is passed on to the living.
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Gaston iil facst col lapses ujaasnsGiotis n3mia far fjfom
the VBillem wher© Motiissott, emerging frcM a stata of

trance, proncmnaeB the the follow*ing enigmas:

Il est venu ioi ™ tatons. Je ne vois pas sa Vle.
Ot, est sa mort? Pourquoi vient-il la chercher
ici? Il est Ii. Ecoutez, le chien aboie
veille stir son agonie. NO le chercshez siirtout
pas, craignez qua la aort dont i1l ne veut pas ne
vous prexme la vie.

Miach earlier she had predicted this arrival of a
man, neither dead nor alive; "Dn homme passera a
tStons par ici et je ne verrai pas sa vie. Sa vie ne
sera plus en lui et il ne sera pas moirtl 11 est [™un
d"Bux.” (167)

Dobs this mean that Gaston dies before he reaches
the gronp of people gathered about mtte fire? Is this
thf veill”e to which he refers when, at the end of his
farcxcal trial, he refuses to plea for pardon? Oor
was his a spiritual death followed by a mystioal
rebirth? Again, the echcas of Christ"s Resurrection

are unmistakeable:

Non, dfes ce soir, suscitez une veillee
fun”~re en ®n nom, j"y paraitrai. Fais~le
dire ce soir avant que la sentence n"ail Ste
ex~oute. (316)

Mouissou foresees that he will be lifeless but he
will not be dead: he has not been given the proper

funeral rites and so he will not be considered dead.

346



~otlie*™ villager witli psychic powers, who is in facfe

the great toncle of Mathilda, Gastonmother” adds a

rider to Mouissou®s words: “(iwi, il fallait qu™il
vienne a tatons. Chest ainsi que I1%on apprend la
terre.” Gaston, who was a headstrong, even arrogant

man, has learned humility through suffering.

Finally, it 1is at the ancestral village that
Gaston 1i1s reunited with his mother and wife, for the
two Jfethildes had arrived the day before. Both had
dreamed that Gaston appeared before them, dressed in
white and very tired. The next morning, witJiout need
for explanations,- they had set out for the the family

village.

The mother Tfigure is a key ideo-iraage iIn the
narrative and calls for detailed consi<leraticm. Her
role is dealt with at different levels, iaoth as a
protagonist in her own right and also as a major
influence in the life of Prosper and Gaston, The
mother 1is symbolically important 1in physical and
metaphysical terms and is paarticularly significant in
the context of Gaston®s and Prosper®s search for
identity.

At the start of his jJourney Gaston pictures his
mother waiting for him, ready to comfort him and dress

his woxmds. She represents the loving security from
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which one draws strength and sustenance. The arphaned
Ghild™ denied this protective support, has difficulty
in making his way.

The orphan 1image 1is recurrent iIn t Tan Si's
writing. In his poetry, 1t is expressed iIn deeply
moving Images that seem to spring from U Tam®"Si®"s own
personal suffering at having been ™"abandoned” by his
mother. In the novels. Prosper and Sophie are
orphaned at an early age and this has fTar-reaching
consequences for tliem both. For Prosper, it meant a

childhood without dreams:

Cette enfai;.e qu™il avait eue, sans reveriesi
Ses rares cajaarades lui parlaient de letirs
m&res, toutes aussi puissantes que les onctions,
les scarifications aux poignets ou aux tempes,
destinies a vous proteger. (Cancrelats 125)

Sophie assumes the role of mother to Prosper and
from this stems their ambiguous relationship. The
confusion of the mother-wife figure iIs demonstrated
again in the life of Gaston, where his mother and wife
have the same name. The two Mathildes and bis sister
Mariid-Therese, blend into a single woman image that is
rooted deeply iIn his consciousness In a way that makes

the notion of incest seem an empty label.

Il a aime une mere, une epouse, une soetir. 11 se
morfond de leur absence. Mais elles n/ont plus
de visage distinct.? que faire pour ne pas
prendre 1"une pour lTautre? C"est deja arrivé.
Il a cru en mourir. Mais c"est la victime de sa
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meprise qui s"ensanglaiita 1® sexe, saocag™a mi
vie. Pauvre petite soeiir, fCcas fruits ai (@odX 94)

As the giver of life, the mother figure does not
only constitute the physical link between the living
and their ancestors; on a metaphysical level, she
also represents an essential element of the natural
cycle of birth and death. In Ces fruits si doux, the
profound symbiosis of the mother and the Hland 1is
expressed in densely metaphorical language that
resembles poatry. As Gaston makes his way painfully

along the path, he looks around him:

Devant, rien; derridre, rien. Rien sur la
droite, rien sw la gauche. Peut-Stre dans
1"8chancrure broussailleuse a la iiaissar/,7e
de la croupe fTormee par detix collines,
celles de droite sont-elles deux seins. Je
les caresse des yeux, je me paie une
erection. Je pisse. Mon pipl ne mousse
pas. Il eclate siir les brins d"herbe. Je
m*apergois que j a™ fait une pluie acida sur
une colcnie de fTourmis. En regardant, je
vois uil champignon comestible, mais ainsi
assaisonne de pipi, ce n"est pas possible.
Mon erection Tfinit. Je reregarde les
collines, celles qui sont deux seins. Je
fremis de volupte, Ce n"est pas une
illusion. Il y a le ventre tout de suite
apres, aveq une courbure soupls. 11 y a le
pubis noir. Je cherche les cuisses. Elies
y sont, elles partent de la chute du ventre.
Dans les vousicsures  quasi oblongues,
parallfeles bleuissantes sur la haute ligne
d"horizon. (299)

The land is perceived not only as a symbol of the
woman; together they are integrated, dynamic fTorces

and Gaston 1is part of this natural universe that
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extends beyond tixX\e and space. Physically Gaston is
reduced to the basic functions of life and spiritually
his being is diffused and absorbed in th© world around

him;

Ah! Il me semble qu®il y avait une bouche de
terre devant moi et qu“ellr me dfeglutissait et
quTencore je voyais venir impassible ce moment
fort oil j"allais gtre dSfini”v-vement dighri,
autant par les clameurs des convives, sans dotit®,
qud® par tout un appareil digestif plein ds sue
gastrique....

Impression de s"?eveiller la conscience
dans un Ospace intra-utferin. Je pense au ventre
de ma mfere,... (300)

Becoming absorbed in the natural world riesp?taibles

returning to the "ventre de la mere.*™ 1In b "

writing, this represents more than the Freudian

to the womb complex.”™ Again, the prose is illuminatet?.
by the poetry, where le vmntre 1is developed into a
complex 1deo-image, denoting death and rebirth,
fertility and base instincts or desires, ancestral
roots and protective warmth, inspiration and

divinatory practices.

Le pli est pris, 1"Sme va souffrir. Il faut se
compter parmi les Stoiles ou fermer la bouche a
la terre. Quelle poussiere dans cet assolementl
Un labour & main nue. Le coeur dans les d8dales,
dans les m8andres du sang ou du corps n"a plus
droit dO s"exiler, sans prfibende en ce jour ds
Tete. Xl fait jJaune dans cette perdition. Je
nomme la terre; elle s effrite. La terre
m"oppose une ombre. Je cille. Et pourquoi ce
ne serait pas la somiaeil? Le pli est pris.
L*fime va souffrir. Un excis de soleil exile
I"herbe des champs. Je dois me cultiver ce
dSlire qui me vient du vent. (315)
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In this passage, the metaphysical relationship
between man and the forces of th© natural world is
expressed by means of esoteric and lyrical 1images.
Saston"s journey, which is an emotional and spiritual
experience, 1iIs a syntliesis of ritualistic elements and
the deepest, archetypal 1imaginings of th© human
psych®. His road to understanding represent®© both
collective existence and also an individual®s non-
communicable experience.

In U Tam"Si"s creative universe the initiatory
path conveys a notion of duality at several levels,
it is not only an expression of collective and
personal experience, of death in life and life 1in
death. There 1is 1In the initiatory journey a
feliberate blurring of the boundaries between the real
and the 1imagined, between the concrete and the
spiritual. The initiatory path enacts the
paradoxical, dual nature of human existence itself.
As the reality of the physical world blurrs and fades,
so th® wunreal, spiritual world takes on (greater
meaning. The last sentence of the last novel is an
ambiguous rhetorical question which implies that the
world cannot be understood in terms of rational, human

logic:

La jeune femme qui 8tait avec elle, sa belle-
fille, sT"appelait aussi Mathilde, Elle est
1"Spouse du Tfils ainfe d*un homm®© qui est mort
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sans laissar d@ cSans 0€ siondd oft 1l
vivaiti Etait-cO un mond® & I"envOrs? (327)

As U TamSi"s extended narrative traces a skein
of paths towards understanding the itieaning of human
existence, 1t guestions the logical reality of the
world itself. It suggests that the compilex interplay
of the spiritual and the physical cannot be understood

in purely rational terms.

Vi

The notion of duality is an important them©® in
the tetralogy as a whole, where the narrative moves
constantly between the spiritual and the physical
worlds. The theme crystallises iIn Ces fruits si doux.

where the words of Judge Poaty open Part Two;

te monde est double. Deux. Le plus rSgfenerant
se passe de la natiere. Le plus affligeant met
la pierre au oi] et le feu ardent sous les pieds.
“49) n

Poaty”s words are significantly placed, appe”ing
as they do in the last of the four novels, where they
illuminate in retrospect the preceding narrative. They
have as their fTield of reference both traditional and
Christian metaphysics. In the consciousness not only
of the people living in the populous districts of

Poto-Poto and Bacongo, but also of the evoluis such as
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Prosper™® Mathild® or Gaston, the teaching of tiie
Catholic and Protestant Churches vies with belief in
the power of-ancestral spirits.

Much has been written about the traditional
religions of Africa and a fTull review of the debate
wovld be beyond the scope of the literary critic.
However, it 1is valuable to pinpoir™~ some of the
fundamental concepts in order to illtnainate U Tam*"Si”s
ficytlonal universe. In this, one must proceed warily
for it is all too easy to make generalised s”~tements
which blurr and even distort the distinct differences
that exist between the peoples of Africa.
Nevertheless, certain essential cosnologioal beliefs
appear to be shared by the majority of traditional
African religions.

Wole Soyinka who,, like Leopold Senghor, 1is an
elotjuent exponent on African thought systems, prefers

the expression "world view” to religion” . The former
term 1is more evocative of what he terms ‘'cosmic
totalism”, which he explains us the constantly
revolving relationship between Man and his
environment. This relationship is not determined by
exteriorised deities. Its Man-«centeredness is
revealed in the way that ritual, as a means of
mediation between the physical and the supernatural,
is performed as a human and communal activity not as

a ''space-directed act of worship™. Life is conceived

of as a totality, as a universal order in which each
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NOlife 10 related to the whol®, past and present.

oon.cept is intrinsio to traditional African thought*
Humans are perceived as essentially spiritual beings
who partioipata fully in the system of cosmic forces
wherein all existence, even the divine, manifests
itself materially. It is not the external and
apparent relationships between phenomena that are of
interest to the traditional African mind but their
intimate, essential interconnectedness. U Tam®"Si"s
narrative must be seen iIn the light of this vitalistic
world view, Tfor the protagonists are intrinsically
interrelated both with each other and with their
WO3fld. To read th® stoary of Prosper or of Gaston frc®
a Kuropean manichoan perspective is to privilege only
one aspect of their existence and so destroy the
complex system of correspondsnoes uj,ion vAich the
novels are structured. In this fictional universe,
the frontiers between the material and the spixitual
worlds dissolve amd it 1is often difficult to
distinguish between appearance and reaility, between
the mystical and the concrete. Intuitive
understanding and the reading of presages is as
important as rational analysis. ”Le monfle est double™
indeed; there is no simple or definiti\"e truth. The
metaphysical concept of duality is conveyed
thematically through the constant intervention Of the

supranatural into the daily lives of the protagonists.
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These supraaatural elements act as a remitidsr thiat
reality is multi-dimensional.

In order to consider in some detail the
significance of irrational or mysterious events in
relation to the central themes of tiie narrative, it is
useful to focus upon the second novel, Les laMuses ou
Leg ortles de mer. This, In many ways, constitutes an
interlude 1In the saga of the Pobbard et Poaty
ffuailies, a meaaent for reflection on the laysteriotis
duality of existence. The novel portrays the
different ways in which this duality manifests itselfi
the c3*"existence of traditional and CSiristian beliefs,
the rational and the superstitious mind, the natural
~orld and supernatural forces, appearance and reality#
real and apparent death. A consideration of these
notions as they appear in Les medxises will eluoidate
the increasingly metaphysical dimension of the
succeeding novels.

In tlie introduction to La main efeche. his
collection of short stories, U Tam"Si majtes an

observation which is illuminating for

Parce qu®en v8rit8, toute civilisation est une
rencontre syncx-etique de deux mondes, au moins,
barbares [1Mun poixr 1*autre, barbares 1°un et
1*autre. Et cela produit de toute Evidence un
nouveau barbare si controversy en lui-mSme gue
c"est forc™ment un etre tragigue, Tatal, parce
quhabite par deux morts, celles de deux mondes
qui 1"ont enfantS. Ici, le monde palen et le
monde chrStien.™
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Tlie tensions created by the confrontation of
Christian and traditional beliefs are portrayed more
strongly in Les meduses than in any of the other
novels. Andre Sola, who is the senior employee in the
office of the C.G.0.C. fcompaanie Ggmferale du Bas-
Conao) and colleague of Luambu, epitomises in a tragi-
comic way, the travmatic effect that these
contradictory forces have on an individual. Andre"s
inner confusion 1Is expressed outwardly in his
stuttering and his indecisive, often i1ncoherent
behaviour. His stuttering prevented him Tfrom
realising his ambition of becoming a preacher but he
remains a devout member of the Catholic church.
However, his faith is a strange mixture of Catholic
ritual and traditional practices, strongly influenced
by 1irrational superstition. He grasps fragments of
latiti liturgy as some sort of talisman to protect him
against the evil spirit wh>"h, he is convinced, has
taken hold of Luambu. In order to rid the office of
Luambu®*s dangerous influence, he sprinkles Luambu®s
desk with holy water obtained from the priest; but at
the same time he consults the feticheur and he invites
him to his own house to rid it of any possible harmful
forces. Ironically, it had been on AndrS*s
recommendation that Luambu was promoted to the grade
of book-keeper and as a sign of gratitude, Luambu had
copied out for Andre, in beautiful Gothic script, the

Credo. For a week afterwards, Andre had stopped

356



S*twfc®i1ng atid he was canvincedE that: -the g:ifh ha#
miraGmlcms powers To give thaniks to ©od for it, I®
had mad® a novsna and the priest had blessed him as
Wrell as the Credo which Andre had placed in his
missal. Unfortunately, shortly afterwards he had
begun stuttering again.

In Andre*~s mind, as he becomes progressively
convinced that Luambu is inhabited by an evil spirit,
Ifuanbu™s gift takes on sinister powers; clearly
Luambu had been tryii”™ to take AndrS into his power.
The only thing that had saved AndrS was the fact that
th,® priest had blessed the credo. Andr§8 is a comic
figure but he is also a dangerous person for, in his
confused and superstitious mind, he distorts the facts
and puts out rumours that emanate from his own
feveérisla iaBagination. He sets out to solve the
mystery of the strangely co-incidental deatiis of
llenga and Maendo, followed fay Luambu®s apparent coma.
In the course of his investigations, he becomes
increasingly illogical until he convinces himself that
Luambu and Mr Martin, their office Director, are in
league. He works himself into a pitiful state of

terror;

Il ouvjrit la bouche mais sa langue restait raide,
les mots ne purent traduire son effroyable

decouverte gu"il trouvailt incroyable. La ton
n"Stait pas celui du doute, mais de 1 "itoimemeniti
1 se voyait pris dans un cercle de magie

“ blanche, tracS autour de lui par M. Martin at
Luambu. M. Martin, Luarabu, ccaaplices, acolytesi
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IIs allaient le detruire, car ils n"iavaient pas
cede a la sollicitude da Luainbu. Et Luamba cammt
M. Martin c"itait comae Osprit du mal dans iIm
corps d"empnmt/ leguel survit ~ 1%"abandon de
I"&ae qui I"habitaitl Un crabe dans une coquille
drescargot. Le vrai corps de lAaambu n”existait
plus depuis Dieu salt quand, peut-#tre m8iae celui
de M. Martini (243)

At one point, when trying to penetrate the
mystery surroiiinding Luambu, Andr” asks himself: ”0u
est la cle de tout cela? One farce ou ime fable?"
Are the divin<a powers mcikIng fun of hiia or is there a
lesson to be learned? Andre"s dileitma is portrayed
from two angles: on the one hand, his confusion is
treated with #ronic humour and yet, what he discovers
about Luambu indicates that the intervention of
mysterious forests cannot be ignored.

At one level then, Andre represents the
irrational superstition of the peopl«3, who blindly
accept rumours and work themselves up into a state of
emotion. The novel opens with an anec(iote that makes
fun of such behaviour: in the Native Village of
Pointe-Noire, there was for a time a tatal boycott of
tinned meat, because it was believed that at night, a
White man was running aroxind with a magic wand

transforming men, women, children and dogs into corned

beef;

La boite de corned-beef etait la plus visee Ot la
t~te du bovide fTaisait une triste moue gui
chagrinait..._.1l s”entassa sur les gtals des
factoreries des monceaux de boltes de toutes les
viandes imaginables, assimilees a [la chair
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h\artiaine, coMoaent peut-on etre a ce poiirt credule,

qui - IThiimidite tropicals ne pardorme pas - se
mti“rent en wvm monstrueux tas de rouille
nauseabond.

Surprenant de la part de gens reputes cannibalesi

@y

Th® incredulity of the people is derided with,
delightful humour. However, a touch of biting irony
makes a sideways stab too at the colonial mentality,
illustrating at the textual level the notion of
multiple perspective. Nothing 1is “innocent” and
apparently transparent situations are open to
ambiguous iIn"arpretation.

While the episode of the cojmed beef may be
dismissed as an amusing example of irrational mass
hysteria, other mysterious events are less easily
discounted. Of particular significance is the voyant
whom Andre consults iIn an atteir*t to discover more
about Elenga and Luambu. The reader 1is given
transposed accounts of the voyant®s enigmatic
interpretations of the images that appear in the water
of his canari dlvinatoxre.

The voyant™s status is ambiguous. He is the only
source of iInformation about Elenga®s and Luambu®s
background and yet he 1is presented as a somewhat
ridiculous figure, who exploits the credulity of didre
and his friends. He hints at a secret crime In
Luambu®s past and this is confirmed by the profusion

of memories and agonised thoughts that go through
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Luambia®™%s mind. The supposed crlin® reaaains however
unexplained. Otlier mysteries too are never resolved,
such as the possible connection between the Monsiexir
Martin of Luambu™"s past and the Monsieur Martin of the
C.G.B.C. Or the strange figure who appears and
disappears in Lilessu™ home, without speaJcing to
anyone. Who 1is it that Andr™s wife and the other
women saw at the market? Was it indeed Luambu? Or
the ‘madman*" on the beach, whose prophetic words hav
un unmistakable ring of truth? And who is the child
wham Luambu meets at the market and who leads him to
the house where the child"s mother was waiting for
them? Why does Luambu never arrive? What is the
cause of his coBia?

Events are foreseen in nightmarish dreams or
visions and it becoines increasingly difficult to
distinguish between Luambu®s real world and his
hallucinations. To further undermine logical
reasoning, chronological time 1is destroyed. The
narrative moves without waiming or transition from the
present to the past or into the future, so that the
reconstruction of real events is well-nigh impossible.

Clearly the confusion of appearance and reality
is voluntary and it has important implications not
only for Les mMuses but for the tale as a whole. It
IS important to read the narrative in the light of the
traditional belief that all elements of the universe,

past and present, Hliving and dead, are profoundly
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int‘l"jcelated. In terms of this holistic understanding
of life™ certain perplexing elements in the novels can
be explained.

One aspect that the Western reader may fail to
appreciate Tfully 1is the importance of apparent
coincidences, with respect to both minor details and
to major events. For example, the strange preacher,
who pr~icts a bad catch for the fishenaen, throws
handfuls of water and stinging jellyfish at the
people; later, when the boats come in, their nwts
contain only jellyfish. The jellyfish or meduse is an
important ideo"image, but more than that, it is a sign
or omen. Luambu is only partially able to read its
hidden meaning which mysteriously links the preacher,
himself and the tragic events that are to follow. The
same preacher was the cause jf the 'coincidental”
meeting on the beach of Luambu, Muendo and Elenga.
They are all three young and perfectly healthy but
they are to die within days of each other in abnormal
circumstances. Only afterwards, when Luambu again
encounters the preacher at the market place, do his
prophetic words become clear; again the preacher has
a bucket full of jellyfish which he is selling. He
offers them for nothing to Luambu for, he says, "Je
lui dois la vie...Je les lui donne. L*argent fait
mourir. Il le sait, Demandez-le-lui.” (255) The
preacher then begins dividing the jellyfish into three

pilés saying ”’lls etaient trois”; he changes his mind
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and makes two piles; ™*lIs etaient deux, puis
Finally he puts thea all together: ™"Non, le tout lui
revient. Il est le seul qui reste de & qui m"ont
sauvS la vie des mains des p8<:jheurs! Je vais sauver
la tienne.»

The preachar"s reference to the fatal effect of
money is illuminating for Lucimbu. He understands how
his troubled past has prevented him from living fully
in the present. He understands the meaning of the
words that the preacher had directed to him, that

first day on the beach;

De quelle vie voulez-vous vivre, en aettant tant
de fuaee entre vos yeux et votre coeur? (75)

The "¢gg¥¥Yne' meeting of the three men on the
beach, the preacher"s strange words, the jellyfish,
Luambu®s past and the deaths of his friends are linked
by more than mere coincidence. They are meaningfully
inter-connected by mysterious forces that transcend
time and space as measured in the physical world.

On several occasions it is clearly stated in Jihe
text that there is iIn fact, no such thing as chance,
or coincidence. To speak of chance does not explain
anything; "Il faut voir et comprendre.”™ Everything
has meaning but ths hidden relationships are not

immediately apparent.
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In particular, death is nev*r accidental. U Tam"Si

said In an interview:

Dans mon pays, il est d"usage que quelqu®un qui
meurt ne meur®© jamais de mort naturelle.™

Death i1s a dominant tj &me not only of Les roeduses
but of all four novels. Prosper®s saga begins in Les
cancrelats with the strange reluctance of his uncle,
Tchiluembh, to explain the circumstances of the
grandfather®s death. Tchiluembh had broken with
tradition and had walked ahead of his father, Mug
Mbumbh Buangh, when they had gone off into the forest.
He had somehow lost his father and the guilt and the
shame plagued him and soured his relations with his
family. Prosper®s own father dies in a motor
accident, Hleaving him and Sophi®"? orphaned. His dead
forbearers are an important point of reference in
Prosper®s life, as he struggles to understand his om\
identity. He recognises that the ancestors
participate in tlie life of the living in a very real
way, yet he cannot understand why he should have been
made to suffer by the seemingly pointless removal of
his parents, leaving him orphaned at an ear3y age.
Only when he finally attains emotional maturity can he
accept that these apparently accidental deaths form
part of a vast chain of existence whose continuity he

must not break.
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Fiinzi had saM in Leg cancrelats. "La vie est un®
veill#@ funfebre” and indeed the harsh conditions of
life weigh heavily upon the protagonists. Life 1is
imtoued with the reality of death and death is not a
finality but part of a continuum, a stage where a more
profound understanding is reached of the mysterious
processes that lie at the heart of existence. This
concept illuminates the paradoxical words that stand

in exergue to the second part of Ces fruits si doux;

Raymond Poaty, magistrat et magicien dup8 par sa
mort, qui eut honte de ~is errements. In ces
temps-la, la vie et I"espoir avaient beaucoup en
commun, jusqu"au jour ol la vie querella
I"espoir. LTespoir querella la vie. Il y eut
dichirement puis divorce parce di,le, entre autres
manquements, le juge ne sut quel -verdict
prononcer. Qui condamner, qui d”bouter? Comm®©
il n® put pas mettre sa memoire k I"heu;re des
temps nouveaux, il tomba dans 1 oubli de lui-m8me
et des autres, ses semblables. Ainsi finit le
destin des persomes dont la t8m8rit4 mantjue de
subtilite. @7

Having lost his hope and his sense of dirtsction,
Poaty was to all intents and purposes, dead. That his
body was never found serves to emphsise that his was
a spiritual death; il tomba dans 1"oubli de lui-mime
et des autres, ses semblables.™

It is significant to note that already iIn Les
mfeduses. spiritual death is given concrete form.
Luambu falls into a coma and for the superstitious

people of Pointe-Noire, this only serves to prove that
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h& was i1Indeed a sorcerer and his house 1is avoided

thereafter,

Diabolique ce coma qui avait fini par effrayer,
filoigner, decourager tout tSraMiraire indiscret.
Non pas qu®© le coin ffit lugubre. Le caliae et
1 "abandon. Une oasis suspect®O de laalefices,
enfanttSe par le mirage ou la "Colle imagination de
ceux qui juraient sur la t8ts du plus vSnerfe de
lours anc8tres, ou au nom de Dieu! gue ce coma
pouvait bien durer depuis cent ans, ce qui
pouvait 8tre normal car un tel homma pouvait m&se
difier la mort, ce qui ne serait pas 8tonnant, vu

que.... (2)

U Tam*’Si himiself offers a clue as to the meaning

of Luaaibu®s coma;

... c"est 1”emprise coloniale stir les Stres, mais
v~cue interieurement, profond&nent.”

His meaning becomes clear if these words are
placed in the context of the earlier quotation from
his introduction to La main sdche. A person caught
between two cultures is tom apart; one who is "habits
par deux morts”™ must find a new "identite de

synthase.” It is a sort of madness for such a person:

qui parcourt un champ intferieur en qu8te de soi,
qui se voit chavire, eclate, contraint d
I"exercice d"xin strange remembrement en vue d"una
culture intensive, sans quoi, c"ost la chute ou
le coma. Main s'chfe 7)

Luambu fails to establish a tdm identity. He
runs from his past, plagued by guilt and fear, so that
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he is unable to accept the gift of Mazola®s love. Ha
is imprisoned in the tortured, nightmarish universe of
his innsr thoughts. The death of his two friends
pushes him over the brink and he becomes completely
detached from the real world around him.

Indeed, from the start, Luambu is presented as
"un 8tre sans identite."” To begin with, his name
poses a problem. No-one ever knew his Ffirst name,
only his family name, Lufwa Lumbu, meaning ‘‘death
song”. The opinion of Sola and his friends that such

a name is not a name is confirmed by t™~l voyant:

Et si c"est un nom, celui gui 1%a port#, n-"a
Jamais 8tS un homme de chair et de sang.(136)

In a society where the name is of social and
ontological significance, to have doubts raised about
a person®s name has profound implications. Not only
iIs that person®s identity 1iIn question but, more
traumatically, he or .she 1i1s cut off from the

ancestors. In a sense, that person ceases to exist.

In the case of Luambu, who seems to have no
family or ancestral ties, this state of non-existence
Is sudii that he becomes at time irvisible. In the
office, his presence is barely noticed, so that after
his departure his colleagues can remember nothing of
his physical features. Furthermore, it is believed

that after having been taken to the hospital iIn his
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state of cam®/ iie disappeared from tli® hospital Jjett*

Luaidbu has nothing to give solidarity and
sectarity to his life. He drifts at the mercy of
events, locked within himself, prisoner of his

fantasies and fears;

A quoi se raccrocher? cp coquillage - d"Ime
moule g8ante, gu”il ramasse? A ce bout de bois
noir gu™"il ramasse, triture f&brilsKient, ca”se et
jette a la t@te d"icume de la vagii® gui menace
d"aller au-deli de la frontifere oft 1"hoame garde
les pieds secs, 1°Sme franche? Rien, il n"a rien
a quoi se raccrocher. 11 se peuple de moi, qui
le traque, le rejette du mond® - I"esseule. Plus
friable que sable au vent. (168)

represents an infccarlude b«twemi thft
first and secottd parts of Prosper®™?s story. ®ie

closing linas convey a message which illunijiates the
re@»xitiii»ef two novels. As he falls into a linianbu

seems to haar Julieime®s voice saying- to himr

Avec la vie en face des yeux, personne ne perd la
face. . _Aime-la.

Luambu turned away from challenges that life
presented and he failed to find "une identite de
synthase.” This adds an important rlimension to the
stories of Prosper and Gaston, who face up to life and
commit themselves to something beyond their own

immedicate world. In so doing they become beings of
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substana®, capable of assxming their full plan® in the

chain of htman existence.

VIl

Tt> J,ai.?ry of existence, in Its various
manifestat>oris, is a #,, " aucift that runs through
the wisole narrativ. , Thi:™ notion of duality is
further reinforced at the level cf the narrative
discourse itself, where the trsatiaent of time r*iects
tfa© plurality of being.

In coiitrast to the Western concept of time as a
linear relat™ion between cause and effect, Tictional
time iIn these novels 1is non-linear and multi-
dimensional, This can be illusti“ated by a close
ts3ftual analysis of one or two sections of the
narrative. First of all however, it is useful to
consider briefly how time is perceived traditionally
in Africa,

In Myth, Literature and the African World, Wole
Soyinka®s explanation of the Yoruba conception of time
is illuminating iIn this respect. He emphasises that
the Yoruba way of understanding time is px-ofoundly
integrated into tlie "life-rhythm/ mores and social

organisation' of Yoruba society. Such a concept:

denies periodicity to the existences of the dead,
the 1living and the xinborn..__It 1is also an
affective social principle which intertwines
multiple existences so absolutely that, to taKe
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a odvioti CMtougii Oxampi®, an elderly mgji would
refer to a cliild as baba (father or elder) if
the circumstances of his birth mad®© his actual
entry into th® living world retrospective. (lo-

1))

This sense of integrated®, multiple existe™nce is
enlightening for a reading of U Tam"Si"%s .fictional
universe, where people and events are linked iIn
patterns that transcends chronological time,

A second characteristic of the traditional
perception of time 1is the way iIn whicsh past ad.
present time predominate, to the virtual exclusion of
the future, a featxire which is often reflected in the
language structures themselves. This provides an
interegtirag insight into U Tam®"si"s narratiirm, where
the past weighs heavily on the prssejnt and where
genealogical -roots serve as an important point of
reference in the daily lives of the protagonists.

The work of Marcel srlaule is of great value as
a representative ethnological study of temporal
concepts. His detailed observations of the
traditional practices of the Dogon people reveal their
notion of time as constituting two parallel and
consecutive series, the one (mythical) superimposed
upon the other (historical). This concept of duality
is strikingly illustrated in Les m&duses. A close
analysis of the apparent temporal confusion reveals a
coherent structure based on two parallel time series,

where the mythical or supranatural invades the
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histoj>1Gal. ThO following schematic representation of
the novel illustrates this. Highlighting
distinguishes "mythical” from e"historiaal” events antd
the resultant patterning shows that the apparently
bewildering confusion of past and present events in

reality forms two synchronic series.

The facts of a strange series of deaths which
toofe place at Pointe-Noire in June 1944 are
related. (11-33)

"He vayaxit, consulted by Andre Sola after the
deatli of the three friends, looks iato tbeix
fast, (35-72)

The three meet "by chance” on the beach where
they save the strange preacher from being
attacked by the irate fishermen. (73-84)

Ri"Amours and superstitious conjecture among the
people of :”ointe-Noire regarding the deaths of
Blenga and Mtiendo, and Luambu*8 coma, (85-92)

Elenga and Luambu, later joined by Muendo, meet
on the beaoh and talk. They again come upcn the
mad preacher, on returning to his house, Luambu
refuses the advances of Magola, Elenga“"s sister.
Later, Islenga rejects Massengo®"s offer of mariage
to Mazola. (93-118)

Vietorine is aonviaoed tfeat sfee and her friends
saw Luambu# '"1"homme du coma"% at the market.
(1X9-28)

Lueimbu meets Mazola at midday and they walk on
the beach. At 5 o°cloclt Elenga meets Luambu.
Muendo joins th«m. They walk on the beach and
talk about tlie day. (131-152)

.and his colleagues at the office attempt to
explain to Monsieur Martin that Luambu was a
sorcerer. (155-58)

Luambu wn\lks alone on the beach. Muendo joins

him. Then again come upon the mad preacher.
Later, Mufndo finds Luambu at home to tell him
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tliat Elenga had been killed that aftfernoon.
(161-89)

jyidre invites his colleagues to his home where
the voyant chases away the evil spirit of tuambu.
AHdre becomes increasingly tormented as he tries
to puiszle out the Luambu®~s role in the deaths of
Blenga and Musndo.  (193-205)

On his way to the officO, Luambu misses Muendo by
a few minutes. At lunchtime he walks alone on
the beach. Later he learns of the death of
l%g)endo- Luambu walks off into the night. (209-
a week after Muendo®"s death, (June 30) Sola
becomes convinced that Monsieur Martin and Luambu
are aooomplices, both spirits of evil. (239-46)
Luambu follows from afar the funeral procession
of Muendo. From there he finds himself at the
market where he sees the strange prophet . A young
boy leads him away to where "his mother™ is
waiting for Luambu. As he approaches his house,

Which 1s next to the cemetary, he falls into a
coma. (249*765)

The highlighted sections represent a series of
interludes, interspersing the carefully dated sOc[uenoe
of events that took place between Tuesday 20th and
Saturday 24th in June 1944. The interludes are
characterised by consultations with the woyaiit, the
superstitious 1imaginings of Sola and the rximour-
mongering of the people of Pointe-Noire.

The facts of the stoiry are related with apparent
concern for their authenticity. The narrative opens
with the words "L™histoire que voici se passe Il peu
pres a I1°gpoque oil,..,"” but instead of linking the
story to historically verifiable events, the narrator
relates the "‘corned beef'" episode, which may, he says,

share some similarity with the account in the pages
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ihat. follcw. Indeed, whenever a precise date 1is

given, a rider undermines its valirlity;

"Deux hommes sont mortjs dans la deraiere semaine
de juin 1944_." ~llIs ~taient trois a mourir..
Mais le troisieme ne mourut pas, par miracle
petit-etre. Qui peut savoir? (13)

The initial interventions by the narrator, as he
preludes his account by "je dis que..,", confer a ring
of authenticity to the tale, but this soon gives way
to the more vague ~on dit que ...” and -the ensuing
confusion of surmise and rumour. The concept of
hititorical time itself is undermined, for we are tcld
that the coma lasted fifty or sixty years, maybe even

a hundred!

Quand le temps parait interminable, cinquante ou
soixante ans font une assez bonne mesiire pour que
les memoires postulent pour “ue quelcongue
fi.abilit®. Apres tout, I"escageration etait somme
toute mod™rSe, on pouvait aller jusqu®a cent....
G"est que 1°on volt de ces chosesi Des prodigesl
Les miracles, on n"est pas toujours assez
attentifs pour les voir et en fTaire le compte.

Des miracles, des mirages, des prodiges ...Ce
n"est pas pour Im coma quon aurait des
vertiges....” (24-5) (emphasis added)

From the start then, the notion of time as a
fixed and measurable phenomenon is destroyed and the
temporal structure of tJie novel serves to underline
this. The constant interplay between historical and
mythical time sequences, show that reality is a
question of perspective, that being and appearance are
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at -times indistinguishabl®. "Quand on raconte ce que
1" on rapporte, chacun ajoute uno® part,
d*invraisemblance poxir fair®© vrai,” The "facts™™ of
the story are known froila the start but not the
«truth«.

The reader who hopes by the end of the novel to
be able to identify the truth will be disappointed.
The constantly changing point of view makes it
impossible to know what rsally did happen. This 1is
deliberate and integral to the philosophical
foundation of D Tam"Si®s writing: "ldentifier une

chose, c"est limiter ses possibilities.”

A second striking example of the interplay
between historical and mythical time is found in Ces
fruits si doux. where the legends and visions
recounted by the prophetess, Mouissou, relate directly
to the story of the Poaty family.

Early in the narrative, a link is established
between the two; returning from a visit to his family
village, Judge Poaty meets on the side of the road a
little girl selling sweet potatoes. For some reason
he stops. Her name is Mouissou, the name of his
deceased mother, and she appears ageless. ''Sans Sge,
parce que son regard Stait insondable. Comme le
passe...." Immediately after the section where
Judge Poaty recounts this episode, there follows a key

passage of the narrative. Poaty 1s 1iIn his
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"sanctuaire™, iftnditating in a trame “lilce state ¥n tlie
duality of th& world. Poaty 1is himself a double
being, for lie is devoutly religious and yet he also
has OEXJult powers. That evening, a vivid scena Iis
oonjured up before him, drawn from the hidden recesses

of his mind.

..ce sont les images d"une scene qui, sans doute”
quelque part en lui, parasite sa memoire. Qui
s"Y sont incrustSes, Dieu sait quand. En quels
temps trds anciens ou tres proches? |11 pourrait
le savoir s"il s™en doimait la peine. Savoir de
quelle vie ces images qui defilent saus ses yeux
sent le reflet.... Cette vie-la cdtoie la sienne

(E7)

Thfe scene that Tfollows 1is undoubtedly that
observed by Poaty. Mouissou®s mother, a priestess®
hag been cmlled to snatch back a dyxng soul from
death. Intoiiing the same iIncantation that Poaty uses
shortly afterwards, formule de protection”, she
appears to succeed, for the drum rhythm echoes the

pulse of a heart ""qui revient a la vie, en haletant.**

There follows a profoundly ambiguous passage:

Ls juge Raymond Paaty n"aura pas 1°Sme de cet
agonisant. Il la perd dans ce combat, n"ayant
pas pris soin de se munir du prix de la victoire,,
Une Sme achete une “me. Un corps paile un corps.
La nuit est noire qui s"ajoute h la noirceur du
coeur de I"homme qui est avide de tout. Ainsi,
la cendre tient tout son sel du feu qui le legue
en mourant. &4

The extent of Poatyoccult powers is never

fully revealed but his iIntimate knowledge of the
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supraiiatixral world is clear and,, »ore imp>ortaBtlf,
closO ra]jport between his world and that of Mouissou
is Firmly established.

"rhe next appearance of Mouissou comes immediately
after ttie kidnapping of Judge Poaty. It is the time
of la VBIll&e and the villagers are gathered around
listening to Mouissou recount the legend of King Mo&
Mpouaty Ou Kala Moungou and Moe Zambi Mpoungou who had
twelve daughters, four of whom were named Mathilde I,
Mathilde 11, Kathilde Ill and Mathilde IV. Apart from
the resemblance of name, the legend appears to have no
direct link with the events taking place in the life
of the Poaty family. However, Mouissou is suddenly
unable to continue with her story for she appears to
have a vision that fills her with fear. La \B.ill&e
comes to an abrupt end, leaving a sense of threat and
impending disaster.

Moulissou reappears shoirtly a”texvards iIn a
considerably longer sgene where she recounts Iin
detail the legend of Taty, i nas the power to speak
with animals and birds but who meets his downfall
because he 1is unable to keep Ms secret from his
jealous, ill-tempered wife. The moral of the tale is
only indirectly significant for the Poaty story:
misfortune to all those who cannot keep a secret.
However, there is a clear temporal link with Poaty.
This particular veill”?e takes place at the beginning

of the October rainy season, the time of Poaty"s
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abduction, when for a week the region was invaded by
flying ants - an omen of death. The relevance to

Judge Poaty is unmistakable:

Les dons de voyance de Mouissou Staient
redoutables. Mauvais prSsage ou pas, ce qui est
sar, c"est qu"il y a, dans le vol mal® reussi de
CSS pauvres insactes, un rien de tragique et de
path€tique S la fois. Cela symbolise trop I elan
briseé. Le feu de paille de la vie sans
lendemain. L"apoth”™ose d4risoire d"une vie vScue
dans la fulgurance. (164)

The death that Mouissou foresees evidently takes
place in town, for she describes a scene where houses
are not made of poles and straw but have walls as hard
as stone.

At the start of her story, Mouissou had uttered

yet another enigma:

Un homme passera tStons par ici et je ne verrai
pas sa vie. Sa vie ne sera plus en lui et il nO
sera pas mort! 1l est 1”™un d"eux. (167)

The repetition of these words at the end of the
novel, as Gaston approaches his ancestral village, has
the effect of telescoping time, as if the intervening
events are reduced to the span of a single evening®s
veillé&e. Time 1is measured in terms of moments of
signfficance, not by the chronological passage cf
quantifiable iInstants. It is in this way that U

am*Si  conveys the sense of two worlds lived

simultaneously, as one.
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When Mouissou appears again, she has begun
reoount-Xng another legend, that of Mavoungou who”e
sister Tchitoulhfi has been talcen prisoner by strange
creatures that have no legs. Mavoungou is larged to go
to the rescue of his sister. Here the link with the
story of Gaston and Mathilde 1is as yet tenuous,
although the argent sense of danger preludes what is
to follow; Gaston®s meeting with members of the MPLA,
when i1t will become clear to him and Mathilde that he
iIs In grave danger.

Mouissou®s story is developed more fully later,
where it acts as a direct comment on Gaston®s
inces™uous relationship with his sister, Marie-
Thrfese. As Gaston procedes along his painful
physical and spiritual journey "home”, the narrative
oscillates, without [linguistic or typographical
signals, from Gaston to Mavoungou and his beautiful
sister, who is now called Ngondi. Their mother has
told them that they are of an age to leave home and so
they set off to the sound of the birds singing praises
to Ngondi®s beauty. But the refererice to '‘cortege
nuptial*® serves as a grim warning.

In the final pages, the vari” is threads are drawn
together as historical and mythical time meet. The
mysterious balding stranger who appears to have
mastenriinded Gaston"s escape and whc had been foreseen
by Mouissou early in the narrative, arrives at the

village as Mouissou recounts the final episodes of the
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Mavotiiigcm and Ngondl story. Gaston too has reaeh™d®
tts «dg@ of thO© village, shortly after the two women/
his wife and mother.

In U Tam"Si"s narrative, the intervention of
sxipranattiral elements and the deliberate disruption of
chronological time ensure that events cannot be
entirely accounted for by rational explanation. This
is Integral to the philosophical grounding of the
novels and is revealing of thought laodes that differ
fundamentally from Westnrn notions of reality.
Martial SInda, himself from Congo-Brazzaville, makes
some interesting observations in this respect.

Speaking of the Lari, he says;

.,- tout est complexe dans la pensee africaine et
11 faut s"efforcer de la salsir comme une
totalitS irreductible aux categories
occlde|Ttal@s. D"une part, les differents
compartlments dans lesguels les occidentux
rangent les Svfinements gu®ils vivent, n"existent
pas pour les Lari; si I"on preffere, la croyance
en un ordre universel fait que chaque ev8nement
est rapporte h 1 "ensemble des ev™nfiments passes
ou avenlr .., %

Bearing in mind the reservations already
expressed about the dangers of defining an "African
mind”, SInda®"s words nevertheless have obvious
significance for Congolese writing in general and for
U Tam"SI"s fiction in particular.

This portrayal of life as a multi-dimensional
reality reflects a holistic perception of the world,
whereby meaning lies in complexity itself and paradox
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is explofed to reveal tlia hidden interrelatedness of
all things. At the level of thematic and temporal
struotareS/ u Tam"Si"s narrative conveys the belief
that hmaan existence cannot be Gompartmentalised and,
as the following oijapter will show, this is reinforced

through the deliberate ambiguity of the id"eo-images.

\
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10.

KQTEg

Leg gangr.alatg (Paris.* AIMn Michel, 1980).

Les meduses ou Les orties de la leer (Paris: Albin
Michel, 1982).

Les phalenes (Paris: Albin Michel, 1984).

Ges fruits si douy de I7Marbre a pain (Paris:
Seghers, 1987).

All future references will be made to these
editions. Further quotations will be identified
parenthetically iIn the text.

In U Tam™""Si"s own narrative, names of even
central characters vary. For example. Prosper-s
family name is spellecS variously as Mpob, Mpoba
and Mpohba. The French version of his name is
given as Pobard and also as Pobbard.

Tchicaya U Tam"si, personal interview, 16
September 1986.

For a comprehensive history of this issue within
the Francophone zones of Africa, see Bernard
Mouralis, Litterature et developpement (Paris:
Silex/ACCT, 1984)

Tchicaya U Tam"Si, interview, Africme 57 Juillet
1966) .

Tchicaya U Tam*"Si, Le mauvais sana suivi de Feu
mde-feou8s”™ et A triche-coeur (Paris: Harmattan,
1978) . All future references will be made to
this edition. Further quotations will be
identified parenthetically in th® text.

Tchicaya U Tam"Si, personal interview, Paris, 16
Septembre, 1986.

Pius Ngandu Nkashama, La litterature africaine
icrite (Issy les Moulineaux: Edtions St Paul,
1979) 8.

When asked about committed writing, U Tam"Si
rejected the idea that literature has a socio-
political role. In an interview published in
Fratemit# Matin (6 Janvier 1981) he refuted
categorically the idea that the writer®s vocation
is to move crowds. Such writers are, he shid,
”des fascistes, je ne mftche pas mes mots, ce sont
des FAS-CIS-TES, des violeurs de conscience*".

Tchicaya U Tam"Si, Le Ventre. Pain ou la

Cendre (Paris: Presence Africaine 1978) All
Ffuture references will be made to this edition.
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11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

Any further quotations will be 1identified
parenthetically in the text*

“U Tam"Si« has b«en translated as Apatite feuill©
qui pari® pour son pays*™ Calao 81 (mai-juin
1988), «pstite feuilie gui parle du pays'™ Bincfo
425 (Quin 1988) or again "celui qui voit peut
paries™" Calao 37 (1981) or '"regardez ce qufe je
wis™ Fraternite Matin (Janvier 6 1981)

@110 pensa que c"e”t IS peut-Stre

une herb® des savanes

simpleraent polissone

I*harbe montra ses griffes

c”est une herbs vandal©

en tSiaoigne la lune

et chst® herbO©

anmM*ahiissante le corps

de catte feonit® mfer®

la m*re lui tint tiite

ouvx''ant large ses bras

smr le champ de son oorps

son sexe musielen devant

noir de soleli ardent

la guerre comengja

par une ti&de saison de labour
(G triGhe-goeur 128)

Of particular interest here is the poeia “Natte &
tisser,” Le maumis sang (56-S) . Oblique
references to U Tamn*Si"® life in Paris as a yowig
man show that the poem is clearly inspired by
personal experisnaes of ostracism and racism,
y«t the personal is transmuted through the ideo-
images, to spealc for his oon™atriots, past and
present.

Tchicaya U Tam*"Si, La veste d"intferieur suivi de
Notes de vaille (Paris: Nubia, 1977) 17. All
future references will be made to this edition.
Further g\iotations will be identified
parenthsitically in the text.

Tchidaya U Tar*"Si, interview, 'Les mobiles dO
1 "engagement nous vanfenent & notre etat da
né&gres,” Le monde africaln (13 juin 1976),

Tzvetan Todorov, Poitique de la prose (Paris:
Seuil, 1971) 39-40.

Tchicaya U Tam"Si, recorded interview. Radio
France international®, OctcJber 1982.

Roger Godard, Trois ooetes conaolai™ (Paris:
I "Harmattan, 1985) 149.
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10.

20.

21.

22.

23.

Tcjhioaya U Tam"Si, Arc musical precede de

(Paris; P.J.Oswald, 1970). All futiare references
will be made to tHis edition, further
quotations will be identified parenthetically in
the'tifesrt

He donnez pas
tant que vous n"8tes pas siir
que ee qiie vous donnez
toabera dans tine coeur.
Ne demande pas
tant que vous n"Stes pas sftr
(Qu® ce que vous deteandez
p®ut vous 8tre dorm€.
Mifiez-votis d® toute Q8-
n8rosit8, d~fiez-vous dott
qu-elle vienhe.
L# don de soi est encore
une Torifte de suicxdel

Le Ventre 50.

Roger Mercier makes a useful distinction between
"Me fantastiqua**, in the sense of the
supernatural, and *"le supranatixrel”: «Le
supranaturel e™t, chez les aiuteurs africains,
plutdt merveilletix ou mythige que fantastique, il
emprunte ses images, non ? ~inconscient, mais h
un fonds traditionnel c i a tout un groupe
ethnique ou linguistiqi’ parfois m&ne plus
general, exploite dans la piUpart des recueils de
contes, qui fournit souvent, par des I1Sgendes
cosmologiques, 1 explication des phenomenes
naturals dont la cause Siahappe a 1 "observation
direote, et qui a ainsi mne fonction didactique
importante.” >"la littSratiire negro-africaine
et son public,” Revue de littfecature comparee 48
Quillet-dec. 1974)T 407.

Note Tfor example the conclusion reached by
Georges Balandier 1in Socioloale aotuelle de
I"Afrlcrue noire (Paris? Quadrige/PUF, 1982) 473.
"Ainsi, il ne paralt pas exclu que la notion de
"Sauveur®, homme Slu pour souffrir et assurer par
sa souffranee 10 progr~s des tribus kongo, ne
soit dans sa forme locale lane contamination de
1”enseignement judeo-chretien et de donnfees
anciennes."

Jaan-"Paul Sartre< essay, ’Pens”™e politique de
Patrice Lumumba, ™ Situations. 7 (Paris;
Gallimard, 1964), gives iInsight iInto the
political aspirations and influence of Patrice
Lumumba .
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/71t

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

S. Aguessy, «LO©s Silueinsions gplritu&lles:
religians traditionnelles africaines,
Africaine 117-8 (1981): 138-48.

Dominique Zahan, Religion, .Spirituality . and
Thought in Traditional Afrioa (Chicago: U.Chicago
press, 1979) 54.

Theologians are divided on the exact day of
Christ®s arrest. According to John"s Gospel,
J®sus was arrested in the period before Passover,
probably on the night of Wednesday to Thursday.
However, according to the Synoptic Gospels, the
Last Supper and Christ®"s subsequent arrest took
place on the evening® of Thursday leading through
to Friday, (see the consmentary by Raymond Brown
on the Gospel of John in the Acher Bible Series,
555-56.) Be this at it may, it is unlikely that

U Taw"Si would have been particularly
concerned by the theological debate.
Furthermore, 1t would seem that in general th"
Catholic Church favours John®s version. Read
together with subsequent, unmistakable Biblical
references, the manner in which Gaston®s arrest
is aainounced clearly portrays him as a CFfiriat
figure.

Quoted in Roger Chemain, Arlette Chemain-
Degrange, Panorama critical® de la litteratvb e
congolalse contemporaine (Paris:PrSsenCfc
Africaine,1979) 212,

**Je regardail encore, je vis |"Agneau debout star
la montagne de Sioii/ et avec lui cenfc giiarante-
quatre mille personnes qui avaieat son nom, et le
nom de son P&re Scrit sur le front."”

Saint Jean, 1" Apocalvpse

At the beginning of Les phalenes. the knowledge
of this responsibility troubles Prosper and in a
sense the novel represents his coming to terras
with this responsibility: "Le voilS en charge du
pays des defunts et 11 ne sait pas ce qu”ils
voulaient que ce pays fut. Il sailt que c"est au
prix de cette charge que le merite viendra.”" (&4)

The exact circumstances siirrounding U Tam®"Si"s
mother are difficult to ascertain. However, it
iIs not so much the verifiable facts of U Tam"Si~"s
childhood that are important for understanding
tRe images, as the manner in which he perceived
them.

See for example the cross-section of writings
represented by the following titles. Theophile
Obenga and Georges Balandier are particularly
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32.

34

helpful, since their writings concern the area
covered by the ancient kingdom of tlie Kongo.

Georges Balandier, Socioloaie actuelle de
I*Africme noire (Paris: P.U.F, 1955); Th8ophile
Obenga, La cuvette conaolaise. Les hommes et les
structures (Paris: Presence Africaine, 1976);
Marcel Griaule, Mascrues doaons (Paris; Institut
d"Ethnologie, 1938); Dieu d"eau (Paris: Fayard,
1966), Dominigue  Zahan, The Religion,
Spirituality and Thought of Traditional Africa
(Ghieago: U of chicago Press, 1979); Abiola
Irele, glie.M £4#9n gxp.g:iena™, in_.y. tir™
Ideology (London; Heinemann, 1981); Isadora
Okpewho, Mvth in Africa (Cambridge; Cambridge UP,
1983); Wole Soyinka, Myth, Literafctire and the
African World (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1976);
Sulayiaan S. Nyang, *1a Gosmologie africaine,”
Courier UNESCO (1982): 27-32.

All future references will be made to ta.ese
editions. Quotations will be 1identified
parenthetically iIn ti‘e text.

Tchicaya U Tam"Si, (Paris; Robert
Laffont, 1980) 8.

Tchicaya U Tam"Si, recorded intervpw, Radi®
France Internationale, October 1982.

Tchicaya U Tam"Si, recorded interview, R.F.I._,
October 1982,

Martial Sinda, Le messiani.sme congolais et ses
incidenoeg politigues (Paris; Payot, 1972) 237.

384



mm3m_iivi

tSE 81RTOTPEIH6 &ND SBtHOLOSICAL RQIE Og FKI
1PgO- IMASE

In terms of conventional Western critical theory,
U Tam*"Si"s novels present something of a dilemma; the
term *"novel” itself is probleailaticai for It Imposes a
theoretical strait jacket, presupposing a set of
criteria that are inadequate or even misleading for a
satisfactory elucidation of his four major works of
fiction- If however, they are viewed not as four
separate novels but as a single prose poem, many of
the apparently discordant features fall into place.
The extended parentheses, the loose structure and the
strong sense of the writer-narrator®s presence, are
essential characteristics of the epic tale.

The significance of reading U Tam*Si"s prose
against the background of the oral tradition will be
examined in the following chapter and in particular,
it will be seen how the epic, the dramatic, and the
poetic genres co-ejdst in his narrative. In this
chapter, although conventional terminology, as used by
the reader, critic and publisher alike, makes it
difficult to avoid referring to U Tam"Si"s prose works
as "novels™, they will be treated as a single poetic
discourse.

Indeed, D Tam®"Si"s prose obeys poetic imperatives
- this is one of the most striking features of his
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narrative anti of esefAral i1a™ofrtanoc® In- tbhls* iffisspe™
Is 1ialeR «Hagp, As th® Tfollcswing study will
reveal, tbe ideo-image is not only of e™ioloigrical and
pJidlosaj»hiaal importance but it also plays an
essential structuring role within the dynamics of U
Taii1"Si’s fietional discourse.

As in the preceding cdiapter™ the discussion of
U Sam®Si”s prose takes cognisance of his poetry™ for
U Tam"Si the poet cannot be divorced from U Taia"Si the
pros© writer* Although the novels were published only
in the 1SSO"s, B Tam"Si himself said he began writing
them during the fifties, that is, at the same time as
many of his poems. It must be remembered too, that
the amjoip part of his epic tale had been conceived of
as a single narrative that, for practical
acmsid™ations, had been ptiblished in the form of the
fi»st three novels. Therefore, iIn order to appreciate
his emended imageijy thought patterns, both his
poetry aad fictional writing must be read as a whole
and preferably in c”onologioal order.

This i1nvestigation into the dynamics of the ideo-
image in U Tam"Si”*s narrataive will begin by focussing
on its structuring function.”’ It will Dbe
illuminating to consider first and in some detail the

role of the ideo-image in U Tam"Si”s poetry.

When viewed globally, the overall shape and

development of T Tam Si™"s seven collections of poetic
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wri.ting can be compared to that of an orchestra. In
fact, he consciously emphasised music as a structural
element in his jfirst collection of poems, Le mauvais
sang, which has musical terms as subtitles to the two
main sections. In a piece of orchestral music, the
part for a single instrument may be extracted from the
score and enjoyed in isolation but it only acquires
its full meaning when integrated into the orchestrated
whole. Similarly, the full force of a single pram®s
expression and vision is only released when it is res®
in the context of the ~hole body of U Tam®"Si”s poetry.
His poetic discourse works extendedly; an idea or
image, initially introduced almost unobtrusively, will
b© picked up 1In successive poems, where a different
context or emphasis will add new layers of meaning
until 1t atta.ins the value of a symbol. U TamSi*s
poetic and fictional discourse at times reads like a
form of shorthand, where s single ideo-image signifies
a complexity of meaning, intelligible only if the
reader has followed its development.

The significance of overall shape or structure in
U Tam®"Si"s poetry can be illustrated by the collection*,
entitled Le ventra. The final poem, “le ventre
reste’, takes up successively and almost line by line,
the thirteen titles of the poems which make up the
collection, so that each phrase releases the
complexity of emotion and meaning that was developed

in the poem of that title. The whole is woven
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t;;>gether in a perfectly controlled and unified
statement which, in the final stanza, ends with a

vision of hope:

Dieu merci les voyants tombent
le plus souvent sur le dos

le plus souvent les bras ouverts
le plus sow?ent

le ventre face au ciell (138)

A chronological reading of the poems 1iIn the
collection would reveal how i+e emergence of le v&ntre
as a major ideo-"ilcage determines the integrated
structure of the whole. This rhythmic pattern is a
constant in U Tam®"Si"s writing, a structui-al tschr;ic*ue
which can be found in his first col”."ctions of poems
and which 1is developed to a striking degree in his
later works.

In Le mauvais sana. the repetition of
semiological and linguistic fcleinents creates a system
of cross references that link the poems together. At
the same time, key ideo-images are introduced, such as
blood, water, the woman/mother/Africa and the Christ,
In later volumes™ the title of a poem 1is often
anticipated in the preceding poem, th\xs reinforcing
the sense of pattern in terms of both ideas and
sounds.” This repetition 1is not static; each
reappearance of an image brings to it a new dimension
and its development can be traced through U Tam®Si""s

entire creative writing. It is significant t\a many
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of the key 1ideo-images in his poetry are important
signifiers in his prose.®

The musicality of U Tam®"Siprose will be
considered in more detail later, bu- in order to
iinderstand how the i1deo-image functions structurally
and 1ow it determines progression, it is useful to
draw a parallel with the rhythmic patterns of African
music. The repeated phrases, often monotonous to the
Western ear, represent subtle variations which mark
the forward movement of the song or dance.
Significantly, this development takes place over an
extended time span.

Tbe rhythmic repetition of image and sound gives

U Tam"Si"s work a strong sense of overall form and
consistency. As core ideas or images are developed by
association and correspondence, they operate
simultaneously at several levels. The major ideo-
images do not work in isolation; they link up with
others so that a chain of ever-widening reference is
created.

In Le mauvais saner, blood, one of the most
complex of th<? ideo-images, relates to water and the
river (the Congo river); this leads on to thoughts and
memories and diving (back into the stream of time, the
past) ; from there it links with la piroguB and
shipwreck. Each one of these links iIn the image-chain
acquires greater resonance as it is picked up and

developed in a later poem or collection. Blood 1is
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inseparable from the Clirist figure whieh, irtl"roiSiiced
i» Pe fflanais aancf. becomes a cSominant image in
Epitome and La Ventre. Similarly, water and rain link
with the immense Congo River, which reflect- the past
and potential g;*randeur of the country, the dream of a
people re-united, jJust as the tributaries of the Congo
River link across the land. Ihe Congo River is also
the source of identity."™™ Furthermore, it represents
the total giving of self, the poetic vocation and
commitment to an ideal. Yet again, U TaM"Si has
compared his poetry to the Congo river, ”gui charrie
autaijt de oadavres que de jacinthes d"eau.'™ Water,
like blood, is a sacrificial and cleansing element and
as the river leads to the ocean, so it links up with
another very iImportant 1ideo-image in U Tam"Si"s
discourse; the ocean/salt/waves/sea-gull.

To elucidate fully these ideo-images, each one
would have to be analysed in the context of U Tam"Si "s
creative writing as a whole. However, this brief look
at the way iIn which they function 1in the poetry
provides some va able insights for the novels, where
in a similar way, certain key idso-images determine

structure.

One of the most iImportant ideo-images 1In the
first part of U Tam"Si"s epic tale and to which it
gives 1ts name, 1iIs that of le -calacreZat.® LO

canarmImt appears too in his early poetry and although
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the 1image 1is not systematically developed> it
nevertheless offers a clue to at least one aspect of

the i1deo-image®s semiological role:

Cmvrez vorre bouche at vos mains: des cancrelatsl
Je ne vous vois ni pSre, ni mere, ni frSres....
(Mauvais sang 34)

The barren solitude of the orphan or exile 1is
suggested by the image of the mouthful or handfvil of
rasping, hard-backed, scuttling insects. In Feu de
brousse. the cockroach is part of a nightmarish vision
of ants, black hornless buffaloes and hyenas. (Feu de
brousse 66). Clearly, the unpleasant aspect of the
cockroach is fimly established in U Tam"Si"s scheme
of reference. This 1is illxaminating with respect to
the evolution of the ideo-image iIn his fiction.

hm aancrmlat not only lends i1ts name to the Ffirst
of the four novisls but it is also a key elemeait of the
proverb quoted in proem: “Le cancrelat alia plaider
xine cause au tribunal des poules!”™ The i1ronic humour
of a situation where the coackroach should seek
justice at the hands of 1its mortal enemy is not
difficult to grasp but the sigr*uficance for the novels
iIs less evident. Is the author commenting ironically
on human beings, on their limited vision and their
inability to comprehend the laws of existence? The
answer to this will be revealed only progressively, as

apparently insignificant allusions to la scarab&e and
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seemingly unrelated references to th© proverb slowly

build up a pattern which, iIn i-etrospect, illuminates

The coackroach establishes itself as an important
signifier in the third chapter, entitled "The night”.
It is 1930, fourteen years after the death of their
father Ndundu, and Sophie and Prosper are living in
Vista, one of the poorest parts of Diosso. Sophie
wakes up late, feeling drained after a night disturbed
by dreams that have left her with a sense of
foreboding. She 1is horrified to find a host of
cockroaches in her roll of new sleeping mats. To rid
herself of them, she calls in her fowls who devour all
but the biggest one, which even the great rooster does
not dare attack. Surely the cockroaches have no
coi.election with her bad dream? Yet the sense of
impending doom persists. And a few hours later

Prosper, wrongly accused of stealing from the

Portuguese factory owner, is taken off by the militia.

That the episode of the cockroaches is In some
way significant is confirmed now by Prosper, as he
stands in silence, confronted by the vociferous
accusations of the White man and surrounded by the
booing crowd. He abandons any attempt to defend his
innocence; instead, his mind turns to his sister
Sophie and the scene that he had witnessed that

morning. The largest cockroach had dared to defy the
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rooster? perhaps it had knotfm that the fine spurs aiKl
beak and plximes were only show? But one cotild not be
siire * and in any event, Sophie could not know whether
the oo™ joaoach had really escaped or whether the
rooster had eaten it in the end® for Prosper had
arrived on the scene and distracted her attentior:.

In Prosper®s mind, the gratuitous laws that iale
the oookroaches™ existence seem to reflect the laws of
human justice, which 1is both unpredictable and
partisan - be it in the Congo under French colonial
rule, or in the independent Congo of Ces fruits si
doux de I"arbre & pain, as Judge Poaty and his son
Gaston learn to their cost. Prosper pleads hir- cause
in vain to the established authorities? the crowds
presume him to be guilty and the militia maltreat him.
Luambu, the truck driver, saves Prosper from the
militia without knowing or caring whether he be
innocent or not. Although Luambu is a passing figure
in Les cancrelats. when he reappears as cne of the
main protagonists in Les xneduses. he too is hounded by
irrational "justice"".

The episode of the coackroach confronting the
rooster serves as a point of reference by which
Prosper®s degree of self-\inderstanding iIs measured.
Much J.ater, after his return to Diosso, the scene
xesurges in his mind, as he finds T“eftaslf aimlessly
watching the cockroaches running u id down the walls

of their home. Directionless, his life an endless
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coaprolaise, even his Tfaith 1iIn the strengthening
presence of the departed spirits is In gquestion. Are
they too not like the cockroach that tomorrow may be
eaten by the rooster? Events seem to confirm the
powerlest:-ness of Prosper actively to control his
destiny; his marriage to Malila, undertaken on the
advice of Sophie, does nothing to fill the emptiness
of his life. And then, inexplicably, Malila dies.
Again, 1In retrospect the cockroaches seem to have been

a bad omen.

The third siginificant reference to the cockroach
proverb is made once again in the context of a bad
dream but this time i1t iIs Prosper who awakens from a
nightmarish world filled with people who have soma
sort of influence over his life. Lying awake and
reflecting on his nightmare, Prosper regrets that the
Governor General Felix Ebouc does not imderstand the
potential power of a whole legion of cockroaches in
the. face of a single hen, no matter how voracious she
may be.

The political overtones are here explicit and
this marks the beginning of Prosper®s active
commitment. He slowly assumes a leading role in
meetings and 1is chosen by the local branch of the
party to represent it. In fact. Prosper is gradually
coming to accept that, although life is ’frSmissante,

grossiSre, affolante”, by committing himself to a
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course of act.ion he 1is no longer searching,
hesitantlyi, for a sense of direction. He has a long
way to gd and his path, which unfolds across Les
phalfenesf is strewn with failure, uncertainty and
disillusion. But in the process he arrives at some
sort of understanding of the human condition. His may
well be a lost cause - how can a cockroach ever hope
to win against the hen? Are the weak capable of
prodigies? Indeed no - but one commits oneself all
the same. =

it has already been noted in Chapter Four that
tne original title of this extended epic tale was to
have been Les etatxes d“"un devenir and th%t Prosper-®-s
search for understanding and identity is taken up by
the Judge Poaty and his son Gaston iIn Css fruits si
douse de I""arbre a pain. What is of significance here
iIs the way iIn which a recurrent i1deo-image such as
that of the cockroach marks the stages of that
"becoming', giving form and pattern to the narrative
and so sustaining it over its slow and often
labyrinthine development.

The cockroach proverb makes a last appearance in
Les phal™nes. It comes to mind as Prosper listens to
Pambault and his friends discussing enthusiastically
the promised end of 1"indigenat. He has the feeling
that there 1is something of the mirage, of chasing

straws in the wind, in all this talk of the

395



-

I"indig&nat but he holds his peace. "Ce n”est pas

dans sa nature de voir tout en mi.ix DScidement.” (74)

As the structuring potential of the cockroach
image is exhausted, other ideo-images assume the role.
The fact that the cockroach appears both in the title
to one of the novels and also in a proverb, gives it
a particular resonance. This is not typical of other
idee-images, which are introduced more unobstrusively
and whose role as signifiers iIs more ambiguous. One
such ideo-image is la robe charleston which opens Les
Phalenes.

There is nothing to indicate that the description
of the full-skirted dress serves any other purpose
than to set the scene; Poto-Poto in the Tfifties,
teeming with life, music a>d dance; a society iIn the
throes of social and political ferment, with a sense
of euphoria at the promise of the abolition of the
1"indigenat. The sleeveless charleston dress, free of
restricting corsets, is the perfect accoapaniment to
the intoxicating rhythm of la biguine or the rtimba.
Gradually however, the frequent recurrence of the
image focusses attention on it and then a specific
reference to its symbolic value alejrts the reader to

tre fact that it is an important signifier:

On parle de la robe charleston... vous en
parlez. .. tout le monde en parle comme d"une
grande personne. Tout le monde, les femmes,
tu veux dire. Comme d"une personne. Dis
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plutet, comas d"xm evenement. Uil SveneiEent
gui ne vieil3.it pas, ne prend pas de rides,
(ui ne passe pas. Mails on ne sait de quoi
elle est le symbols. On ne sait pas quellfe
signifie I*™evasion. On ne reviendra plus a
la nudite d"antan. Quon sTinvente la
pudeur. QuT“on est un peu iconoclaste contre
ce que le corps etait - pour ce gue le corps
doit paraltre - paraltre, pas d”™autre mot.
Chest pourquoi on s"Metourdit a perdre
haleine & parler de la robe charleston. (28-
29)

All the essential elements which make up this
ideo-image are hinted at here. The charleston dress
represents 10 metlssage of the Congo people, the
invasion of the Franco-European cultiare which has
replaced many traditional ways, in the same way that
French Christian names such as Marie, Felicite, Jeanne
have replaced Congolese names. Fixrthermore, it
repr- r-its an escape from present realities? it
provides a means of avoiding critical issues. This

notion is developed a little later;

La robe charleston n"a jamais cess8 d"etre
t la mode, c"est sa vogue gui i.-evient apr”s
1"Eclipse... Toutes les autres modes
passent. C"est-&-dire les grands sujets de
conversation qui ont tenu tout le monde en
haleine, qui ont bouleverse les habitudes...
L*indig8nat, le travail forcS. Hop 131 on
n“"en parle plus. Des vieilles histoires.
Il n'y a gue les elections qui ressemblent
un peu a la robe charleston guand revient le
temps d"en parler, de se mettre en campagne
et de les faire, de Iss gagner; gui ne
tuerait pas pere «tmfere dans la passion qui
avsugle, rallume d"anciens instincts de
sauvageris? (97-8)
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Frosper”s disillttsloniaent: at. thO relativity of
all thinga confintis and reinforces the ironic visioi?
thiat the cockroach proverb had introduced.

Mn a tempoi“al marker, the dtiarleston dress has an
even »ore laportant structural role. By a process of
symbiosis, it collapses the notion of chronological
time, which in turn reflects the temporal dynamics of
the narrative* The charleston dress is an
aRachronism; it is the relic of a fashion dating back
to the thirties. It represents a memory; Sophie will
not wear It or cannot rememp<ar having worn it. She
say» often: '"Moi, jJe ne veux que me souvenir du
prisent. LO coeur lourd me donne des vertiges.” fls
Phalfenes 16) And yet iIn Poto-Poto and Baochgo, the
dxess 1is timeless.

Having been the dominant image of the first half
of the narrative, the charl .;iton dress disappeais from
view and then reappears at the end, with the return of
Taty Loutard. The reader is referred back to the
opening scenes where, at the party given at Prosper®s
home for Taty Loutard on the eve of his departure,
Pambauld le Debonnair®© first introduced Jeanne, his
"perle de Kin". From the first page, the dress had
been associated with the fascinating and sensual
Jeanne, although at that point Jeanne was only one of
several names. it is Jeanne who 1is largely
responsible for the moral and physical collapse of

Pambauld le Debonnaire. Jeanne"s betrayal of
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Paabauld is significant, for iIn his distraught stat®,
Pasibauld iIn txim betrays Prosper. By bringing the
narrative to a full circle, the dress ideo-image marks
temporal progression and at the same time destroys
chronological time. Furthermore, 1in creating a form
of cyclic eternity, it shows the relative
insignificance of the events that intervene between
Taty”™s departure and his returTi. The ontological
implications contained in this ideo-image are clear:
reality is transient and difficult to grasp hold of,
for one”s perceptions of it are determined by the
constp™~t mutations of time and place.

It is with this last reference to the charleston
dress that the stiructural role of the ideo-image
crystallises, in retrospect, it can be seen to inform
both the temporal and the thematic structures of the
narrative, marking the circular development not of the

action but of the imaginary and mental ui iverse.

The complex ax* Fluid patterns of correspondences
that are built up by the ideo-images create a sense of
homogeneity within U Tam"Si"s creative discourse. At*
this point it 1is necessairy to make a distinction
between the notion of homogeneity and that of ™organic
unity”, by which all parts relate to the whole.
Organic unity is an important criterion in the Western
tradition of literary criticism but it cannot be

usefully applied to U Tam"Si"s fiction. Of more



relevance is another concept, that of harmony within
divarsity, This notion is better unclerstood when set
in the context of African ontology and here valuable
insight can be had from a discussion recorded by
Theophile Obenga in La cuvette conaolaise.™ Mwene
Alomba, an old Mbochi, explains his philosophical
understanding of being. In Mwene Alomba®s words, a
thing exist without having to manifest itself:
its virtual existel.”e constitutes 1its absolute
totality. But man perceives reality as a system of
relations. ”Les d vers aspects de la realite sont
reli8s et se conditioftnent mutueliement.” Moreover,
"la fagon d"etre” of a being is different from its
reaJIt™ i1 the ™fFagon d"8tre” of a woman dancing is
temporary, her reality resides in her femininity. Her
possible or potential fagons d°"Stre” are infinite.
This dynamic synthesis of permanence and change
constitutes absolute totality. *he elements of the

existential world exist i <" rvae of relativity.

Comparer n"est nullement opposer ni
Juxtaposer, encore moins poser cote a cé6te
les fTaits de la comparaisoii, mais les
rapprocher en discernent ce qui les rend
proches les uns des aatres et ce qui, en
m&ae temps, les rend distinct© les uns par
rapport axix autres pn sein de la totalite
englobante. (a cuvette 147)

U Tatm®Si himseir expresses much the same i1dea in

his iIntroduction to L"Maendes africaines. In defens®
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Qf his refusal to provide an anthology of tales

classified according to theme he says;

Toute chose classee, me sembls-t-il, perd
touts ISnergie qu-elle gagne en puissance
d*"Stre intimement laissee au contact des
autres choses. (18)

It is this sense of the profound
interconnectedness of all aspects of the existential
world that is mirrored in U TamSi"s h*~hly integrated
creative writ..ng. Such a holistic approach to life
stands in contrast to the manichean world
view. i

The analysis of the 1ideo-images*™ structuring
function highlights a naorrative technique Uilat U
Tam®"Si develops and v s with great skill. The ideo-
images do not operate in a linear or logically ordered
fashion. They are determined by a poetic logic that
functions by association and coarrespondence. The
complex 1interplay of these 1ideo-images creates a
densely textured discourse which 1is also highly
structured. This patterning was consciously
fashioned, as is clear from U Tajii"Si"s own words.

Speaking of his poetry, he said;

Les cing recueils que jJTai ecrits sont
compl&uencaires comme les cing doigts de la
main. Je me suis donne au depart des
themes, j"ai cree un climat. Puis il
mTarrive davoir l"attention attiree par \ae
image. Cette image, je la transfere dans un
autre poeme. Iy a done passage et
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progtression d“un po”™me t 1 "autre. In
partant d"un matSriau brut, anarchlgu® et
bsrequ®, j"en arrive ainsi & un® oeuvr® trfts
structurie. Mais j"ai 1 impression que je
ne me suis donnS, jJusqu*”™ present, qu“un
lexique ft partir duguel je vais pouvoir
crSer libreiuent - comrae si je me trouvais au
d8but de ma veritable aventixre po8tiquel®

These remarks apply to his creative works as a
whole which, on careful reading, reveal a remarkable
degree of coherence in terms of both thematic concerns

and poetic idiom or mythology.

It has been said that U Trzn"Si"s poetry and
fiction are integrally related and mutually
ilIximinating. To illustrate the way in which ideo-
images that have been developed iIn the poetry inform
the prose, le tlimuvm and la jrer can be isolated. These
ideo-images are themselves closely interrelated.

Significantly, 1b fleuv® is not any river but a
riirer whioh runs into the sea. At a first reading, it
Is easy to understand how the image of le fleuvm would
be dominan*fx In the consciousness of the Congolese
people, for the great Congo river is both a source of
food and a vital means of transport. It is also a
powerful natural element thE*t can easily destroy those
who venture out on it in a flimsy pirogue.

ThSophils Obenga“s explanation of some
traditional poem-songs gives valuable insight into
another metaphysical dimvinsion of le fleuve. The

river is believed to bO the source of gmnxms and also
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the original hom® of twins, thsmselves of mythological
signifioanc® and thought to bring happiness. In a
particularly beautiful traditional poe»-song, le
pircsguimr, who understajids the aysteries of the water
and is responsible for carrying people safely across
the water™ helps the twins to escape from the binding
rushes. In so doing he brings them into life, out of
the primordial waters wler® they originate.

In O Tan"Sipoetry, 20 flmuve and la pirogue
are closely related. To the layers of traditional
ontological connotation contained by these two images,
he adds his own personal meaning. Le fleuvm, and in
particular the Congo River, symbolises not only life
but also generosxty, the total giving of self, poetic
inspiration, the flow of wajrds, the Verb, Le
plrogular, or 10 pagayeixr, shows the direction.

Without him one is lost;

mes d<iux mains a\tour du fleuve
cela faisait une bonne Scuelle
mais l a-t-on 8gar§8 mes pagayeurs
(Feu de brousse 86)

Their presence symbolises hope and an affirmation of

life;

I"eau du fleuve chantait
penchant la tSte des piroguiers
de poupe en proue (Feu de brousse 99)
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Only by Oxploring the traditional culture of a
particular writer 1is it possible to appreciate the
multiple levels of meaning contained iIn such complex
images. For a non-Vili, there will probably always
remain unexplained elements in U Tam*"Si"s discourse,
just as no reader can fully penetrate the poet"s
individual poetic imagination.

L& mer, which is closely associated with the le
fleuve, attains its fullest connotative powers iIn the
collection Feu de brousse. The sea iIs a source of
hope and inspiration; by throwing himself into the
aga, the poet commits himself to his paople and to his
poetic vocation.® In the face of the sea™s Immensity
and the fascination of its regtilar rhythm, one is made
aware of one"s solitude and one"s mortality. Thfe sea
bed, with its store of pj.ant and animal life, mirrors
the depthiS of the human consciousness. As a primeval
element, the sea is the source of all I1fe; U Tam"Sl
often uses the expression ”la mer en gisine.” It is
the salt in the sea water that gives it its savour and
in U Tam"Si"s poetic idiom, salt is associated with
the notions of vitality, active engagement and the
potential grandeur of human beings; »"le sel me rend
savoureux t moi-m8me." (98) In Arc musical, the sea

and salt signify rest and regeneration:

J aime tenement la mer
guand elle se repose
du tumulte de ses abysses
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que je comprends mal
quon la chansonne  tort. (117-18)

And yet the sea is treacherous; it is by the sea that

the slave ships arrived:

mais non
avant la mer
monte I17ecume
la gorge
du fleuve
ecoutez le tocsin
Congo

fFeu de brousse 87)

It was by the sea too, that the colonising forces

arrived; in U Tam"Si"s play Le Zulu. "I"eciare de la

4 mer*™ is a key image presaging the domination of the
Zulu people by the White man.**> So it is that the

notion of refusal and revolt is contained in the sea

symbol :

bras et corps poings levssl
corps et tmes poings levfesi
des gens, poitrail au ventj
sortent leur corp.; du silence des nuits,
pour le battre contre 1"ecume
ceux gui 8taient sans pitance ont un chemin”
fA triche-coeur 126)

Turning now to U Tam"5i"s prose, as may be
expected the sea 1is a dominant ideo-image 1In Les
mMuses_..ou Les ort-j.es de mer. In U Tam®"Si"s own
words: *a mer est porteuse d“une richesse

insoupgjonnable, et puis aussi de m8duses. Ces m8du@es
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Bont les tgeaoiiis d« la ire«o®titre de »&«
perseainages.The rol© of the sea as ttie (gsatalysinig”
agent: in <fde meeting of the three men and its thematic

importance is made quite specifics in the texts

"On se souviendra toujours eoaiment on s”est
renrontrS, ditMuendo.® Q&, c”est vrai. On
dira quand on s"est rencsontrS, 11 y avait
des m8duses partout; h cause des paroles
d"un fou qui se prenait potir un prirel._”

Btit"30 «jue cett® rencontre,, dans ces
circonstances donnait une ejiplication du
coma da Luamba? (80-1)

The three friends meet regularly on the foeola®

I tfceir lunch toreak or after work. In contrast

wr heavy, stifling atmospfesre in Luambu®s office”
filled with suspicion and unexplained
forii.bodIng, it is pleasantly cool next to the sea and
there is always a mo”~"ent of air. ijuambu coimes to
the beach to rafisctf to try to see more clearly the
sense of his confused existence. He meditatias aloud

to Elengas

Nous disons: “L"eau de s®I™, ips Vilis
disent: “"Mbou!® C"est par le bruit qua fait

la mer gqu*"ils nomment la mer. C"est une
rumeur ressassie de tout® Sterniti, peut-
8tre depuis la nuit des temps. Le tempg

vient ke la nuit. La nuit a mis au monde le
temps, un matin! Avec les fetoiles, la lane.
Le soleil et le temps sortent de la nuit.

€2
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his words are not understooii by ®lsttfa”
in whose @y®s Luaabu is a philosophrsr and ioiaetliing of
a sorcerer-prophet,

Later, shocked and grieving at +tJie death of
Elenga, Luambu sae3cs refug® on the beach; “le timult®
des vagues ne peut rien contre les maux d"tm® ftee «n
laabeaux. Mais 1l y a I7iode.” (166-7) The sea
contains i1odine, an antiseptic agent that is essential
to life and which heals. Again, after hearing of tlie
graeso®® death of Muendo at the sawmills, 3._iia»u tiirjig
to the sea, trying to chase away the spectre of death
by Wensual images of sexuality and fertility that
the waves suggest:

Pour ne pas enliser ses pas dans le sable,

il faut marcher vite, Luambu s*essouffla et

s”effondra sur le sable. Face h la leer, ses

tumultes intirieurs devenaient derisoires,

De mdme le sable est calme face a la mer gui

infiniinent s"agite, rue, ahane, feule, laoj:

grignote, lape, suce, bave, rSle, s"enarve

de ne pouvoir parfaire un orgasme dont

Wattnnte I».i dechire iInterminablement les

entrailles. Quelle hanohe, quelle cuisse,

quel ventre de femme n"a jamais eu le

veloutfe de la vague qui vient lentement

lascive, qui sTirise effearvescente, se
ramasse le dos arrondi, fond sur le plaisir

qui la disloque. Parfait, parfait! Je suis

ce vieillard agonisant que la vue dTune

vierge ravive! 11 se ISve. S"il chasse la

mort, la vie tiendra encore le bon bout.
(221)

Of less obsessive significance, iIn the other
novels, the sea is nevertheless part of the symbolic
fabric of the entire epic. In Les canorelats, for
example, Juliette went to visit her uncle, who lived
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at Point.e-EDir© and there th©O gea aaflo a

liEpressiQH on her.

Oui, c"Ost Ifi-bas que tout arriva, & Pointe-
Noire. La mer avait surpris et eclaboussS
Juliette de son Scume saline et lumineuse. Ille
restait devant la roer des heiares et des heurss,
perplexe et ahurie. Il1le avait d8cidSment las
yeux) trop grands ou lee paupiferes trop Stroites.
239

And 1t is here, beside the sea, that Juliette met
Prosper. Was it a presage that, on her last day, when
she went to collect a little sea water in a bottle to
take bade hoae with her, a crab pin«hed hOr toe and
she had to limp to the "crain?

Only when read in the context of U Taitt™Si's
creative writing as a whole do«s the full ~ignifioanee
of “son €cume saline et lumlneuse'™ become clear* “Ehls
is not simply a visual reprasentatioa of ths salty
foam, reflecting the briglrt sunlight. Juliette is at
a decisive point in her destiny; the sea awaJsens her
to full womanhood, prepares her for her aeeting witii
Prosper and the joy and the pain that that union will
bring. The symbolic function of the shining, salt
waves is distilled in the poem entitled *Le corps”,
written many years later.

The sea i1deo-image illustrates in a striking way
the remarkable homogeneity of U Tam"Si"s symbolic
universe. The patterning of cross-reference,, and

correspondence, whereby the poetry informs the pros®
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and vio® mrtxsa, is on® of tke lao” distingiiishirig
cbaracteristics of his creative wariting.

However, this poetic "lexiqtie”, as T SawV'Si
referred to it, makes considerable desaands upon the
reader, which is one of the reasons why his writing,
particularly his poetry, is found by many to be
difficult, even hermetic.

For tlie Western reader in particular* fflo iIs not
familiar with the Vili or Congolese contect, u
Tam""Si"s“multi-disensional, at times esoteric, imagery
seems to defy rational explanation and this has led to
parallels being drawn with the poetry of the French
surrealists. A closer look at this critical opinion
will 1i1llustrate clearly th© shortcomings of the
comparative or intertextual approach,- often practised
by Western critics.** Fusrthermore, it will help focus

on the specifidity of U Tam""Si”'s poetic discourse.

A paper given by Gerald Moore at a s3io™ii» on
French language literatiire, held in’Dakar in 1963,
provides an appropriate basis for the discussion.™»
Moore®s paper was entitled “Surrfealisme et nSgritude
dans la poesis de Tchicaya U Tam"Si,"” eind in it he
suggests that U Tam"Si"s iitiagery is at times more

surrealist than that of the surrealists:

Et dans le passage le plus frSnStig™ue du poeme
... 1l crg8@ un tableau etrange et sauvage, dont
les rangees de “derri&res fourbus®™® suggerent
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QoviXimt, mais dont. 10s autaras auraiife
SGeindalisi Salvador Dali. (242)

Athough Moore makes a fine, sensitive reading of
several poems, his assessment of U Taim"Si"s poetry is
grounded on a mistaken premise and this in turn leads
to the "surrealist” interpretation which he gives to

U Tam"Si"s poetic discourse.

Mooro begins with the assertion that: "Tchicaya
est un teffloin dont 1“unique but, ~i, Ost de
manifester la NSgriltude,™ This runs counter to
evidence from U Tam"Si"s writing and to his expressed
views. However, at the end of the paper it beGomes
clear that Moore gives a very wide definition to

xiBgrltudm:

Le decor poetique d"U Tam"si, les materiaux de
son imagination, toute sa sensibilite, la musique
meme de sa vie, c"est I"Afrique qui leur a donne
forme, Jusgu*ft ce point, nous pouvons
certainement parler de Negritude. Bt jusqu“sL ce
paint prfecisement, nous pourrions parler de
I"Anglitude de Shakespeare out de la Francitude
de Racine. (249

Moore clearly confuses negritudm with afrxcanit&
or the "African mind”. NevertJaeless, it is important
to understand his definition of n&gritad&, sine® it
represents the essence of his argument. Moore states
that U Tam"Si"s expression of his "Africanness™* is,
unlike that of the Negritude poets Damas or Diop,

"absolument pas didactique', jJust as, 'de par sa
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natxare «80, le Sttrrgalieme ne peut #ters

This clears the way for asserting that IT Tam"Si was

inspired ky, amongst other things, »ia techniga® et
example do surrSalisaie.” (249)

It is important to examin©® more closely this
assertion. The sxirrealists, as Moore explains, tis«d
poetry as a means of liberatic . They sought to free
both language and thought from the constraint® of
conventional speech and mind pattanis. They
deliberately tried to disconcert the reader by
inhabitual or even shocking imagery as well as the
arbitrary juxtaposition of words or images that had no
apparent logical association.

In fact, no"iihing could be more different from
U Tam®"Si"s poetic discourse. Careful inveertigation of
ifde context which inspires his poetry shews that
apparently hermetic 1images derive from concrete
elements of the poet"s cultural heritag#, bath
traditional and modem. U Tam®"Si himself frecently
ssaid, in z-efutation of the view that his poetry is
difficult, «les clISs sont 1ia.» It is the
responsibility of the reader and critic to see them.
Etis richly connotative ideo-images do not derive from
the free association of elements within a private,
intensely subjective imaglnalre. They are grounded in
a real, referential world which 1is part of a

collective experience. His poetry builds upon a
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coherent scljeiae of referejicO ar™ in tliis it differs
fmidaMentally froa that of th© surrealists.

Nor does D Tam"Si seek deliberately to shoclc the
reader. He explores every possible resource of
language and isjage to express his own suffering and
also his profound and passionate identification with
the suffering of Africa, more particularly, of the
Congo, His overriding concern is not to destroy or
liberate or change the world but to imderstand, both
himself and his world.

Moore*8 reading of T Taa"Si"s poetry in terras of
Western paraaeters has the effect of excluding other
important criteria. 1?his inevitably Ilimits the
elucidation of the text. It is unfortunate that Moore
does not follow more carefully the clues given by

Senghor. He says;

.-. je trouve difficile de suivre M- Sseggliar guand
il proclame que le style d™D Tam"Si s”™inspire
beaucoup de la tradition poetique bantoue. Le
champ indique me parait (sic) un peu trop vaste
et trop vague pour permettre d utiles
comparaisons. (247)

Yet Moore goes on to discuss the enigmatic
Jjuxtaposition of images in Yoruba poetry, with which
he 1is familiar; how much more illuminating this
avenue of enquiry would have been than to have

followed the surrealist path.
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U himself gives further insight 1111:@ til®

trtae sources of his poietic imBgina.ir@i

Allez dang [10s villages et ecoutez parler
I0s gens, vous verrez quails parlent par
parabolas, par proverbes, par images. Ce
sont les images qui parlent chez nous i le
verbe n"©Ost pas virne structure grammaticale
laais plutdt une structure par echos. Quand
je dis "mangue”, vous voyez xin enfant gui
mange une mangue, VOUS vVoyez un manguier, ou
un paysage cCl il y a un manguier, etc. Tous
ces signifiants sont reconstitues par le
lecteur, C7eet-a~dire gue quand j"~cris, je
ne raconte pas, je ne vous mScdie pas la
nourriture. Je vous dis: "“Voil™", et selon
les habitudes que vous avez acquises, Vous
pouvez prendre plus ou moins.*

This echoes the much--debatod Senghorien theory of
the “analogieal image'”. According to Senghor; “11
suffit de rHiffieX" la chose poixr qu-appeiraisse le se®s
soujs le signe. Car tout est signe et sens en mime
temps pour les MSgro-Africains.... Furtheraaore, to
name a thing is to give concrete expression to a
moral, vital force.

Senghor was among the Ffirst tJ recognise the
poetic genius of U Tam*Si, whom he hailed as one of
the most authentically "negro-African poets, close to
the source of pure African inspiration and
expression.*” It would be wrong co pursue too far
this attempt to define U Tam"Si"s writing in terms of
its "Africanness” since, as it has already been seen,
U Tam"Si disassociated himself from Senghor-®s

negrituds philosophy. Nevertheless, it is undeniable
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tfciat U vip{rost#rtatiornt of tlie natural world
differs fundaMentallY from tliat of Ifert@m

In feis poetic and Tfiotioml miverse, t&®
interplay between maii and the forces of nattir® i® a
eonstant. For example, the heavy, gri j that
precedes a storm, Tforeshadows the aiinoiinceiiient to
Prosper of his father/”s death; the deserted i”ach with
its air of "une fTin de monde"™ contains a dreadftal
message, which will be understood by Luambu only when
he learns that Elenga has been shot. ¥Ot the nattaral
elements are not a reflection of the protagonist®s or
the poet”™s emotive or spiritual state, in th.e way that
Rousseau and the Romantios po3?tray nature as an
expression of the "I Natiaral elegjstifcs - the sea,
the sun, the rain ~ are an integral part of th.e human
drama,

& striteir’g illustration of this is fotmd 1in
mMusese Political tension had led to Haloixga®s
prudent decision that his nephew Elenga®s death should
be mourned in silence. However, the frogs defied the

interdiction and provided a deafening funeral chant.

On etat dit que, O part et d autre d6 la
route qui va au Plateau, il y avait deux
choeurs de batracit'ms et de reptiles leurs
cousins {jui cette nuit-la montrent aux
vivants aloilie aux aorts, comaient on pleure
xin enfant, ho! Un enfnnt, pas un hoame, ohS
Les chiens errants aussi vinrent et
hvirlé&rent. Les Boustitjues aussi. (40)
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The personnification of tlie animal world does not
derive from a Hliterary conceit; It Is a concrete
expression of the way in which tJie foroes of nattire
interact dynamically with the lives of human beings.

In Ms,,c8ncrgla™i, the night, the wind an™ the
rain combine in an unrelenting attack against the
newly oarphaned Prosper, as he falls to his knees in

the cemetery.

Le ciel de suie, sombre 3 IThorijson, ramdne
la nuit. La nuit tombe® ine“korab 1. Elle
rSveille le vent qui bSille, s etire les
membres, puis lance de tous cotes des coups

de boutoir. Le vent assomme 1"enfant*
L~*enfant chancelle. L"enfant s"abar c"Mt?;e
le sol, sans bruit. La croix, au bout la

tombs, tressaille. Des arabesques

le long de IThori™™on, puis, IS-bas, sur Xa
mer, craquent dans le ciel noir. La nuit
perd ses derniers scrupules. Ahanant comm#®
sur un lit da3>oiur, obscene, la pluie en
profite, sMacharne sur la terre des
orphelins. La nuit fremit de plaisirl Quand
elle en prend a ses aises, elle ne se n<8le
pas d"etre hypoci’ite, oh ga, nonl (81)

The voracious sexuality of the imagery likens the
rapport between Prosper and the elements to that of «in
abortive mother-child relationship. Again,, referencje

to U Tam"Si"s poetry is illuminating;

Ta terre te refoule
t"a vendue haut la houle
Ah! crSve done de ragel

Dans chaque lit on voit

ta mere ivre en rut pouaf!
le d™mon la croit sage. (auvais sana 22)
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Titisse lines are maarkably ri«iini»c«nt of thb®
prose passage”™ illustrating once again th© ooharenoa
of U Tam"si discourse; one Tfinds the sa»e
aggressively sexual imagery and the same synonomy of
the eairfch and the mother. Both are guilty of betrayal
and the earth, like the mother, iIs shown to
participate actively in the physical and spiritual
life of its progeny.

Another passage from Les cancrelats reveals a
further dimension in the rappOTt between natuxe, human
beings and their destiny® Prosper, nianacled and
thrown into the militia men®"s t\c3c, iIs driven across

the Ntandu Pundji plain:

Ntandu Pundji vit et entendit tout cela avec
un oeil et wune oreille indifferents.
Prosper 1"avait maintes fois traversie, &
pled, a becane, en camion, il ne lMavait
Jjamais vue, jamais sentie (Sic) oette dtiaude
haleine d“une herbe humble et soumise,
prostree comme Sophie, la-bas tout Kk
I"heure, devant la Factorerie de I"Encorni.
Dieu a-t-il crSe un ciel sous legusl le
soleil n"est pas un flSau? Autx"e que celui-
ci? Ntandu Pundji flitrie et vivante™ mon
Dieul Il ne pouvait pas y avoir de
solidarity tacit® ou latente entie cette
plains et Prosper, eGt~il un moment pens§ B
la prot"ger 'ntdtii ngahn KumSnd&h” (cette
terre du Commandant)? (123)

This communion between huntan beings, earth and
god derives from a ho3”stic world-view that has
already been discussed. Useful referena® can again be
made to Mwene Alomba, the Mbochi sage, who explains
his understanding of the reciprocal and complementary
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Oxistence of hiunan beings and nature. MOn and women
find their reality iIn action and by their human
endeavour they conquer natujre. Being the place
wherein humans realise ttiemselves, nature is

humanity"s reality:

La nature dans sa totality et son absoluit®
est le lieu de la verity de I"homme,
activity pratigue, concrete et universelle,
produisant un monde culturel qui produit
I"homme lui~m8me pour autant gu®© ce monde
culturel soit la production de I*homme libre
dans la nature.*™*

It is humanity"s work within nature that is
sacred, not the natural world 1itself and it is
perilous to abuse this ontological relationship, for
a violation of it demands a sacrifice. This explains
many enigmatic passages in U Tam"Si"s narrative, one
of which seirves to illustrate the point.

In Les midusesf Elenga is fascinated by trains.
He works on the Confjo-Ocean line, the infamous railway
line that wais cut across the Congo to the sea, costing

many thousands of lives:

Le Congo-Ocean est a sa manifere un fleuve;
un Fleuve qui deraille parfoisj Le Mayoajab©
qui refuse 1"abus, le droit de passage, qui
prend son tribut de chair et de sang,
sacrifice qui lui est d en compensation du
prejudice, du viol qu®on lui a fait subir a
coups de dynamite. Les fleuves d"eau, de
terra, de forSts et de montagnes, la mer de
I"ocian, tout deraille; des gouffres
s"ouvrent, des vies humaines s"y abiment.
L expiation. It yv a [la faute de
I"homms!. (135)
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Was Elenga®s death sowe sort of expiation for the
colonial power®"s abuse of the humanity-nature
relationship? And Muendo, who worked in a sawmill,
where scores of trees were sawn up daily; does he by
his death pay retribution for the large-scale

exploitation of nature®"s resources?

Partir vers une forSt de ftits, de troncs
d"arbres couchfes, blessis, hostile®. Des
milliers de jours les ont vus debout,
altiersjy dfefiant le soleil, sanctuaires
d"anciens dieux, d"anciens temps..., Partir
vers cette vie tron™onnee, vers ces odeurs
de bois, de chair de bois si dure, qui a
resists a tant d"oi;iragansi ffedusea 209-10)

Clearly, nature playe an ontological role in
U Tain"Si"s creative witing, iInteracting with the
protagonists at the physical, emotional and spiritual
level.

Having highlighted the natural world as the
source of much of U Tam"Si"s imagery, we are led on to
consider the modality of the iImages themselves. A
survey of the major ideo-images will show that they
are characteristically firmly anchored in the" real
world. Intangible sensations and the interplay of
human relations are given palpable consistency by
means of concrete images?. Some examples from prose
will i1llustrate this. In the following passage from
Les cancrelats, Taty senses Damien®s humility and
reluctance, as he woulld the fetid odours of a

marshland:
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La voix dm Taty se dfegrada™® se permit xians
tnmuniure. Le Flauve de sas paroles devint
IInmar6cage en cO terrain ﬁermSabl_e gufitait
I"humilite de Damien Nd§lhul Damien suait/
fetlde. Taty sentit Damien poretix, ses
aroles le penStrerent, elles le diluailent.
uis Sous I"effet corrodant du
pressentiment, Damien se dsssechait. 11
avait 1 "impression gu© son coeur n"Stait
gudre plus gros gu®un pSpin d© goyave. (156)

In a scene from Les mfeduses. Luambu Is again on
the beach, this time with Mazola, Elenga®s younger
sister, whose love for him he resists, Inhibited as he
IS by his memories and sense of guilt for his dead
wife. For a brief moment, Mas;ola''s"youthful Innocence
lifts him out of his bleak despondency;

i1 se sent aussi gosse tju“elle,
fralcheur bienfaisante, 11 a uiie legSrete
de corps. Il levite,, plus aucun de ses
membres ne lui fait mal. Il a dans la
poitrine un coeur aussi gpais gu“un point de
an lumiere. Il est dans les arbres. Plus

agile gu®un lezard, il peut descendre 1 pic,
la t8tO en bas, les_ parois les plus
vertigineuses. Il ne voit pas d"ablme, Le
fond est_une remontee et dans ses mailns sur
un coussinet de mousse, 1l tient un charbon
o veille un point de feu. C"est la braise
3ue I"on gardait vive lors des migrations,
es exodes d"antan. (duses 139)

& The rapid succession of visual and tactile
Images, drawn as they so often are, from the natural

N world, create a kaleidesccpe of iImpressions,
reflecting the conflicting emotions that invade
Luambu .

N At times the earthy humour of an .mage, explicit

In 1ts crude reality, reflects the vigorous, self-

mocking irony that is a constant in U Tam"Si"s
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writing. Here the attempt to banish frola o"%s mitid
an unwelcome 1idea, i1s likened to cshasing a dtidc

... _la pens6e qu”il veut Tuir revient avec
entitement ... c”est ocoHime le canard, tu le
chasses, i1l fiente de peur en s"Sloignanti
tu as honte de la fraetir qua tu lfuil as
donn8e. Is pauvre canard! Le pauvre? tu
pariesl Ruse de canard, oui, car le voila
qui revient de son pas apguy?z, se souciant
peu de tes etats dfixal hs8l va-teni tu lui
cours gorfes, eh merdei eh ouil le pied dan©
sa fiente, tu en as plein dans les orteils*
Tu chasses, tu plains, tu maudis ...
(EMISnas 243)

U Tara"Si’s fellow Congolese writer, Sony Labou
Tansi, crystallises iIn his own way this manner of
ejgsressing abstract concepts through the prism of the
real world. “Pour moi, I"imaginaire ne peut Stre gue
dans la realite wue au microjscop® de la

sensibilite.

U Tam®"Si’s i1deo”images function by the non-
explicited association of ideas. Often an image will
be no more than a fleeting, i1mpressionistic touch,
easily missed at a Tfirst reading. Its wider
connotations and thematic value may become apparent
only upon successive reappearances in the text. Ja
example of this is the play on white and black in Las
cancrelats. The scene iIs the crowded mission church
on Easter Sunday; all are there to witness the first
Communion of the mission children. The girls are

dressed in white. The black priest, Abbe Stanislas,
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Is officiating, whie*. scandalise® tlle ot guests
Cliaxtrian"t, the French Administrator, &s yet# the
racial implications are merely suggested. It iIs tie
final image of the passage that crystallises the

esssnce of this and the preceding scane.

L"abbil Rene posalt ses doigts aoirs s«
I"1voire des claviers de 1"Ygymonitim, et ils
colaraient comme des vegiaes sur un sable
sonore. Quelle fralcheurl (@) (emphasis

added)

The play on white and black, acting as positiw
and negative signifiers, creates an ironic peKspective
and at the same time, reflects tJJ© complexity of
racial attitudes in this small Congolese settlement.,
which 1s a microcosm of colonial Africa.

The image of the black hands on the ivory piano
keys i1lluminates the scene 1mmediately precedirvg that
of the Communion servic sitting on tie beach, the
youthful Prosper expounds to bis confused and
frightened cousin what 1t means to belong to a damned
race. Prosper 1is still fervently devout, under the
influence of the mission fathers, and for him Easter
represents his only salvation. Taking his Communion
will not only ensiire his place iIn heaven but also; '"Je
serail blanc, dit Prosper en ramenant ses hbi*-es sur son
coeur en toute humility.” (&) The poor, incredulous
Taty i1s overwhelmed by this revelation, he who had

witnhessed the death of an aunt - an aunt who had
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r«ain@cl well and forulf blacdsi hmetar of mide
episod:® allfeviates the sting of the i1rony a3 I9®
laplications are left Implicit. The scene then
changes abruptly to that of the mission aiaudx at
Saster, It i1s only In retrospect tleat the full 1mport
of the black-white iInteraction becomes apparent.

A close look at the heird 1deo-11aage will serve as
a further illustration of the way iIn which, as 1t
appears in different contexts, an imag® gathers layers
of meaning vmtil 1t acguires the status of a aca™lex
symbol, signifying simultaneously at n»ny different
levels. Pome eKaagples from U lam™gi's poetry will
illustrate the importance of the gjrid Image.

Moos etions Elle et moi gue mains et paupieres
Mauvais sang 38>

sur les deux rives
d*autres fleuves vieamant
ainsi tiennent les doigts
a la main tendue les veines
au_coeur humide
mais eiix 1ls nont pas su attendre
ue lerir tende de moi-m™e la main
e moi-m8me j "aurals SuU verser mon sang
pour quils vivent heureux chez eux
S6)

La main en guise de truelle

Bt le sel en guise de liant i
pour que 1®edifice du corps soit defi
a la hideur grave du tocsin

fVeste d*intirieur 8))

La main gui ne repond pas pousse au suicide.
(\gjr's e, vfille 108)
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1a m.in joins paople together, unites theal In a
fraternal bond and, as a symbol of love, offers a
aeans of resisting mortality.

In the following passage from Les cancrelats, la

main 1S a key iImage;

St seulement Juliette lui avait dit, ne
serait’ce que murmur”™; Tu es un ho®me",
sans mo®e ajouter de superlatif, Prosper
aurait eti dans la vie une main et non une
peau de taa-tam. Une main prime. Sa_main
ne primailt pas. Prosper partout se taisait
ou rSpondart par monosyllabes. Qui ne
souffrirait pas de veulerie a force d“etre
inutile a la vie des uns et des autres? On
vivait d"instincts pouilleiax, _mutiles,
musel&s, brines, sans importance si ce n“‘est
que dans la d8risioni lcondi aurait peut-
Stre fini par lui apprendre comment devenlr
une main qui prend, qui donne, qui se ferme,

qui cogne, qui s"offre. qui decide. ~Un
h(%gg)e qui ne decide jos ... est malade.

mProsper, still at the beginning of his long and
painful quest for 1identity, has reached a crucial
moment of self-understanding: it is only iIn action
that one gives meaning to one"s existence. Moreover,
an act i1s only meaningful when it affirms and
reinforces the bond between oneself and one"s fellows.
By committing oneself to a cause and thereby
recognising hxman fratemity, one Tulfils one’s
potential. The importance of the hand ideo-image is
Tfirmly established and 1t reverberates within the text
each time i1t appears, be 1t iIn passing or explicitly

referred to, as in the following scene from Les
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phal&né&s. Sopiii© gives a lesson to her mphsw fatilih
rn the intimate complexity of family relationships

according to ITili custom;

Sophie se ripSte par affection pour Juliette
sa belle-soeur (chez nous on dit: sa femme) .

Juliette est la femme de Sophie, puisgue
Sophie est le pere au f8minin de Lda et de
Paulin, Sophie n"est done pas la tante de
L"a et de Paulin, c"est la soexir de Juliette
qui est leur tante (st Juliette a une
soeur), c est-fidire leur mere en fait, tu
as compris Paulin? tol qui apprends &
I1"ecole, i1l faut que tu apprennes cela, ce
n"est pas pour rien gue akeg nous la main Ot
la _famille c"est le m8me mot qui les
designe. (617)

Qiven the ambiguous nature of the Prosper-Boplii®-
Juliette relationship, the rignifleancje of this
passage 1is evident and the hand image sertes to

accentuate it.

Perhaps the most striking featvire of the ideo-
image In U Tam"Si"s poetic and novelist discourse, 1S
iIts dialectical nature and the contradictory forces
that i1t releases. This 1Is reminiscent of the 1idea
developed by Gilbert Durand iIn Ficmres mvthiaues et
visages de [Toeuvre’*® Durand speaks of the
dialectical tension that releases the dynamic energy
of figurative expression. The connotative power of
the 1mage or symbol lies In what he calls its

"'synthase op4ratoire” of opposing forces.
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The way In which positive and negative forces are
contained iIn the saae image is partictilarly evident in
r Taa"si’s writing, where elliptical, metoyittie
expression concentrates a multiplicity of elements
within a single signifier. To 1llustrate this, a
brief look may be taken at the CSirist symbol. The
dynanics of this dialectical ideo-image are
inseparable from 1ts thematic significance and themes
that have aready been introduced in Chapter Four will
be taken up again here, this time to draw out the
fundamental ambiguity which characterises U Tan"Si*"s
xma3.gina.lre.

The full dialectic of the Christ figure becomes
apparent 1T its development is viewed retrospectively.
In the last collection of poems. La veste d*interieur.
the poem "Le tombeau d™U” i1s particularly pertinent on

account of the refrain that shapes it:

A Paques je ne pus rompre le pain gui leva i
Dn ventre refusa de traduire mon amour en chair

®)

Easter, with 1ts connotations of the betrayed and
martyred Christ, represents conflicting forces in
U Tam®"Si"s poetic miiverse. Ambiguity surrotmds
the concept of Christ the Redeemer, who died for the
sins of humankind. Traditionally, the concept of sin
has no place iIn African metaphysics. Fuarthermor©, the

colonial church iIs seen as having used its teachings
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of Christ the martyr as a means of deoeiving the
African peoples. The irreverent, even sacrilegious
Imagery of U Tam"Si"s early poetry clearly expresses
his rejection of the way in which the sacred concept
of sacrificial blood has been manipulated; *’le C3arist
est un fetiche a clous,” he says In Le mauvais sana.
Moreover, while the betrayed Christ represents the
martyrdom of Africa, he i1s a false martyr. christ,

Africa, should have revolted;

le Christ m"a trahit

en se laissant trouer la peau

qui voulait qu®on fit la preuve de sa mort
ilm Je toasse 74)

D Tam"Si castigates those who passively allow
themselves to be dominated 2d exploited:

Christ trahi voici ma croix hximaine de bois _
Je dansais guand le voleur est entre ch&z moi
Est-ce raison de danser toujours sans raisons?
(auvais sana 33)

Yet, as has already been seen, thematically the
Christ figure represents suffering and self-sacrifice,
the total commitment of oneself to an ideal or to a
cause.

An understanding of the image of the breaking of
bread at Easter is incomplete without reference to

U Tam*"Si"s fourth collection of poetry, Le ventre,
where Lumikiba i1s depicted as the Messiah who will
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imite thi® Rongo and who, like Glirist, i1# ljetraf® by
teis owB people. This i1dea i1s developed and r”ppears

frequently in his later poetry:

(gi'imagine le soldat roaain
u bout de sa lance ) )
tendant Iss levres de Marie-Madsleine
a la bouche de Grirst

le dernier mot_est le eeul secret

ue jMail de lui: c"est rat™)

"est fadel Tout est A recoramencer
fVaste d™Motferiaur 68)

Agape, the shared communion of bread aT™ v ,me,
symbolising the universal fraternity, is a frequently
recurring image in U Tam"Si"s work. It represents a
vision of love which enables the leader, the poet, the
person, to "Tace the reality of solitude, deception and
death. In Le tonbeau d"U. the poet is unable to break
the bread; Christy"s rising from the dead iIs not re-
enacted and the barren poet is xinable to translate his
love Into tangible form.

Christ and the einbiguous role of the Christian
church in the Congo, If not In Africa as a whole, are
important elements of the world in which Prosper and
his successors play their part in U Tam"Si"s
existential ep In the novels, the dialectic lies
in the 1nextricable mingling of Catholic dogma with
traditional beliefs and popular superstition.

The Catholic church 1i1s symbolised by the
Cathedral of Sainte-Anne, which was tinder construction

in the early fTifties and which dominates the entrance
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into Poto*“Poto. Th® ambiguity of the Sainte-Anne
symbol 1is evident from th© irony of the following
linRe:

Cette carcasise s"appellara dejaain S™inte-
Anne du Congo. On y viendra prier pour 10
pardon de Pot,o-Poto., et pour tous ceux qui
sont morts piour avot® vScu une vie sans
importance. ... Demain, ils viendront
implorer Sainte-Anne du Congo pour qu-elle
leur fipargne oette bou® qui fait 1, mSma
en plein jov.r, un bomme valid® luarche S
thtons sur g;an chemin, que e"en est une
honte pour celui qui se laisse aller....
L*homme qui _marche sur_ I1""avenue, & cette
heure matinale, glisse et tombe.

(.OMignlafog. 306)

The association with mud iIs not unintentional:
the mud of Poto-Eoto pervades the narrative. It has
marked the people with 'Ur.d philosgphie terrible et
burlesque, mais une philosophie oitme las autres.™*
fCancrelats 309) It i1s with th. 3b words that the
novel ends. People wade iIn the mud, they are trapped,
powerless to escape from their environment. The
implications of this with respect to the colonial
administration are clear. At the same time, mud

represents the level of consciousness of the people:

Ils pataugeaient dans leur conscience qui
fetait de la vase. Et la vase, c"Mait leur

vie. Rare d"y trouver une goutte d"eau
claire. La soif de vivre au-dela de Ila
routine, du Hlaisser-aller.... C"est une

suffocaton de plus. f6duses 214)
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Th® sam® 1roni&al perspective illustrate® the
paradoxical status of the Christian faith iIn th© mind®©
ef the people. The theme of opposing traditional and
Christian beliefs, as illustrated In the person of
Andr™ Sola, has already been discussed.

However, Sainte-Anne does not represent an
unequivocal iIndictment of the Catholic Church for
Sophie, who becomes a regular worshipper there, 1Is
perceived to be a holy woman, even a saint. There 1Is
an element of the martyr in her and "lhe appears to
have healing powers. Although it is not mad® clear to
what extent her healing ability can be given a natural
explanation, Sophie 1is clearly a deeply spiritual
person, who perceives the world intuitively.

The contradictory tensions contained within th«
Christ and Sainte Anne images are inherent to all

U Tam"Si"s major ideo-imagec. The di&leetic is an
expression of his ironic vision and i1s fundamtantal to
his philosophy of life. Each ideo-image eaabraces a
positive and a negative perspective, which maikes it
impossible to reduce i1ts fTield of rsferencO to a
simple formvilation. The ideo-image"s very ambiguity
iIs a philosophical statement, for 1t affirm® the
diversity of life and U Tam*"Si"s refusal to categorise
or to make definitive assertions, “ldentifier un®
chose, c"est limiter ses possibility®.”

Paradoxically, the final message of his entiie

creative writing would seem to be that there 1iIs 1In
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fact no mRssag0; to defind® i1s to falsify aifl tliere air®
no simple answers to th@ Oxistantial (Juestions that h#
raises. Luambu, the most articulate of those who are

involved iIn the guest for understanding says:

Le monde gu“on se Tait scl-mSme est un
/ re sur lequel i1l faut se tair® ...
sinon, 1l est tranchant et vous jette a
terre dans la vie qui etxangle. Musas

To realise one"s human potential, one must ""aller

au-devant de la vie," accepting the ambiguity. The
waiter, the poet-martyr, crystallises in his writing
and through his own experience, the anguish of a
people. But he does not gdve answers; he has no

message to conwvey.

U Tam®"Si"s writing than, represents a profound
statement of the complexity, the multi-dimensioned
dialectic that constitutes human existence and any
attempt to categorise his imagery, to discover a neat
system of equivalences can only be distortive. This
refusal to define has iImportant implications for the
reader, since the open-ended, equivocal nature of his
writing, iIn terms of both structure and imagery, calls
for a pIxxralistic reading. His highly individual mode
of expression cannot be cojained within a defined
literary category and the reader js required to

respond creatively axl imaginatively. u Tam"Si
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demands an effort on tlie pBXt of tlie reader - hO
himself has said that he does not '‘chew their food for
them.” ThO ?readOr mttst regpond with the saa# passi®n
as the poet, for whom the act of creation is a
painfml, even woimding, experience. Reading iIs an act
of creation and also discovery, the direction being
indicated taut not controlled by t%he wi-Iter.

The i1deo-Image as a structural and &«niological
signifier constitutes the dynanic assence of U
TamSiI”'s creative writing. As a stylistic technique
it similtaneously Berveés as a vehicle for both his
thematic concerns and also his particular iMgliia.J.re,
It constitutes a poetic statement that i1s mi d“
dimensional In its depth and scope and yet controlled
in 1ts Integrality*
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The notion of «strus3turing*“ refers to the broad
conoept of Tpattem”, as distinct from the
specific meaning assigned to It Wy the
structuralist school of critics.

for_ example, iIn A tricha——aaeur the title
*ltiage” i1s iIntroduced iIn the 8reced|ng poeea,
<"Agonie” . A triche-coeur 110, 107.

For example, *"le cancrelat” appears In both Le
mauvals gang and Feu de brousse. Similarly the
sea Is an 1”ortant semiological element In Les
meduisea. Again It iIs important to take accoant of
the chronological sequence of his writing and to
remember that the novels and poetry were written
contemporaneously.

"1l re#t» un fleuv© at la cl€ dOs songes dans ses
flanes« (Feu de brousse 52)

Tchioaya U Tam"Si, interview, 81 (mai-juin
1988) .

In Africa th« cocfcrcach is a large, quick-moving
insect -with a hard, black protective "shell™. It
iIs a particularly resiliant species, difficult to
eradicate from the cracks and crevasses iIn the
house, where it hides and breeds.

Theophile Otenga, La cuvette concfolaise, lea
hortimes et les structures (Paris; Pré&sence
Africaine, 1976) 141-%4.

Tchicaya U Tan""si, iIntervieW, “Tchicaya U
Tam"siZ entre le rire et le chant,” Africrue 57
(uillet 1966) 4.

See iIn particular "A travers temps et fleuve"
and ""Contre-destin’” Feu de brousse 51-5, 71-3.

Tchicaya U Tam"Si, Le Zulu (Paris; Nubia, 1977)

Iggzicaya U Tam®*Si, interview, R.F.l., October

See the discussion of rthis poem In Chapter Four.

See Chapter One for a general discxission of this
approach to literary analysis.
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14.

15.

16.

17~

18.
19.

Serald Moor®©/ 'SurrSalisme et negxitude dans la
poisi® de Tchicaya U Tam®"Si1” 1n Collocpge sur la
littérattira africaine d"expression francaise Q.
d® Dakar, Faculti des Lettrss et Sciences 26-2S
a”s 1963 (logons inmpariaisrie Protat-tré&res,
1965) 239-49.

Tchicaya U Taai"Si, interview, "Entretien avec
uchicayei U Taia"Si,” liaardi 6
jJan. 3981) 8.

/1 Ganghor, CC"\g *1f 1amantins vonc boire
a la srtwr;e,” £o" "rxs; Seuil, 1984) 159.

See senghor®s Vrefac® -® the 1962 edition of

Epitome. Reprinted as «Tchicaya ou de la poesie

bantoue a la po6sie BWro-africaine,™ Libsartfe 1

gequtude et hiimanisme . arxs? Seuil, 1964) 364-
- n - N

La cuvat;te sQiaCTQlalse 151.

Sony Labou Tansi, iInterx™-lew, “Je ne suls pas a
developper mails a prendre ou a laisser,” Notre
Librairi5 79 (avril-pxiin 1985) 3.

Gilbert Durandj* Ficrores mvtMaaxas et visages de
1" -mvre (Paris; Berg Internat”onal, 1979).
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CSAPTME SIX
immiATTVE DISOODRSB UE> THE (EAla g?SaBIfIdM

To thO question "Is not tradition Tfixed and
static?"' Theodore Mayi Matip of the Cameroons replied
with the proverb, "L"Stang n"est pas le compagnon du
fleuve." He iInterprets this as follows; "... si la
tradition etait figee, elle ne rencontrerait pas la
modernity et celle-ci n"existerait pas."™ This iImage
of the river comes from the language of ritual, where
tradition or cultural heritage, was compared to water
that originates from a spring. Just as water digs its
river bed, adapting itself to different climatic and
geographic conditions, so too tradition adapts itself
dynamically to new situations.

What 1s the significance of this for a modern
novelist such as Tchicaya U Tam"Si? To what degree 1is
he indebted to his traditional culture? To what
extent does his writing reflect the collective
consciousness of his Congolese origins?

Any attempt to answer these questions must
proceed with great caution, for the concepts of
"traditional culture” and 'collective consciousness'
are fraught with ambiguity and are open to arbitrary
interpretation. Isidore Okpewho strikes a timely word
of warning to scholars who have been Inclined to over-

emphasise the notion that the traditional story-teller
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iIs the aoutlipiece of a oollec-ti”™® culture, wrhile
ignoring the evidence of individual, non-conformist or
critical egression.”™ Furthenaor®©, U laa"Si himself,
like so many of his fellow African writers, inherited
from a dual [literary tradition. Speaking of the
effects of Africa"s colonial history on African writer

U Tam"Si1 said;

le probltee de 1 "acculturation ...c"est tout
simplsment le fait de perdr© I"essentiel. "

What, In U Tam"Si"s eyes, iIs essential? He gives
some clue to this iIn the iIntroduction to his 1967
collect:"tn of legends, Leaendes Africaines. where he
testifies to the great value that he placed on "la
chose orale.” In explanation of his choice of legend
he says, '"...leurs messages se chevauchent, se
prololigent, au point de deerire iIme trajectoire.
Cette trajectoire, c"est le destin de I"homme." (@7)

It 1s legitimate to assxime that a writer whose
memory Is strongly marked by the veill&es of his early
years and who values that cultural heritage so highly,
will show some evidence of this iIn his work. To
identify that essence of the traditional culture in a
modern author®s creative writing 1is a delicate
operation, for 1t i1s only too easy to allow one"s
jJudgement to be T“influenced by established studies of
the oral tradition and to fit the writer Into a pre-
established theoretical framework. In order to avoid
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thi$ sort of distortion, the (piesfcion will
approaoched froa the standpoint of th©O text itsalf.

starting point will therefore be the narrative,
whicsh will be read in the light of those aspects of
th© oral tradition that s&rv® to illuminate the text.
In this way Ht 1s hoped to clarify various stylistic
features th?.t may surprise or even shock the reader
who has bien nurtured In an exclusively Western
literary tradition.

This i1nvestigation into the iInfluence of
traditional story-telling techniques on contertiporary
prose writing will begin with a brief look at the
Ststtus of ""the Word'™ in U Tam"Si"s writing. Followinf
upon this, the co-existenee of different genres within
the narrative will be considered; the epic, thO
drarttatic and the lyrical. The fodus on discursive
features will bO followed by a detailed discussion of
the author-reader relationship. This 1s a
particularly striking feature of U Tam"Si"s prose
wiiting, and 1t will be illuminating to look at it

through the prism of "la chose orale™.

The magical power, or the sacred, incantatory
value of "le Verb®' iIn Africa has been noted and

debated at length by Western and African linguists.
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diralislts av Otlinologista. Fe? an uBderstanding of
bew the dynamie poabk of the spoken word relates to
poOtic discovirsB, 1t is useful to ttam to tlea poets
thsaselves. Novelist and playwright, Sony liaoou
Tanai, who 1s relaarJcable for his power of verbal
invention, naintains that “la parole™ 1s the
distinctive mark of the spiritual superiority of human
beings over the non-htiman elements of the universe.®
fuming to U gjam™Si hiiocself, 1t oan be seen that from
his earliest Golleotion of poems, the poet®s voice is
bestowed with prophetic power. It is closely
associated with the song of the bird and this image
informs in particular his last collecftion. La veste
d*int*rieur. Together the the poet and the bird hold
the cl# des songes'; they offer a vision of hope and
life.

goO 1™al vu transmuer

en nev8 clair 1 “"ombre

P)ieu jaloux de son i1me

tmte de le oonfondre

depuis Babel en vain

car son verbe conflue

vers 1 "unique d8sir

d"etre sel et Itmidre fLa veste 44)

The song i1s often misunderstood and the singing
of 1t is agonizing, but "la bouche est sovirce de tout
/ Fais de ta parole une chair.” (La veste 38)

The notion of “delirium”, the evocative power of
words, the exub™rant delight In words themselves, puts

Into the correct perspective u Tam"Si"s characteristic
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digressions. ®1e followfinf passage,
takail froa Las taalfees, 1lluetratas Idle pokier OF
words med as wuch for their own textiire as for their
saaantic value. Sophie, whom the explosive ataosphere
of Brazzaville iIn the monti s |5rec™ing the Tfirst
elections see»s to Till with foreboding, IS

ruminating;

fc feu fatle dans les yeux de 1"enfant. ton
silence est un tas de cendre grise. = De
floconneux monticules de cendre cachant 1. son
regard le peu de braises encore ardentes gu“elle
soupgonne tapies quelque part, au fond d© son
dSsespoir, qui est aussi fTait de cette cendre
I dans ce tourbillon gue son sou™ir si
profondi - a d#chalnS. Survient le vague
ir de la parabole: la vieille litoffe dont
la dSchirure est rapiecee de neuf d"un calicot
folanc QU iIndigo gui emporte ce g«i pouvait
?arantlr gquelque Ir au pauvre qui s*” revet-
I n"y a pas d"Stoupe et il ne tardera pas
logteraps, i1l ne fera pas long feu, que ce gui
reste de braises rende son lot de cendre S la
cendre gui. envahit Ie_E)ey de chance qu“"a encore
son desespoir de defaillir, de muer les_oiseaux
de I"atibe en flammes ardentes, les flarttmes du
pardon, les flames de la r~isslon, celles en
Tiente de colombes t Ptques sdar la tte des Onze,
celles incrust&es au flanc et aux deux mains, aux
deux pieds du Sauveur, Seigneur, d"oil vient ce
?)lat de saxxfflue, j"en compte cinq, Seignetir, sur
es doigts de la main que jJO tends pour implorer
mon pardon, oh, faites que j"aie )
plus pitie de votre douleur que de la mienne.
Car je suis moins qu”xme seule empreinte de tes
pas, que le ohemin qui te miaie au supplice. fes
phaldnes 28)

This passage has been quoted at Ilength to
illustrate how words are used for their tonal or
sensual value, rather than for their rational meaning.

Sophie®s thoughts have no direct bearing on the action
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at tfel® point.; th© family are praparing for Taty"s
farewell party and subject of conversation is la robe
aharlemton* However, the digression obeys a noetic
logic; we descend into Sophie®"s mind where thoughts
are eacpressed through the iaaaediacy of images. Wien
e passage is read aloud (as U Teim,"Si habitually did
when coaiposing) the rhythmic repetition and the
musicality create an incantatory effect. In the long,
unbroken phrases, it iIs the key iImages of ashes and
flames which detennine th© shape and progression of
Sophie®s thoughts. Words are repeated for their
evocative power. Thelr meaning 1S open-ended and it
iIs assvimsd the reader is Tamiliar with their
referential world; the parable and the statue
depicting the Last Supper, complete with pigeon
droppings.

The iImperatives }lat determine the oral
performance offer a valuable iInsight iInto this
technique so characteristic of U Tan"Si"s prose. In
the words of Okpewho:

h narration, devoid of emotional accents and

usually unaccompanied by music, is apt to

pursue the line of the story in a logical

and undeviating order to the end. But In an

OTect TLot 5 detal has o his audionce o

on his own spirits, tends to linger on that

detail and exploit i1ts affective value to
the fullest.*

Tzvetan Todorov has noted this same distinction
between Hliterary and oral techniques, whicfli value
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respectively *aparole juste” and ™a belle parole”.
He notes that:

... cette opposition entre la parole dont on dit
qu'elle est juste et celle gu“on qualifie de
belle, a dispam de xiotre society; on demande
au/J_ourd'hm, en principe, au podte de dire la
vAi1t6, on discute de la signification de ses
paroles, non de leur beauts.®

It would seem reasonible to suggest that U
TamS1, who himself spoke of the yeille&s ofF his
childhood as being his first ''school™®, should have
been strongly influsnced by the oral narrator®s
enjoyment of words and thelr evocative powers.

In his Introduction to the Legendes afrlcaines.

U Tam""Si regrets the loss of the “exuberance et les
trop riches inventions verbales de la langue parlSe
qui s "accommodent mal des canons de la langue fecrite.”
20) In his own narrati™™i, his exuberant style
succeeds In recreating te" ~Munics of the spoken
word.. The iIncantatciry element is often t™-trag and
there are c] ear echoes of the language of ritual. For
exanple, iIn Les cancrelats. the description of the
marriage ceremony for Prosper and Malila re-enacts the
dramatic celebration of life that the traditional

chants and dances represent.

Un r8Mj_ 1iucroyable ou chactm se crut
apparterjir % tre liggende sur laquelle la
nuit Ttait couchee avcc dSsinvolture.
Chacun avait retrouve une apparence d"Stre
vivant au regard de 1"autre. L"aube dissipa
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la nuit et redonna a la poussi&r®© 1® droit
de tiemir tout ce qui avait valliitS de
survivre au rive dMme nuit d® noces, (1)

In Les mnduses. the mourning over the death of
Elenga offers one of the most striking examples of
ritual In U Tam"Si"s narrative. Together with
traditional Vili1 lamentations; “Elenga-h81 miana mama,
nit k6 s&l Na lili yo-0, moana mama, nii s8!
Elthga zongt to bonguisa zotol” (182 there ar®
enigmatic, Incantatory 1images, i1ncomprehensible to
those unfamiliar with Vili tradition but which
nevertheless, express the essence of the people®s

sorrow and despair.

Le soufre, 1g koalin ®t le sangl Le rire,
le soufre, le kaolin et le sang! Sang ou
latSrite. Pleura. Il y eut un silence comme
seule la nuit des temps se soit pemis. une
fois qu*elle dut aller a la noce du soleil
at de la lune qui pour viandes et vins se
promlrent la chair tendre et le sang tendr©
de leurs progSnitures, etoiles de Ia nuit,
toiles du jour. Promis en ripaillel Hoi
hoi hoil Plus dSvergondSe que la lune, quelle
ifl&re d"hommes lui _est comparablel Si elle
Ior?pa_lt la dSpouille d"Elenga... cTest sa
boulimie, s"est sa boulimie... Les ogresses
des ISgendes antirieures a _ce temps-I&,
comm® elles sont peu ogresses 1 c6t& d-elle,
certes friandes que de la chair des fils du

soleil. _. (35)

In all four nowels, the language of ritual
predominates in those episodes where the Totagonist
departs on a quest. The thematic significance of the

1" "tiatory quest has already been discuss&d but froia
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a stylistie point of view, what iIs of interest iIs th&
manner iIn which the real world of time and spacse is
trangoenflrd. Ohe protagonist®s spiritual journey 10
traced by a succession of sensory images and aj3ibiguous
references, iIn much the same way that the initiatory
ritea trace the spiritual crossing over iInto manhood.

This device is most fully developed iIn the last
of the four nowvels, Ces fruitg si doux de I arbre 1
g&in. where the narrative 1is iInterspersed with
Mouissou recounting the legend of the king Mpouaty Ou
Kala Moungou. The correspondence between '‘Mpouaty”
and “Poaty'" 1s clear but the link between the Mouissou
episodes and the main narrative is not spelled out.
The rexation is established by means of suggestion and
echo, like the different themes In a musical score.
Mouissou®s ambiguous utterances, by which she seems to
comment on and anticipate the action» serve to keep

constantly i1n mind that other dimension of existence.

U Tam"si consciously explored the musical
resources of language, working on rhythm and on
alliterative resonances as he wrote. His prose, like
his poetry, should be spoken aloud iIn order to
appreciate the way iIn which the texture and
reverberations of words reinforce -the iImagery and
themes.

The onomatopoeic expressions which sprinkle the

text and the constant use of the exclamation mark.

442



rapi esent t SirAct tranacription of every-day speecjh:
“Chegt 1in Onfant, hor'',* "Le camion fit teafi teu.fi@?
*"aaiu it "pomfFFM**l«sp M&1*" OfF again, oolloguitl
and lyrioal ejcpresaion interlacO in the foliowiiif
pagsa™©, wbere the contorted syntaac coii™efs Malonga™s

distressl

Oftta, docteiar, omi, doctaiar. on rendit le
corps, mais on prit la prfecau—uion de boucler
le Village Indigene de toutea_ parts, on
n"est jamais assez privoyant! Oui, docteur,
la veillee, au Village Indigene, pas a
I™"hepital.  On pletirerii dans le coexir. Qui,
(ilg%:eur, on pleurara diins 1© coetir. QWMuset-.

m1iiis passage Illustrate# well how the protagonigt
acfADtunicates on different levels simultaneously. Like
the tip of an i1Ic®-bl@rg, thO respectful, almost
obsequious voice of Malonga i1s only tha surface
reflecftiou olf his agonised thoughts and feelings.

In 1s sRhalferes, 1Jarc Mavotmgow 1S said to spe«
with *ue gountitadise de vocubulair®.” (A32) - Hais
could be applied equally well to U lam*"Si hiaself who,
In his prose writing, manifests a sheer pleasure iIn
the use ot words, exploiting to the TfTull their
evocative power and their rich, sensorial, almost

tangible, quality on his tongue.
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Turning now to the subject of literary génrGs, it
will fte sesn that, just as traditional tales contain
all the elements of poetry, theatre and epic, so too

U Taa"Si"s narrative moves easily between these
different modes.

The musical, lyrical quality of his prose is most
striking. Interludes of actual song or traditional
chant are few, although more frequent iIn C&s fruits si
doux than iIn the earlier novels, but the ,text itself

often reads like free versei

Prosper Stait une pirogue ichou”e au fond
d"une mer houleuae. Prosper “tait une
pirogue 1ichouie sur un banc de sable.
Cancrelats 223)

These lines contain the rhythmic quality, the
musical reverberations and the metaphor of vers®.
They constitute the fabric 1tself of U Tam"Si"s prose.

The 1mages are not always so hauntingly beautiful;

Ils sont tous la revenus parmi et avec les
vivants _ qui e"imaginent un  destin
imputrescible, bien quils ailent dSjt
mauvaise haleine, ou plaie iIncurable au bas
%6 S/entre, au creux de la main! fLes m™duaag

As iIn U Tam"Si"s poetry, the juxtaposition of

apparently unrelated Images renders them, by a process
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of attggestion and poetioal asgoelatlont mia*taally
1 luminating* Lm pirogum, la la mmirsAmt
ImImixim, le vmntre and la mazn are all cora IO
wages, whicith have an iigprtad®;, staruotiiral and
seatiiologieal function in his writing.

Another brief example illustrates how an apparent
non Bfrqultur obeys a logic which functions by

suggestion:

e gens ne savent plus vivre, disait Tchilueaabhi,
on_ariBerait que certaines bouches n"aient jattais
raisonl Tout depend de la place aue I™'on se fait
dans la vie. Le plancher dans la rtalsn de
Ndundu etait pourx"i a bian des endroits. Mais
puisquHl le savairt® 1l lui fitait facile d"Sviter
les faU£ pas. fCancrelats 20)

"Tout depend de la place cjie FQIl se fait dans la
vie” 1s a nation that runs through the narratives oae
IS responsible for one”s om life and actions ono
must see and avoid the pitfalls, just as Ndundu avoids
the holes iIn the rotten planks of the floor.

Often the suggestive power of an iImage i1s left

suspended, i1ts rational significance uneKplained:

Ilenga avait laissS sur la plage lea
poiasons que le maitre de piche avalt jetSs
au dtoent. Ces poissons-1S, personne ne les
prit. [1ls furent seuleaent un peu grignotes
par des crabes, dan« la nuit qui tomba sur
cetta seine. (MauSfig 105)

The reference to the mad preacher and his role iIn

the initial meeting of the three friends, immediataly
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conjures up die tragic events that are to follow*
Thar©® can b®© nc rational connection between the fish,
refused by the preach”™, which only the crab® will
eat, and the deaths of Elenga and Muendo. But the
Image obeys a poetic logic and conveys a sense of
forevading and Eiystery.

AS the narrative progresses, the protagonists
frequently move 1In an atmosphere of Onexplained
mystery, aware of supernatural forces that interrelate
with the real world. This multi-dimensioned vision of
life Is often manifested iIn the form of dream-like
sequences, sometimes of a nightmarish nature. In Les
miduses. Luambu 1#s sitting at his office desk,
pretending to work but lost iIn his thoughts of
Elenga®s death. Thinking of Elenga, his dead wife
Julienne, of Mazola and Muendo, he seems to sink deep
into the black, cloying mud of a marsh. As h®
descends, the image changes to that of the sea. In
the clear water he sees fish, he Tfeels himself
suffocating and then he seems to become himself a
fish, able to breathe and swim with ease. Suddenly,
he sees a man trying to hide a corpse beneath the
piles of algae, drift wood, grass, sand and stones:

C"est cal Crie ton 1nnocencel NO crie pasl|

Ne crie pas! Luambu se reveilla sur ce

cauchemar, hypnotist par das i1mages qui ne

Comme. dee bribes o une’ chanson. sur Taguetls

on n"arrive pas a mettre les vraies paroles,

celles quil donneraient & [I"ailr qui
fredonne iInsidieusement en vous, un Sens

moins tragigiiel (217)

446



Tlie sea i1mages of this passage are strongly
reminiscent of U Tam"Si"s poetry. One extract, taken
from La vesta d"Int&rieur. will suffice to illustrate

this:

La mer S fond d"abysses est reposante
Or j-allais en pdlerinage vers ces abystas
Or la mer contreversee
les algues enlisantes
les ales de la loi
le r&gne _animal plus rSprehen Ible
e jamais i i
les aaers s"ajoutant aux interdits
ﬁe refais ce geste de cacique.
a bouche est noire d*"un tohu-bohu sanglant

“3)

Sometimes the images In U Tan"Si1"S prose have the
Tleeting visual effect of a verbal cameo. For
exanple, "11 y eut des verres r Cstferent suspendus
entre la boucha et la table."- Sut more often, D
Tam"Si"s poetical voice works by extended imagery and
in order to illustrate how lyrical techniques infuse
his prose writing, one rather long passage will be
quoted in full. It is taken from Les mMduses. at a
point where Muendo has jJust broken the news of
Elenga®s death to Luambu.

La mort venait, i1l ne la voyait pas- Il
tirait sur ITalarme avec mie d8Sbinvolture
awusfee et ses yeux retrecis par le sourire
lui cachaient une Ilumieire qui avait la
finesse d"une_ fleur qu"il eat volontiers
portie au coin de la lippe ou dans sa
chevelur™, s"1i1 sTetait laisse aller ~»
vouloir plaire a tout prix a ses
gourgandines j2D,1? —mts. de se complaire
au vicel Ah!' *ja _i.lpropre! A tous ces
regards qui affluent vers luil, soupgonneux,
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quest.“CO qpi“il va leur proret.t.rc> le

paradis pour un pet d*ange? Que ne
prennOnt“ils pour pstur®© les algues la
mer leur donne, Se plaignentzils de

I"urticaire que Isxir domient las mduses,
que ne prennent-ils d"autres chemins que
ceux guil conduisent aux abysses des mers en
gesine, Dieu salt de quel mal de vivre. Se
rue sar lul aussi une savane oG i1l se voit
enfant dej& perclus de sombres dfisirs
d"habiter des mirages qui ne sont pas eaux
a Steindre toute soif de vengeancei Il _a,
de ce c6t8 du corps, ou le bras tire
1"alarme, |"excessif feu des chaudiferes qui
lut brClle le regard. Ist-ce Luambu cfa'il
aper9oit qui esquisse un geste de derobade
devant Mazola qui veut mordre aux jujiibes de
I"arbre qu"il a a chague flanc. Muendo est
une™anche qui se laisse scieri il lui
crie, hei Muendo, ne prends pas ta chair
pour du bois des planches d"une porte qu®on
ferine sur des maisons sans seuil... La mort
venait, mais tetu comne tous les fils de sa
race, tout le poids du corps sdr 1" alarme
pese d"un lourd passif, il s"en fout, hilare
au point de ternir a trop bon compte Ila
nacre de sa denture d"ephdbe herbivore,
herbicide, galilaciide qui surprend dans sa
mire un charognard larteux, qui pouffe du
rire de Solola, rebaptis™e Marie, B qui le
traite, lui, Elerxp, de "So-ouassi!". La
camarade de jeu d"hier qui joue la guindie
gonfl&e par une mauvaise bouffSe d"air gui
a stagne dans une anse du Djoue et sTest
repandue sdar Bas-Congo quand la pauvre
Solola est passee par IS! De I"alarme, il
sort autant de vapeur que de clameur et ga
sinue dans sa chair coume un glas. Le voila
a contre~feu, ou en sandwich entre la joie
et ce glas; voulant 1"une et se retrouvant
victime de 1 autre. Quelle etrang#
situation: coiment Luambu voit-il les
m duses et que comprend“il dans ses fables
gue d8bite sans aucun sens de la mesure cet
homme, ce fou_pas si fou, tu_sails, c'est
vraiment de toi qu”il parle, oui, ouil, c"est
de moi _maintenant, ne t"efface pas derrifere
ton silence! (179-80)

An analysis of the text as poetic discoxirse could
well begin by focussing on the images, which follow
each other iIn rapid succession, obeying as has already
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been shom™ a poetic logic. Life, sordid and
treacherous, is portrayed in the sesmal 1magery of the
prostitute. Luaiabu™s i1ll-defined sense of guilt and
his "laal de vivre” are expressed In the image of la
m&r Bn g”sine, a recurrent image in U Tam"Si"s poetry,
and the jelly fish. The iImages become progressively
hallucinatory: “Mazola qui veut mordre aux jujubes de
I"arbre qu"i1l a a chague flanc™ and 'la nacre de sa
dent\ire d"eph”™be herbivore, herbidice, galilacSide qui
surprend dans sa mire un charognard miteux, qui pouffe

du rire de Solola ...” The imperatives of rhythm and
assonance at times predominate over semantic value and
the long, tortured sentences, with poetic licence,
defy the rules of grammar. In passages such as this,
the literary quality of "lippe"” or '‘goxirgandines',
contrasts with the everyday, convex*sational register
which predominates in the more dramatic or narrative
sequences. Yet all i1s not lyrical beauty; the earthy
hvimour of "ur pet d"ange', Jxixtaposed with “le
paradis', 1is typical of U Tam"Si"s ironical voice.

In this world of the imaginary mind, the logic of
time and space 1s subverted and reality Jaecomes
confused. The ambiguity is established from the first
"il". Is 1t Elenga who, with his carefree laugh, did
not see death approaching? Or is i1t Luambu? Or is it
Muendo, the "planche qui se laisse scier'™? Who is it

who cries out a warning to Muendo? The saiBe "'il''?

The confusion 1Is not gratuitous; It serves to
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hew the livas of the three friefBs are
thextrictably interwoven. caironological time 1s
irrelevant to the forces of destiny and so there is an
easy Tlow between events past, present and future.
Similarly, the foeus of the narrative moves
imperceptibly from the mental universe of Hiambu to an
external point, from which Luambu®s thoughts are
recounted iIn the third person; *ua®ED»ent Luambu voit-
i1l les mouses Ot que ocrend-il dans ses fables *._,
The rhetorical question iIs never fTinished, for the
focus again slips back into the mind of Luambu, who
rffiftertsrs 1lenga®s words about the miad preacher; *,,.
ce fou pas si fou, tu sails, c"est vraiment de toi
guil parle ...'nm
Repetition iIs an important element of this poetic
discourse: not only does the musical effect of the
assonance and alliteration bring out the lyrical
qual ity of the prose but also as a structural element,
repetition plays much the same role as in free verse.
It marks the shape and controls the progression of the
"'poem'*. For examwple, the word "alarm', 1Is an
important signifier. It has the concrete connotations
of the train"s whistle and the siren at the saw mill,
as well as the more metaphorical sense of a warning,
associated as i1t i1s with the "'glas’'. The word appears
four times and each time the fatal warning iIs ignored;
first by Elenga, then by Luambu, next by Muendo and

finally with reference to Solola, a childhood
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sweetheart of Luan™u whoila he recently met again coiite
by chance and who had the effect of reviving vivid
memories of his past. -
To what degree can the poetical nature of

U Tam®"Si"s prose be attributed to his natiiral mode of
expression, as a poet, and what is the extent of his
debt to the oral tradition? Any attempt to answer
these questions can only be speculative. However,
that 1t is not erroneous to assume some link with the
traditional art of story telling 1Is supported by the
following remarks made by Theophil*? Obenga in his

introduction to Litterature traditioimelle das Mbochi.

Cette litterature e/t tantSt parl”®,
tantot rScit’e, maxs elle est
Gssentielleaient chantee et dansee: le chant
et la danse font un en Afrique noire. Ainsi
le poete et le chanteiir se confondent,
indistincts, meles: le produit donne 1"aMe,
cest-a dire le poite grec de 3/epogue
primitive, qui chantait ou recitait en
s”™accompagnant siar la lyre, tel Homire dont
1"1liade et 1"0Odyssee relSvent avant tout de
la litterature orale, d"une longue tradition
litt™raire non ecrite. )

_ _Dans la langue mbochi, le mot ndzemb
signifie  exactement "aMe®,  "podte-
chanteur™, et non “chantexir®™ qui se dit :
oyembi, du verbe “executer un chant, une
chanson”. Nsembe est un mot beaucoup plus
fort que oysmbi: 1l y a la dimension de
creation poetique avec le ndzembe, qui
chante (lyembe) des poemes-chants_(ondzembe
pi.ndzembe) avec art (ndzole) mals surtout
cree (ibongo) des poemes-chants.”

This 1s reminiscent of Leopold Senghor, who
observed that the Imagery, the rhythmic structxires and
the supernatural dimension of the oral tale align it

451



acre closely to poetry than to prose,® Okpewho too,
In both Mvtb in Africa and The Epic in Africa, draws
out the significance of this lyrical elelaent iIn

traditional African narrative. For example, he says:

But prose placed iIn the rather complex musical
and histrionic_environment such as we can see of
Mvindo and Ozidi is not simply prose. It is
prose propelled by the force of music and the
aev 1-hetic results are bound to be different_ from
those of an unaccompanied narration. EiIc iIn

Mrim 65-66)

Senghor has focussed with particular acuteness on
rhythm as a key structural factor in the traditional
African tale and his observations can be usef?-lly
related to modern African prose. The rhythm which
Senghor speaks of is not the metrical rhythm which
determines Western poetic form; i1t emerges from the
complex play of "aivalogical images”, of repetition,
parallelisms and alliteration, which together
determine the dramatic progression of the poetic
discourse.® Senghor perceives this rhythmic

expression iIn ontological tsmms:

Seul le rythme provoque le court-circuit poetique
et transru-1 le cuivre en or, la parole en Verbe.
(="Come les lamantins' 160)

It i1s the "monotonous™®, iIncantatory rhythm “qui
fait acceder a la v8rite des choses essentielles: les
Forces du Cosmos<' ('Comme les leanantins'' 166)
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ThSophile Obenga expresses tiis In <oileiat.  less
mystical teanas iIn his introduction to the Mbodii r“ral
tradition.”® He 1i1dentifies rhythm as being a
cognitive force, a specific Elamer of existing and of
perceiving the world.

Rhythm then 1is significant not only for the
lyrical or poetical quality which 1t lends to the
narration. It characterises a particular mental
process, an aspect of the oral tradition that will be
looked at In more detail iIn the context of mnemonic

davices.

Turning now to the theatrical or dramatic element
In U Tan"Si"s narrative, it is particularly xiseful to
consider the traditional stor™-teller®s performance.
Performance i1t indeed was, for he would enact te.
tale, impersonating each character and often
accompanying himself vith a musical iInstmftent. It
was not only the ndembe or ’poete~chantOur’” who would
present his tale as a dramatic performance; during
the course of a velllSe, whoever might be moved to
"prendre la parole” would act out the story with the
appropriate movements and gesttires, identifying wxth
each character In tum. In The Etaic In Africa Okpewho
argues authoritatively that traditional “literature=

did not have a solely religious or “ixdactic
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significance; the story~-toller was ej”eatM to
entertain the listeners, amuse them and keep their
attention.
Okpewho notes a significant aspect of the
m /ator"s performance; he would iIntmerse himself 1iIn
the story in such a way that he empathised with each
character iIn tum. Very often, as he enacted the
various parts, moving easily from one character to
another, a happy confusion of pronouns rsflected how
completely he identified with then. In this way his
dramatic technique 1is reflected iIn the linguistic
structures of the narrative.
This phenomenon helps to i1lluninate an aspect of
U Tam™'Si"s narrative which may well be disconcerting
for the Western reader. The opening chapters of Les
phalfenes are particularly confusing for anyone not
already familiar with the technique. The novel opens
with a somewhat enigmatic "‘prologue”, In vZich an
extract from one of Propser®s political speechss is
evidently intended to fill iIn for the reader who has
not read Les cancrelats and Les meduses. The fTirst
three pages of Chapter One start from the viewpoint of
an external, third-person narrator, presenting a swirl
of 1mpressionistic details which conjiore up the
atmosphere of Brazzaville and Poto-Poto iIn the
fifties. However, as the scene focusses on the Pobard
family, the reader is tliromn into a fictional world of

constantly changing perspectives, so that 1t 1is
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difficult to distinguish between the iInner thoughts or
words of the different characters, and the

observations of the narrator.

Lea penss que sa mSre a _devinfe 1"inevitable
Bl_’otestatlon de Ta Sophie. Elle sait aussi
ilen que moi que Ta Sophie, quand elle
proteste, ne proteste pas pour de vrai....
On fSte le depart de Jean Taty. Elle pense
a ce depart de Jean Taty.... C"est son
affaire S lui ou c"est 1 "affair© de tout le
monde? Veut-i1l qu”on 1"admire? Veut~il qu”on
I"imit®? _Cette manie - alle n/en guSrira
done jamais - de ruminer tout ce qui lui
rentre par les oreilles - qui lui noue les
sens - elle n"en guerira done jamais... Elle
runin® done: Et s"il prend a son frSro
I"id"e d"aller au Senegal ou en France?...
Il a deja promis au depute d"envoyer LSa et
Paulin li-bas. Paulin ne reve plus que de
ca.... J'espfere que le pfere ne cedera pas.
Elle rumine mais ne laisse rien paraltre.

(18-19 mnphasis added)

By omitting punctuation and textual markers,
which would distinguish clearly for the reader the
different speakers, O Tam"Si i1s not seeking to
eliminate the narrator®s presence, to create the
impression of 1 anonymous author, as conceived of by
Flaubert or the Nouveaux Romanciers. Indeed, as will
be seen later, the narrator®"s presence and his
relation to the reader is a powerful force iIn U
Tam*"Si"s fiction. It is more 1lluminating to view the
unbroken flow of the dialogue iIn terms of the oral
narrator®s art. In an oral performance, the ability
of the narrator to transmute him or herself, to act

out each character, makes it immediately clear as to
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which character is speaking, without having to slow
down the narration with superfluous linguistic
Hiardors. U TamfSi would se@m to have transposed this
technique to the written text, in this way achieving
the xnmediacy of the oral tale.

As the narration unfolds, 1t i1s only the pronouns
that give any indication as to who Is speaking and the
perspective changes from that of the external
narrator, to that of Liat and Sophie and back to the
narrator . In the first two sentences, there iIs a
smooth transition from the third to the fTirst person:
“Lea pense, ,- ..aussi bien gue moi..."" In an easy
Moveatient, by a process of "‘osmosis’™, the narrator has
entered iInto the mind of Lea. Her thoughts are
conveyed directly without the iIntervention of
narrative markers.

Even more disconcerting to the uninitiated
reader, is the unannounced change of referent with
respect to the third person pronouns. Thus the First
“"elle" of the paragraph refers undoubtedly to La, who
IS thinking of Ta Sophie®"s probable protestations,
should she take too many of the coals from the fire to
heat the i1ron for her dress. There 1i1s nothing to
indicate that the "elle” of, "Elle pense a ce
depart...'" 1s anyone other than L6a. Yet the thoughts
that follow are strangely uncharacteristic of LSa.
One"s suspicions are soon confirmed. '‘Cette manie ...

de ruminer,” can refer only to Sophie. And indeed,
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«son frdr©” refers to Prosper, Sophie®s brother. The
perspective has now changed to -hlat of Sophia, at
tliaes recounted by an external observer (L8? “tre
narrator?) and then suddenly her direct thoughts:
«J"Csp8re que le pere ne c8dera pas." It 1s not
always possible to distinguish between the different
narrative angles. Presumably the rhetorical
questions, such as "Veut-il gu“on I1"admire?”, are
those that Sophie asks herself In her own mind. But
what of, 'Cette manie ... de ruminer...elle n"en
guSrira done jamais... " Is this Sophie taking a
critical look at herself or iIs this the narrator
remarking upon her mania for rumination?
The question is In fact purely academic for, be It thO
F*rator or Sophia who observes her mania for
rumination, what is Important iIs the fact that Sophie
and the other protagonists reveal themselves, or are
revealed, from within. It 1s this iInner perspective
that creates the dynamic immediacy of the narration.
It 1s of Interest to note that U TamSi"s prose
writing reflects many of the criteria advocated by th(s
writers of the Nouveau Roman and in particular, the
literary theory of Nathalie Sarraute, as propounded In
her collection of critical essays, L/fere du soupoon*
The parallel 1s not drawmn with the intention of
suggesting a possible influence upon U Tam*"Si (who
confessed to not having read the “new novelists" and

whos# narrati’e was In any event, written prior to
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th© publication of tie min body of “nsw ngbels*™*)
However, the similarities in narrative teclxnigue add
an iInteresting psrspecrtive to U Tam"Siwriting.

Nathalie Sarraute explores literary techniques
which enable her to trace what she calls “*tropi.saes’.
These are the secret, Inner moverent™s »£ WO
protagonist®s mind, made up of iInstinctive,
unformulated sensations and reactions. In order to
put the reader iIn direct contact with the unspoken
world of ’’stib—conversations’”, Sarratue reproduces '‘le
dialogue de theatre”. She eliminates the “he said*",
"'she replied” - those constant directives on the part
of the narrator, which slow down the action.

Like U Tam"Si, Sarraute or Claude Simon or Robbe-
Orillet make considerable demands on the reader. The
protagonist®s inner thoughts and feelings are revealed
in barely perceptible movements, perhaps a single word
or a small gesture, and It s iIncumbint upon the
reader to penetrate the surface conversation and
appearances i1n order to explore the complexities and
contradictions that lie beneath. U Tam"Si does not
view human relations as a cruel battlegrovind of
tentative reaching out for contact and sharp
repulsion, as does Sarraute.However, he shares
with her the technique of creat-i an atmosphere of
dramatic suspense. Significant Sarraute”s writing
too 1s “oral, iIn that she places great emphasis on

the auditory value of her prose.
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Dialogue then, and more importantly the unspoken
dialogue or the protagonists®™ secret thoughts and
imaginings, are revealed with all the dramatic
immediacy of theatre. Conversations and sub-
conversations, to use Nathalie Sarraute®s terminology,
make up a high proportion of U Tam"Si"s narration.
His is a performed tale, consisting of a rapid
succession of scenes and tableaux that flow into each
other with the minimwun number of transitional markers
or narrative links. liffact, the rare passages of
straight narration weigh heavily, iInterrupting the
flowing movement of the text.

One such passage, which is particularly static
and stands out from the rest of the narration, is to
be found in Las cancrelats. at the opening of the
third section. The scene iIs Loango, ten years later
and the four pages that fnHow give a straight resume
of the iIntervening years. This factual sammairy of
events i1s so pxncharacterist.ic of U Tam"Si"s writing
tliat 1t can only be concluded that, In acceding to the
editor®s request for the novel to be shortened, a
section of the original text was cut and replaced by
a brief synopsis. From a stylistic point of view,
this passage i1s awkward but by way of contrast, 1t
serves to highlight the dynamic quality that otherwise
characterises U Tan"Si"s prose.

Often the reader identifies the specific mental

universe Into which he has been drawn only by the
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style of speech or tHe mannerisms or the
preoccupations typical of a particular protagonist.
A passage taken fro» Les phalenes will i1llustrate how
subtle stylistic changes aark the transition from the
inner world of one protagonist to that of another. It
IS Important however, to see the passage iIn the
context of the scene as a wwole, iIn ordar to
appreciate how tho characteristic discourse of the
various protagonists iIs established.

It 1s thO evening of the party given for Jean
Taty and the Frenchman, Paul Vincent, has just
announced the news that the Ilegislation governing
1"indigtnat Is to be dismantled. The scene is viewed
principally through the eyes of Paulin who, as a young
adolescent, observes the actions and reactions of the
adults. Intelligent and perceptive, he sh"ires his
father®s i1ronic perspective of people®s behaviour but
the 1i1diom is unmistakably that of Paulin. For
example, listening to the adult guests bxurping after
the meal, Paulin reflects;

C"est malpropre. Lea et moi on fait des
concours de rots, pas a table, guand on sort
de tablel; moi, elle ne me bat pas a ce
jJeu-la! (40

His schoolboy turn of phrase and preoccupations

make a refreshing contrast with the more careful,
self-conscious dialogue of the adults: Ouil, calaarade
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Prosper, le regime de IMndigenat est. mortl La loi
I"a envoye ™ la guillotine”.
in the following Hlines therefore®, Paulin®s

particular style of expression can be distinguished;

Quand tante sa doiire la peine de kea.
par deux fols, on est transparent et miime
nu. Mais voila, ¢ lul plait de jouer les
absentes, les Inattentives. Qa lul 6pargne
de donner tout le temps la legon. La
morale. Elle sait: quand elle persifle, 9a
fait mall Clest-a-dire qu™on le prend mal.
La vis n"est pas un malheur, c"est le
mauvals savolr qui est un malheur. Les gens
sont betes: regardez-lesi Ce n"est pas
elle 9a, de dire que les gens sont bStes. ...
Soudain elle pense a Funzi... (434)

The colloguialisms are those of Paulin, until the
words, ’La vie n"est pas un malheur, c"est le mauvais
savoir qui est un malheur.” It iIs not Paulina®s way to
speak iIn aphorisms, to give this philosophical”
meditative angle to his thoughts. Nor does the young
Paulin make such emphatically stringent comments as,
“Les gens sont betes.” The reader, whose ear 1Is
attuned to the subtle change of register, will have
his i1ntuitions confirmed by the change of subject
pronoun; "'Soudain elle pense S Funzi... ” Yes, we
have iIndeed moved iInto the inner world of Sophie®s
ruminations.

U TamSi, like any skilled oral story-teller, is
masterful in representing the distinctive idions and
speech patterns of the host of characters who people
his fictiona] universe. A specific style of speaking,
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or racognisable oiseCslona, ar« developed alr an
~tajxded span, by ©Gans of 1jnpresaioniistic glimpses or
snatches of conversation and thought, so that
progressively the reader identifies the different
protagonists -

The 1diom of the ordinary people i1s captured;
the earthy humour, the superstitious rumour mongering,
taie “on-dit’, the colloquialisms and ellipses. In Les
maiduses. lively crowd scenes interlace the narration,
providing a commentary on Ovents from the perspective
of "le petit peuple”.

One such interlude, entitled "Rumeurs. Hasard",
opens with the phrases, 'Le liasard® le heseird! Le
hasard n*expligue rien du tout”. What seems to be an
observation made by the narrator himself, by a stadtle
process of mutation becomes part of an animated
discussion between an unspecified ntanber of people,
aimong them Andre Sola, recognisable by his obsessive
desire to explain the mystery Jf the deaths of two
friends and the coma into which the third has fallen.
On closer examination, a pattern can be seen in the
apparently incoherent welter of iInterjections,
questions and sardonic comants. Andri Sola is trying
to explain his 1dea that there iIs more to these events
than mere chance but his pontifical circuml™:cutions
irritate some of his listeners, who intervene. Others

defend him, trying to give him the chance to speak-
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The argumsnt. becomes incraasingly heated, a former

soldier leaves in high dudgeon, insults fly;

Rien que d% penser: gm me donne de
I”urticaire. .. Tu ne serais pas avec? Ya
foutre ta mSrel Voila: plus moyen de
discuter tranquillement.., (89-91)

Finally, humour takes over and with much good-
natured bantering, most of the group departs, leaving
AndrS and one other to discuss In peace their views on
events. Only once, iIn the , st paragraph, is mention
made of Sola"s name. Yet his identity in the group iIs
unmistakable. Furthermore, the coiraneits and repartee
of various participants are relayed en -direct and
there eire no third-person narrator interventions, nor
even the conventions of Inverted conmas, to punctuate
and slow down the pace. The reader participates in
the scene as a First-person observer, appreciating to
the full the dramatic tension and humour.

The protagonists®™ i1nner thoughts are projected
with equally dramatic vigour. Scenes remembered or
imagined, passing iImpressions or ideas, follow each
other 1n rapid succession, linked by a non-logical
thread of association. The i1mmediacy of this non-
verbal form of cortffiiunicaton spares little concern for
stylistic niceties; Sophie expresses this graphically
as she relives In her mind the painful scene of

Prosper®s arrest;
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Les mots lui sorta;!.et de la bouche GOMte
les oadavres de son rscit, soit les pieds
devant, soit en morceaux, sans ordre. Des
soupirs, des mots, des exclamations. Des
proverbes qui emlarouillaient ce qu“elle
disait. Ila oxibliait de fermer une
paienthese, ou remontait son r~cit poxir en
ouvrir une. Voir la mort et s"apercevoir
uelle wvous “pargne allonge IMagonie.
kancrelats 133)

As In theatre, the protagonists iIn U Taia"Si"s
narrative reveal themselves not only through their
words and but also through their actions. Like the
oral tale, it is both an auditory and a visual
account. There are scenes of violent physical action,
enacted with all the iIntensity of a live performance.
The following passage from Les cancrelats. 1llustrates

one such episode:

Le vin aida Prosper a dire cette c -ose gu™il
auraj -téhug§e lui-méae stupide. C etalt trop
pour Mahata. Elle le prit au collet avec
une ttslle force que Prosper se trouva
garalysﬂe pa* I1"effet de surprise. Des
uveurs se leverent comme si Mahata les
avalt tous extraits de leur sifege d"une m8me
main_ par le collet. Elle entraina sa
victime dehors. Elle revint dans la salle
ol les buveurs s"etaitent rassis et
commentaient la scene. Elle se saisit _du
"kilo®™ de nabao de Prosper que le tenancier
de la boutique allait_recupSrer, et se mit
a le rei)andre en trepignant de rage. Elle
fit table rase d"un revers de main devant un
groupe eburllue. “Laches, laches, vous §tes
tous des I8ches, tous comme lui. Un kilol
un kiloi et vous faites a vos feimes des
avortons. Vous les laissez mourir a petit
feu. Des hommes qui ne peuvent donner a
entendre raison a un des leurs, a xan autre
homme, meritent quon crache sur eux.” Et
Mahata s"epoumona a cracher ici et la. Des
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feras vigoaretsx la maitrisdrent SlLia_ fut.
pmreiBent. et. simplement jetee a Ia rue. (@s7)]

Usually, however, the gestures are aore subtle,
soaetiaes barely percetible movements that reveal

Inner thoughts or reactions:

Vous m*™en demandez trop, signifiait ce
regard lent, indiff*ent, qu“elle posait
n"rffporte of - sur n"Importe gl:lill- i
-Sahsidce"Bt" lui criait sa belle-soe\ir_dans
un regard gleln _de com ion. Juliette
detoximait 3&s yetix. (

Gestiares are noted but their significauaee is not
spelled out. The reader is iInvitee? to hear and see

and to mgjoe his or her own interpretation.

At the beginning of dbapl*™ I"ne, 1t was said ttet the
term "ol i1s misi€™:""  : ;kéen _tppllGd to U Tam™"Si's
prose narratives and that his four published novels
should be read as one continuous epic tale. To
substantiate this view, It IS necessary to look in
some detail at what ip understood by "epic” for™ iIn
the domain of African literature, 1t iIs a terma that
has given rise to vigorous debate over the past two
decades.

Ruth Finnegan®s assertion that "‘epic hardly seeas

to occiir In sub-Saharan Africa.,. ' has been strongly
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confessted by African writers and in partiemlarr
Isidore Okpewho,™” Qlgeentio is a formidable proponent
of the African epic, for he is not only psrsonally
familiar with the African tradition but he is also a
sedeolar in the field of the European epic genre. His
agaratl."."vt approach and his knowledge of the research
done by Ifilman Parry and Albert Lord, showing the
Homer epic to be an essentially oral work, enables him
to bring fresh insvght into the disc assion sTorrotinding
the African epic gnire and to dispel the
misconceptions of cri+ics such as Finnegan.

Finnegan (defines th® epic as being one single
narration, i\ vierse foxi, of tlie histoiMcal events iIn
the life of the hero. By failing to see the epic as
a dynamic form, determined by the Psontextual
Imperatives of the narrator-audience relationship, she
ignores an essential criterion. For the epic, far
from merely reconstituting the historical past, enacts
through the heroic protagonist the historical and
spiritual i1dentity of a people. Finnegan views the
epic genre as a written form and this represents a
most revealing example of how handicapped a Western
critic may be when confronted with the African oral
tradition. For one who is conditioned by a purely
literate c;;lture, 11t 1iIs extremely difficult to
understand the determining factors of pre-literate
expression. In the Western world, where Ilittle

remains of traditional story-telling, literary
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conventions such as a clear story line and a unified,
pyramidal structure predominate. He.ice, according to
Finnegan, a tale that 1s "a very Icosely related
bundle of separate episodes, told on separate
occasions and not necessarily thought of as one single
work of art” cannot be considered an epic.

In this study of the contemporary African novel,
It 1s not intended to enter Into an exhaustive
discussion of what constitutes the African ©pic form
since at most, only certain elements of the epic can
be perceived In U TamSi”’s narrative. It is not
suggested that O Tam"Si was some kind of modern-day
bard and that his four novels constitute a tra*iscribed
oral epic. The analysis of his work from tiie
perspective of the oral narrative tradition shows that
his writing iIs situated somewhere midway on the line
between total orality and total literacy. There are
in particular two aspects of the epic fojm that can be
fruitfully examined iIn relation to his narrative; the
episodic structure, together with the various
narrative devices used to control the lengthy tale,

and the treatment of the hero or anti-hero.

The epic tala, as found In the African oral
tradition, shares certain common features with the
classical European genre. Isidore Okpewho defines the

oral epic as:
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fundamentally a tale about the fantastic deeds of
a man or men endowed with something more than
human might and operating iIn something larger
than the normal human context and 1t is of
significance in portraylni; some stage of the
cultural or political development of a people.*™

This shares the essential elements of the
classical epic form; the extraordinary exploits of
the hero, which have a supernatural dimension and
which are an expression of the collective values of a
society.

With these elements in mind, to what extent can
U Tam"Si"s narrative be considered an epic tale?
Clearly i1t cannot be said that Prosper or Gaston or
any other of the main protoganlsts define themselves
In terms of their heroic actions?. They are certainly
not poi-trayed as another Soundiata or M"pfoumou Ma
Mazono. As has already been seen, U Tam"Si"s
characters are revealed not through heroic exploits
but primarily through their inner, mental universe.

However, Prosper"® quest for understanding and
his search after excellence sets him cpart from the
crond and distinguishes him as being endowed with
something more than his peers. Furthermore, his
vision of a free and united Congolese people expresses
an i1deal to which his society can aspire. Xn this
respect, the message is similar to that exemplified In
the tales of legendary heroes.

It is useful at this point to look briefly at
U Tam"Si"s treatment of the Chaka theme in his play X
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Zulu, sine® i1t offers a Vdluable iInsight iInte th* waf
in which h© modifies thO traditional heroic figure and
gives 1t contemporary significance."” delda 1s
portrayed as a man, with great vision and skill but
plagued by his overwhelming ambition. U Tam"Si has
based his play on Mofolo®"s version of the life of
Oraka but with significant omissions and additions.
The symbolic element is fundamental. For example,
Issanoussi®s promise of absolute power comas to Chaka
in the form of a voice which materialises as a tall
“totem anthropomorphe’, resembling an army chief"s
baton. The voice speaks iIn sibylline phrases, such
as, *™ues le maltre. Je suis le serviteur de ton
dessein," or, ”Le seuil de Nobamba est ouvert,” or,
“iurveille I°ecume de 1\ mar." IL 1s the way iIn
which Chaka himself interprets these symbols that
detearmines events and the essential act'on iIs situated
at the level of Ghaka"s 1i1nner, montal tuilversa
Obsessed by his dreams of power, he chooses to ignore
warnings, such as the drops of blood on the short-
handled assegai which Ndlebe “finds” outside his hut.
He takes his destiny into his own hands to tiie point
of choosing his own death. For in U Tam"si"s version,

Chaka commits suicide. His last words are;

Mor't au champ de la defaite. (Silence). Quelle
gloir®. Triste!
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Chaka realises that he has beeom® neirther master
of ”’1"8cume de la mer” nor servant of his destiny. He
chooses the freedom of death rather than be enslaved
by the approaching foreign invaders.

With all his very hvimen weaknesses and mistakes,
Chaka distinguishes himself from those around him, not
only by his great courage and skill as a warrior but
more importantly, by his intelligence and his clear-
sightedness. From the very beginning, he recognises

the threat that his ambition represents;

Si settlement je pouvais concevoir du dEpit potur
mon ambition... C*est comme sSi je n"etais pas
libre... Ce r8ve me lie. ()

Not for him is the comfortable secwrity of iIgnorance:

L"homme est aveugle puisqu™il ne voit pas oail il
va. Mol je vois - ce que vois est horrible. (Q30)

Unlike earlier French language versions of the
Chaka story by, for example, Seydou Badian and Djibril
Tamsir Niane, iIn lIe Zulu the i1deological message is
played down.® Here Chaka grapples with the problems
facing any leader of men, as he balances precariously
between his vision of a unified and strong Zulu people
and hiiS owmn overriding thirst for power. He enacts
the familiar U Tam"Si theme of the search for
understanding and iIn so doing, portrays the ideals of
courage and integrity.
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Like U Tam"Si"s Uwla, Prospsr, Judge Poaty and
Gaston are not portrayed as mythical or legendary
heroes but they are exceptional beings. Thelr
intelligence and their vision s«t thela apart from
others. They are solitary, even lonely people who, by
refusing mediocrity, set themselves at risk. Through
their personal suffering, these heroes illustrate the
values of their comunity.

Therfe is another dimension of the traditional
e iIc hero which 1is of significance here; he 1s
distinguished not only by the i1deals which he pursues
but also by the harmonious blend of the hximen and

TrJlaen which he represents. He enjoys
™atural powers or 1Us ailded by supranatural
: while at the same time maintaining his
inclcpdn?3ence, for he i1s not the slave of divine
forces. Events have a literal and also an allegorical
meaning, and the story unfolds in the material as well
as 1n the spiritual universe. Within the traditional
Animistic world view, the African epic hero moves
particularly easily between the world of the spirits
and the world of human beings. Once again, this
perspective i1s useful In order to understand the
forces that motivate U Tam"Si"s protagonists.

For fsample. Prosper knows that his identity 1is
integrally related to that of his dead father and
grandfather and he senses their spirits as a very real

presence to which he 1looks for guidance and
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liito U Taro™Si"s Ouda, Prosper, Judge Poaty and
Gaston are rot* portrayed as mytliical ar legatidary
heroes but tey are exceptJonal beings. Their
intelligence and their vision set them apart from
others. They are solitary# even lonely people who™ by
refusing mediocrity, set themselves at risk. Through
their personal suffering, these heroes illustrate the
values of their community.

There is another dimension of the traditional
epic hero which 1s of significance here; he 1If
distinguished not only by the ideals which he pursues
but -SO by the harmonious blend of the htiman and
superhuman which he represents. He enjoys
supranatural powers or is aided by supranatural
devices, while at the same time maintaining his
indtipendence, for he 1i1s not the slave of divine
forces. lvents have a literal and also an allegorical
meaning, and the story unfolds in the material as well
as in the spiritual universe. Within the traditional
Animistic world view, the African epic hero moves
particularly easily between the world of the spirits
and the world of human beings. One® again, this
perspective 1s useful iIn order to ud®rsta?r>d the
forces that motivate U Tam"Si"s protagonists.

For example, Prosper knows that his identity 1is
integrally related to that of his dead father and
grandfather and he senses their spirits as a vary real

presence to which he Jlooks for guidance and
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landerstanding. He accepts 1inguestion,ing;ly SopJaie®s
suprehiiman powers and she provides for him a
protective shield from the evil machinations that
surrotind him.  Names, too, are ofteji of special or
supranatiiral significance, as when Prosper believes
quite natxirally that his mother is resuscitated in his
child, who has been given the same name.

But 1t 1s particularly in Ces fmalts 81 doiK that
the protagonists take on a supranatiiral dimension. It
has been seen how Judge Poaty, ™agistrat et
magicien”, enjoys special powers which allow him to
cross easily into the world of the spirits and & to
see things beyond the reach of ordinary mortals.
Similarly, Gaston®"s iInitiatory joiximey and his
suffering contain a mystical dimension that reaches
beyond the real, natural world.

v There are then, two featdres of the traditional
epic hero which are, IPelevant to U Ta®I"SIs
protagonists: they are guided by supranatiiral powers
and, in their guest for understanding, they exemplify
the values befitting an ordered society. This
transforms U Tam"Si®s narrative into something more
than an account of contemporajry historical events,
confined to a particular place in time. In much the
same way as the traditional epic poet adapted the

story of legendary heroes iIn order to convey truths

pertinent to his present context, so too U Taa"Si"s
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talft trarsceli<as the limits of the twentieth csntaary
Congo.

The episodic structure of U Taa"Si"s four-part
tale i1s another aspect which can be usefully examined
in the light of the oral epic. When read In terms of
accepted \Western «criteria, the narrative 1Is
disconcerting not only because of i1ts len‘th but also
on aocolat: of 1ts apparent lack of structure.
Temporal and spatial dimensions are difficult to
grasp, relations between the profusion of characters
are unexplained, long digressions constv mtly iInterrupt
thfi action, episodes fTollow one upon the other,
“strung paratactically like beads on a string. In
short, the narrative defies all notion of unity, ttat
aesthetic criterion based on logic which 1s so much
part of a purely literate culttire.

However, when placed iIn i1ts true csultural and
historical context, where orality and literacy co-
exist conteiiiporanecusly, U Tan"Si"s novels are better
understood. The slow, ?"rarbling” development does not
mean that U Tam"St was incapable of a tight story
line. The choice of a non-organic, episodic structure
IS more appropriate to his poetic pxirpose than would
be a unified plot based on a logical s“juence of
events. It is here that the staructure of the
traditional African epic offers some iraportant
insights. In fact, i1ts episodic nature - the very
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©lement with which Finnegan took issue “ iIs one of the
distinguishing characteristics of the oral epic.

In his detailed study of the processes that marJc
the development from a purely oral mode of expression
to literacy, Walter Ong shows how the pyrcimidally
structured narrative, with a beginning, a climax and
a denouement, iIs possible only in literary
composition.® The oral poet could not be expected to
remember and string together iIn thelr correct
chronological order, all the episodes iIn the life of
Sundjata or Ulysses. In any event, his concern was
not with plot but with the re-creation of significant
episodes in the life of the hero. As has already been
seen, the heroes exploits served to i1llustrate and to
explore the values of the society and at the same
time, the narrator sought to entertain emd please his
audience. His narration was situational rather than
absf;ract. To use the words of Okpewho, he created a
narrative collage” of cameo-like scenes.

Applied to U Tam"Si"s nowvels, this concept is
illuminating. Prosper®s story consists essentially of
vividly drawn scenes or epidsodes, where the narrative
link 1s tenuous, sometimes assured only by the
presence of the protagonist himself. Furthei-more, D
Tam"Si appears to take great joy iIn the apparently
gratuitous development of such scenes, seemingly
allowing himself to be carried away by the pleasure of

a memory, or the humour of a situation or, as has
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already been seen, the flavomr of the words
themselves. In addition to the poetic value of such
digressions, the following example 1llustrates another
aspect of a technique which is characteristic of

U Tam®"Si*s rich, exuberant style.

The Tirst four chapters of Les phalenes. covering
some thirty-five pages, describe the farewell dinner
given by Prosper for Ta Jean Taty. They constitute a
series of vivid vignettes which flash forward or
backward iIn time, according to the narrational
Imperatives of the moment. This may be the need to
emphasise a point, as In Sophie"s profoxmd
runinations. It may be for the purpose of evoking
ironic amusement, as In the graphic description of the
wives of Taty"s two colleagues, seen through the eyes
of Lea. Or perhaps i1t is the pure delight In words
that proiits a the long and detailed description of
the dinner itself:

Et finalement on se met h table, les gosses "
part des grandes personnes. Des nourritures de
toutes sortes: du boeuf a la sauce_ tomate; de la
viande de san%ller frite avec des oignons, ; fumet
a la sauce Dblanche de graines de citrouille
grillees et pilees; du poisson de fleuve fxine
cuit avec du dongo-dongo, gluant a point; des
carpes grillees a la braise; du poisson sale a
I"huile de palme; des mabokes de silure; du saka-
saka; du poulet a la moambe; du fou-fou; de la
banane plantin pilee et pas pilee; du manioc
grille; de la tchikouangua fagon ngouli-yaka; des
gari; oufi— 3B)
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In O TamSI"s discourse there iIs no sense of
Jiiarry, no build up to a clintax, no eager anticipation
of the end. Instead, each stage of the story 1is
enjoyed for i1tself and pleasing elements are lingered
over. This 1Is reminiscent of the traditional story-
teller who, iIn Okpewho"s words, has a keen ™sense of
the moment”. Feeling the iInterest that a particular
audience may show in a specific detail or angle in his
story, he will develop it to 1ts maximua. His skill
lies In his ability to return to the main narrative
and pick up the thread of the story without breaking
the tempo of his delivery. He does not lose sight of
the fact that the audience expects to be entertained
and a story-teller who iIs incapable of adapting his
tale to suit the mood and interests of his audience is
doomed to  failure. This narrator-audienoe
relationship and 1ts significance for U Tam"Si''s
novels will be looked at in more detail further on iIn
this chapter.

Another angle on the episodic staructiire of
U Tam"Si"s writing is offered by Tzvetan Todorov, iIn
his discussion of the mediaeval allegory or epic.®
He distinguishes between the structure of the modem
novel, based on what he calls "I"intrigue de
causalite,” and that of the traditional tale or epic,
based on 1"intrigue de predestination.'’ In the
traditional epic, the events of the story are well-

known to the audience and the reco\inting of them will
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eontain no stirprises. Tonis affects not only di©
narrative style but also the notion of plot and hence
the structxire of thO narrative. In the absence of a
unifying, pyramidal plot, coherence must be found at
another level. Moreover, the narrator cannot depend
on the element of suspense to maintain the attention
of his listeners.

The various, soaetimes apparently unconnected
episodes 1In the life of the legendary hero are linjteed
at the level of i1deas ra«ier than at that of the
action. ®1e hero, who iIs the one constant iIn the
tale, exeiEnjl.ifies through both his failures and his
successes, certain ideals or looral values. Just as in
an old tapestry, it is these threads that constitute
the basic fTabric of the epic, with the hero™s
adventures representing the vivid design painted on
it. Hie relative positions of the figures or the
sequence of the tableaux are not an essential factor
of the overall power and beauty o+ the work.
Similarly, in the oral epic, the ess“axe of the tale
IS not dependent upon the chronological order of the
hero®s adventures. In fact, i1t is not difficult to
pick up Inconsistencies and contradictions in time and
place or even nare.

Interestingly, the same sort of "lapses” can be
found In U Tam"Si*"s narrative, even though the written
tale allows for careful checking of detail. For

example, In Ces fruits si doux Judge Poaty was
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kidnapped the evening of Gaston"s return from France
with his new wife Mathilde. Yet later 1iIn the
narrative, many Yyears after his disappearance,
Mathilde recalls toaT very fond of her he was and she
remembers enjoying sparring with him in r.onversation.
Such inconsistencies are not evidence of U Tam"Si
inability to maintain lucid control of the facts of
his story.

In this instance, there are other, more
compelling narrative requirements. Judge Poaty"s
abduction the evening of the party is most suitably
timed, since the crowds and the excitement meant that
his absence wts only really missed the next day. Yet
Mathilde"s rer.eiabered conversations with him answer
another purpose. Rayaiond Poaty, very much the family
patriarch who insisted on maintaining traditional
family customs, nevertheless tmderstood tliat society
must change, that the past must not be allowe-i to
stultify the present. He represents in a sense, the
ideal synthesis of the traditional and the modern and
in order for this particular quality to be portrayed,
it needs to be contrasted with the determined
modernism of Mathilde.

The episodic structure, with the sometimes
bewildering flashes backwards and forwards, 1is an
aspect of the narrator®s specific treatment of time,
which has already been discussed in terms of its

thematic iImportance. When story-telling iIs seen in
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th© context of a holistic notion of time, where ther”
Xs no physical or spiritual separation between past
and present, in the tale itself there 1is a
correspondingly easy movement between events past an *
present. For the Western reader, who has a more rigid
temporal sense, this is not always easy to comprehend.
In demonstrating how a shift xn focus can
elucidate U Tam"Si"s writing, it is again helpful to
turn to TEvetan Todorov™s discussion of the epic form.
With respect to the Grail epic, he 1ident.fies two
kinds of narration, a distinction that cuts across the
conventional Western genre categories. He
distinguishes between a narration that folldws a
horizontal line and a narration that consists of
series of variations which build up on a vertical
axis. In the latter, each substitution contributes
furxher to the reader™-listener®s vinderstanding of the
narrative®s essential ""message”. This distinction is
particularly illuminating when applied to U Tam"Si"s
four~part tale, tnv it puts Into a new perspective the
disconcerting breaks in the narration. As it has been
seen, Prosper®s storj*" begins in Les cancrelats. is
interrupted by Les mfeduses where the main protagonist
iIs Luambu, and is then taken up again in Les tahaldnes.
The final novel Ces Tf:ruits si doux. introduces a new
set of central figures. Les meduses and Ces fruits
si doux are linked with the Prosper saga by passing

references to secondary characters, such as Taty
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Lotitwrd and Paulin, or the brief appearance of Luamb\i
as the truck driver. Les mSauses represents even a
spatial break, for whereas the other three novels are
situated primarily in Poto-Poto-Braz2:aville, Luambu®s
story takes place at Pointe-Noire.

IT however, the concept of a vertical structure
is applied to this narrative, Iits thematic coherence
becomes quite apparent, for Prosper, Luambu, Judge
Poaty and Gaston all undertake the same quest for
understanding. Interestingly, Todorov notes that the
vertical structure is most frequently found in poetry,
which relies heavily on symmetry and repetition,
whereas fiction is usually constructed according to
causal relations, based on a logical and temporal
ordering of events. Todorov™s observations regarding
the vertical, poetic structure in the mediaeval Opic
serve to confirm that the poetic element of U Tam"Si"s
prose links it directly to the oral traditon.

It is perhaps even more helpful to modify
Todorov™s concept of a vertical stirucjture to that of
a prism. A ray of light shining through a prism is
reflected at varied angles, according to the different
planes through which it passes. So too, in U Tam®"Si"s
narrative, the central theme, which j,s the guest for
understanding self and the individual®s role 1in
society, 1is viewed from a wide range of angles and

perspectives. These are determined by each
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protagonist®*® specific personality and historiGal

Glrciimstances

Thera is yat further evidence of th© traditional
Opic tale In U Tam"Si"s narrative. This concarns the
use of mnemonic devices, those «aide-mSmoir®©”
techniques “sthich the oral narrator uses to help him
handle hi® lengthy tale. It is worth noting that in
the context of orality, length 1is in itself a
criterion quality. It is a sign of success if i:i®
narrator is able to maintain th© attention of his
audience for a long span of time for, to do so, his
story must b® well performed. The same may b® aaid of
t) Tam"®1""s narrative, which extends over a thousand
pages and which engages the reader by th© sheer vigour
of the prose.

Rhythm, antithesis, parallelisms, alliteration
and assonance all plaj their part in creating mnemonic
patterns, or in Walter Ong"s words, memorable
thoughts”. While such elements of style are more
easily identified in poetry - and this suggests a rich
field of research with respect to U Tam"Si"s poetical
expression - iIn his prose there are stylistic elements
which relate very closely to the oral narrator®s
technique.

One of these is the frequent us© of what can be
called ™erson qualifiers". For axample, 1in Cas

Judge Poaty"s wifei 1is frequently
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referred to as ™athildfe sa femae”, even tHough frcaa
th©O context there can be no confusion of identity*
SiittaiJ.ariy, Judge Poaty is invariably referred to by
his full name ”le juge Raymond Poaty*" or even 10 bon
juge Raymond Poaty'. Prosperfriend is repeatedly
identified as "le camarade Paul Vincent”. Full family
names are used, as if to keep in mind their lineage;
Sophie Tchissimbu, Marc Mavoixngu, AimSe Volange, Andre
Sola, Lufwa L\imbu. Judged by literary as opposed to
oral criteria, this repeated signalling of identity
and relationships is considered redundant and
ctimbersoae. In a written text, such reminders are not
necessary for, in the event of losing the thread of
the story, the reader is able to refer back in thO
tejct. In an oral delivery however, lihe narrator needs
to help the listeners to keep track of characters and
events, particularly in a lcmg epic tale.

This stylistic trait ig not a constant in
U Tam®"Si"s prose and yet it appears often enough to
v/arrant comment, particulsirly when considered in
relation to his use of anoliher mnemonic device, the
name-epithet. In the oral narrative, one or several
epithets may be regularly attached to a name to
indicate a protagonist®™s character or role in the
action.

In tlie novels, one of the best examples of this
is the play on the name of Paabault, who is repeatedly

referred to as "Monsieur Dieudonne. Jean-Marie-Frangois
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prjnbault le Debonjiair©™. The connotations of this
namO-epithet are complex and subtle. Palabault™s
vanity is his fatal wealcness, for his desperate desire
to iImpress the beautiful '"perle de Kin” and his
subsequent disappointment, unbalance his fragile
eguilibriuitt and lead him to betray Prosper. At the
same time, the name contains ironical overtones that
point to the affected replacement of the African name
"Mpambou” by “Pambault” and the adoption of a string
of First names, thus mimicking ad absurdum the French
custom.

In Les meduses there is to be foiind another
striking example of name-epith€sts, this time those
given to the spirits that abound at night; 'ceux-t-
une-t8te, oeux-~i-marGhent-sur-le-cul, ceux-encore-
gui“le“jour-trainent*la-nuit-au<~fond~de-leurs-yeux’ .
x84 These graphic, humorous, even gently ironia
sobriquets are directly translated from Vili and they
illustrate particularly well how in U Tam”Si"s prose,
the traditional is blended with ithe modern.

The name-epithets contribute also to the
rhythmical structure of the text;. On the one hand,
they add to the musical quality of the prose where, as
has already been noted, the evocative power of words
is Tully exploited. Mors importantly, the name-
epithets create rhythmic patterns which arc essential

for the oral narrator who, iIn the absence of any
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visual Markers, must rely on his ©ar to aid his
nmtiory.

As Parry, Lord and their successors found from
their research into formulaic patterns, the formula is
determined by metrical rhythm. In different oral
performances, the formulas are nev”~r strung together
in quite the same way twice and here the musical
accompaniment 1is of vital iImportance, as 1t both
stabilises and modifies the oral “text".

It is not suggested that U Tam®"Si"s narrative
discourse is composed of formulaic patterns as in the
traditional oral epic tale- However, the frequent
regpetition of word clusters, partiauXarly in Lea
oancrelats and Les medusegf waarrents some explanation,
particularly since an unaGcustomed reader may well
consider such repetition to be redundant and
stylistiaally awkward. The following are examples of
this:

ne me demande pas qui se joue ainsi de nous...

(Cancrelats 161)

Qui se joue ainsi de I"homme? (Canci“elats 172)

I"air du pays (Cancrelats 9, 21, 34, 42 etc)

I"air du temps fCancrelats. title, section 1)

la pluie d"Elenga (Medusgs 210, 212)

Of even greater significance are the i1deo-"images,
whose structuralising role has already been discussed

at length in Chapter Five.
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Thes®© recurrent el®Raent.s are not coasiOt.«iit
enough to constitute a narrative device as
fundamentally important as tlia foraula iIn an oral
composition* Yet they represent a particular
cognitive process, a way of expression natural to
anyone with intimate knowledge of the art of oral

tale-telling.

It has been seen that the concept of formulaic
patterns introduces a new perspective to the notion of
originality in artistic composition. In an oral
performance, the skilful use of a group of words®
employed in different contexts but under the same
metrical conditions, to express an essential idea, is
too complex a device to be dismissed as cliche or
redxindant. The oral performer shows his artistry in
the way he strings together the various elemants of
his tale, adapting i1t at aach performance to the
contextual iImperatives of time, place and audience.
It is here that the work of Parry and Lord has shed
new light on the apparent stylistic "lapses” in the
Homeric epics.

Similarly, it would be mistaken to suppose that
a poet of the verbal artistry of U Tam*"Si would resort
to repeated 1images or expressions for want of
something new. They are 1intrinsic to the text,
creating a subtle pattern of echoes and resonances, of

forward and backward references not only of sound but
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also of 1ideas, which contribute to the ridM anA
lyrical quality of his prose.

A Tfinal ooinieent on the subject of laiiemonic
devices concerns again the heroic fig\irO.. Walter Ong
points out that in an oral tale, heroic figixres are
necessairy because colourless figures are forgotten.
By contrast, in the literate tradition, the novel is
able to depict ordinary, life-size characters or, as
in the case of contsHtporary prose, the anti'*herb and
even an absent hero. Influenced by such trends in
Western writing during the course of the past foxir
decades, critics have tended to be dismissive of those
novels whose protagonists are real, flesh and blood
characters* This, it is felt, smacks of nineteenth
oentttry realism.

In terras of such criteria, U Tam”™si"s novels may
sfell be considered to be out of line, Tfor his
characters are weiry real people, set iIn concrete,
real-life situations. If however, they are viewed from
the perspective of oral narrative technigues, thp
structural 1importance of such figures as Prosper,

Sophie or Gaston will be better appreciated.

The interplay of traditional techniques and the
writer®s own original stylistic elements can be said
to reflect an underlying principle governing oral
composition. In recounting well-known tales, the oral

narrator was both i1nheritor of tradition and donor,
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both interpreter of the past and creator. Within
certain fixed parameters, the skilled performer would
modify his story according to the needs of the raoment
and in keeping with his own poetic and oratorical
talent.

In much the same way, U Tam"Si represents a
meeting point between tradition and modernity. Like
the oral poet, he is able to adapt the traditional
story-telling techniques, which he would have learned
in his childhood years, to the different demands of
the written medium and the expectations of a very
different audience. This raises the complex question
of the author-reader relationship, which is a facttr
of fundamental importance for an understanding of
African writing iIn general and U Tam"Si"s prose

writing in particular.

In Chapter Two, various critical approaches to
the author-reader relationship were discussed and
among them the notion of the "anonymous author™ which
has prevailed in some contemporary Western writing.
This concept 1is particularly interesting for, 1in a
contrastive manner, it brings sharply into focus the
fact that U Tam"Si, and indeed most other African
writers, 1is not at all concerned with concealing his

identity. Far from endeavouring to remain "absent™
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from tlie text, the author-narrator is a strong and
cont "ant presence. U Tam"Si makes no apologies for
tile omniscient, guiding voice that controls the
unfolding of his narrative. In this, the author-
na _*rator resembles quite clearly the oral story
teller; in the words of Mohamadou Kane, Sa voiXx
domine tout, cree tout.‘"

Traditionally, the oral narrator®s controlling
presence is tempered by the the active participation
of the audience, who intervene, disagree or applaud.
Applied to U Tam"Si"s epic tale, this notion of the
author®s relationship with his reader, sensed as a
live audience, is illuminating. The author-reader, or
narrator-audience”™ rapport has 1 "aring on three
aspeipts of the narrative; the narrator-author-s
humourous and ironical eye, the didactic element and
certain stylistic features emanating from the direct

intearvention of the narrator.

The humourous element is evident in U Tam"Si"s
narrative even iIn the most painful or sombre of
episodes. U Tam"Si himself has made some insightful
comments about humour, which are revealing of his
preoccupations as a creative writer. For example, the
importance of being able to laugh at adversity is a
recurrent theme mentioned by him in interviews. In
Mercer Cook"s preface to Legendes africaines. U Tam"Si

IS quoted as saying;
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J@ siaiB absoluroont. cojtvatHi3Uu gue dies
civilisations qui auraiant pu disparaitre
ont survecu grace " humour, au refus
oppose par le rire a I"angoisse meutriere.
Le rire @st d ailleurs tin thSae qui circule
chez ffioi d*un livre a 1*autre. (12)

His is not the destructive, jaundiced snheer that
comes from bitter disillusion. That sort of irony
destroys the bond between people and undermines their
sense of solidarity. Speaking with reference to on®
of his collections of poetiry, Arc musical. U TamSi

describes his particular ironic perceptionj

Ce n"est pas le rire de la derision mais de
la sante, de la confiance dans la vie ... il
ne Skagit pas de I"humoijr noir ... mais d"un
humour qui permet a |I"opprim8 de se
d"fendre, de d8fier et de desarmer Ile
bourreau.

In the same interview he saids

.- -et je suis un rieur qui ne peut risister
a I"envie de pouffer de rire a chaque le$on
que I1on veut me donner.

This emphasis on laughter Ulinks up with the
narrative techniques employed by tlie oral story
teller, who makes extensiv*" use of the whole range of
humour, from witty comments to ironical observation
and the burlesque. For he 1is above all an

entertainer; he knows that, to please his audience and
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t® k®o”™ their attention, he Eaist amuse them and mke
theaa laugh.

In U Tan""Si"s story, there are many instances of
earthy, spicy hvimour, or graphic images relished for
the enjoyment of the Ilaughter they provoke. The
narrator invites us to chuckle with him at Prosper-®s
astonishment, when he discovers that Sophie has gone

to Lonzolc:

Prosper ouvre une grande bouche, bonne a
gober toutes les mouches, toutes les
abeilles, toutes les sauterelles. ..
fPhalenas 128)

We are introduced to Muendo 1 means of a witty
play on words which, if it were not so amusing, would

indeed be '‘grossier';

Muendo, c"est les femmes, les femmes, les
femmes! Il les lui faut toutes! Toutes
tombent! Quest-ce gu“elles lui trouvent?
Quest-ce qu™il a? 11 y a qu™il est con,
done drdle. Si je voulais etre grossier
comme certains * je ne vise personne - je
dirais qu”il leur fout 16 feu oil je pense,
d ailleuris, avec toute la sciure qu il peut
promettre, c"est une economie rev8e pour
elles, moins de fatigue; d"ailleurs, si tu
vas quelgue part et quune femme te dise
qu“elle fait la cuisine avec de la sciure,
tu pe\ix etre stir que la dame s"est deja
ouverte a notre bonhomme. Le bois est cher
mais avec de Hla poussiere de bois, notre
homme a de quoi se chauffer le bas du ventre
et le ventre avec, de plus. fi8duses 65)

In Les m8duses, the three friends tease each

other constantly, or burst into fits of unexplained
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hilarity. Coppressed as -they are by the heavy
atmosphere of foreboding, their laughter is like a
cure. It is health giving and it reinf-xces the bond

between them:

Pour la deuxieme fois de la journ”™e, Luambvi
eclatait de rire, presque sans raison. D"un
rire conmunicatif. Elenga reagit ooimale
Mazola. La meme rechute dans line saison
d"enfancel Un adulte, forcfement, apprend a
fermer le visage, autrement il est vite
suspecte de vaine prodigality ou d"une
abusive pusillaniiaite. Un adulte avec un
visage denfant est idiot ou stupide.

Ils riaient en se montrant du doigt, soit
gue la maniere de rire de 1"un ou de 1”7autre
est d"un grotesque desopilant, soit gue le
masque gyxe le rire donne au visage de I7un
et 1 "autre revele une transparence d™ame si
belle que c™est surprenant guils 1"aient
tenue si longtemps cach&i (142)

Sometimes, they laugh in order to hide their
tai,as, to tmwind, to release tension. In the case of
the three friends, their almost hysterical mirth has
d tragic dimension. Whereas they laugh to ward off a
sense of foreboding, for the reader who already knows
what lies in store for them, their vibrant laughter
focusses on the dramatic irony of their approaching
death.

More often than not, however, the humourous
touches are of critical iIntent. They mark the
distance that the narrator creates between himself and
the characters, the 1ironic eye with which he regards

their weaknesses and foibles. The traditional story-
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teller would frecjuently 1l pointed social coament
but his subtle, mocking axlusions to contejiiporary
people and events would be appreciated only by an
astute listener. If he were daring to criticise a
powerful personnage, he might make his point by means
of exaggerated praise, or a flash of wit, or a barbed
coittmenit immediately followed by further praise. Often
his ironic viewpoint would be expressed not so mchki in
words as by what was left unsaid.

In U Tam™"Si"s narrative, the author~narrator-s
critical pres»:".nce iIs often felt. In particular,
superstition and confused beliefs, be they Christian
or traditional, are a constant target. In Les
cancrelats. the narrator makes fun of the young
Prosper®s muddled interpretation of the mission
fathers®™ teaching. Reference ha:? already been made to
the scene where Prosper is sitting on the beach with
his cousin Taty. Prosper endeavours to explain why
they are of a damned race: 'Nous ne voyons pas notre
queuei  On en a bien une comme le diable. On est des
diables.** (58) he assures the bewildered Taty. Poor
Taty furtively feels his behind for that incriminating
evidence. Prosper, secure in the knowledge that his
remaining little bit of tail will disappear when ho
takes his first communion, solemnly lifts his face to
the heavens, suffering "avec le sens aigu du martyr,

1"&clat d8sagr”able du soleil brtil&nt.”
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In Leg FFiMug#s. the narratoriroJtlcal humoiir is
directed at th® wvoymit, whose tongue ravist b® Xooseaiffed
by a few bottles of "the whit®O man®s alcJddhol.” Se
speaks in unint«slligibl® enigmas and his ability to
see beyond the here and now fades at the crucial
moment. One cannot but laugh too at Andrfe Sola®s
anguished confusion: should he belive that his **cure”
from stuttering was indeed brought about by the copy
of the Credo mad® for him by Luambu, written out in
gothic letters iIn red, green, blue-violet and black
ink, outlined in gold? Or was it the work of the
devil? And in any event, he only stopped stuttering
for a weekl Just to be sure, Andris has the Credo
blessed by the priest.

The French admi.iistrators comes in for their fair

share of mocking humour. Sometimes it Is a passing?

sweeps T"~tait Mherlan, I17intendant de [1"8eole
supSrieure. Un homme de moyenne carrure, a la
demarche fanfaronne. Un Blanc, en somme.” (Cancrelats

229) At other times™ a comic portrait has ironic
undertones, such as that of Jacquart, whom AiIm8e
Volange plays along in order to find out what she can
from him as to how the French Administration views
Prosper®s political activities. Both Aimee and
Jacquart fare badly under the merciless eye of the
narrator, who highlights their mutual deception and

self delusions.
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Thosie who Omulat®© White peopla are heia up to
derision5 the opening chapters of Les lohalenes sets
the tone, 1In portraying how the charleston dress,
which is all the rage, dominates the thoughts and
conversation of the ladies of Poto-Poto. Eviropean
fashions are adopted, as are European names; Exiropean

music ami dances replace traditional sounds.

disques His Mester*"::, voice, s8i-ie
G.,1,2,3,... "Peanuts Vandore: nan-han
sMairie (pour Manil) Mariiii hi hi hi! Lala
la la ' Ah la viel Ces disgues-1& font
autant de ravages gue le tafia nagufere, plus
de blessures gue la chicotte des lappots
nacfu™re! (14-15)

Seen through the eyes of the children, the
adults®™ pretention is even more amusing. At the party
given for Uncle Taty by Prosper, Paulin and L"a
observe with the devastating directness of the young,

the self-conscious, ™twin" wives of Taty"s friends:

Marie-claire, qui n"a pas la peau bien
Claire, a le front court, 1® cheveu pr”s du
crfine, une bouche comme ouvertf; au couteau,
un peu en saillie sur les dents sortantes
bien 6cart8es. Elle est grosse de partout?
la, la, la et la. Elle est 1"Spouse da
Ndelela, de deux tStes plus haut que sa
femme, un peu fait comme elle - un peu plus
bedonnant - comme elle le serait si elle
Stait enceinte. Lea fait la grotesque guand
elle mime 1le port de Marie-Claire en
exagSrant le cete fessu de la dame. (G@3)

The ladies are ejjstatic over the table linen, the

fine glasses, the flowered dinner service. 'LSa passe
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derriere elles et essuie ostensiblement 3-e" assiOttes
gu“elles ont touchies de leurs maims moites.” (37)
The awkwardness of these “€voluées de fralche date™
contrasts with the voluble antics of Pambault le
D Mtaonnaire, as he plays out his infatuation with the
“perle de Kin”. Sophie"s sardonic eye misses nothing
either and the whole scene, viewed through the
critical Oyes of the Pobard family, is both
entertaining and also mercilessly critical cf the
superficiality of those who lose sight ot their own
identity and try to pattern tliemselves on a foreign
culture.

Yet Paulin himself is shewn up uhdcar th"® same
uncompromising spotlight. He too had trieri to prove
his superiority by boasting to his friends that they,
the Pobard™'s, had a White friend who treated them as
equals. For his pains, he had been attackad verbally

and physically.

Paulin en tremble de fureur et de rage. |l
shoote dans les parties nobles du petit
insolent. 11 est vraiment con d"avoir fait
9a. Le cri que pousse 1fautre est un cri de
guerre - de guerre tribale - done de guerre
sainte - ol 1"on extermine I"infidSle, (69)

The nax-rator®s voice iIs unmistakable as he makes
a passing stab at tribalism and holy wars.

At another level, U Tam”™Si shows up the
ridiculousness of a situation where, iInstead of
speaking in their own language, people try to speak
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«<ie larxguag® of thO oppressor. Thus t®© pous”™&m:

OJcana addresses Prosper in pidgin French.*

Qiaelguee pousseurs avaient install# la Isurs
vehicul®s. Il reconnut Okana. C"est plutSt
ce dernier qui lui langa im “bonjour, papa
Prosper®”. Il s"enquit de sa santé6 et ajouta
dans line vague d"enthousiasme et d#
reconnaissance, en fran®ais, s"il vous
plait: "7?a fait chaud le kerr d© voi un vous
pal”™ hojMmecoin™ hommS av8§ boulan. Ah, oul,
Na fait fi6lit§. (Cancrelats 230)

Pi?ospOr himself does not escaj”™ t™e ironic barbs
aimed at those who emulate their colonial masters to
the detriment of their oyn language and culture.
the evolu™ who has gallicised his name from Wohtoa t©
Pobbard and who is conscious of his standing as a
white collar worker, finds okana™"s desecration of the
French language painful to his ears. He is
nev@rth.ele.ss flattered by the high regard in which he
is held by the rickshaw men.

As the narrative progresses, the subtle
manipulation of 1ironic perspectives shows up th®
discrepancy between ideals and human weaknesses. The
increasing ambiguity of Prosper®s situation becomes
clear. He finds hi.mself becoming more and more
involved in a political movement that seeks to free
the ccngo from French domination and at the same time,
he is caught up in a tuirbulent affair with Aim8e
Volange, wife of a French administrator. Aimee

encourages him in his political activities and at the
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same time pushes him to better both his and Paulinas
education " in terms of French educational standards*
She helps Prosper to pass his French Baccalanr6at and
she takes Paulin away with her to continue his
education in France. All the ooitcradictory tensions
contained in t*is procsss of acculturation are stotimed
up iIn Proifrei®s thor , hs sees his son off at
the airport; "Il faut <re civilise a coups de
rupture.” fLas Phalenes 114)

The author-narrator's ironic perspective reveals
the paradoxical forces goveiming the thoughts and
actions of Prosper or Sophie or Judge Poaty. It shows
them as ooitiplex beings, whose behaviour iis often
inconsistent and whose words and ar,tions are open to
widely different interpretation.

As an empathetic and yet ironic eye-witness,

U TamSi perceives and recreates the essential
elements of a particular society at a given time. His
fictional portrayal of this reality 1is based on
ethical and cultural tenets which, it is assumed, the
reader understands and shares. In much the same way,
the traditional story teller shared a sense of common
understanding with his audience and it is illximinating
to place U Tam®"siprose in this perspective. Apart
from the occasional translation of Vili expressions,
he fTeels no compulsion to explain what would be
obvious to anyone familiar with Congolese custom and

socio-political history.
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Mor@oviflr, tilO assumed Gultm®al and ethical value
systan provides the foundation for certain didactic
Implications. These teecoaG clear as the tale unfolds
and the protagonists follow their painful path towards
understanding the meaning of personal 1identity in
terms of the collective whole.

The didactic eleiaent of U Tam"Sis narrative
discourse can be better appreciated iIf seen in terms
of the oral narrator®s close rapport with his
audience. Much has been written about the functional
role of traditional art, with a t‘itidahcy to over-
emphasise the didactic or ritual elements at the cost
of aesthetic and entertainment considerations.

However, U Tam"Si himself specifically refers to
the didactic aspect of oral story-telling, when

recalling the veillSes of his childhood;

Les legendes enseignaient a etre brave, les
contes a mieux se conduire, les devinettes
et les proverbes W savoir tenir une

conyersation - dans une certaine mesure
drailleurs. En effet, c"est sous I"arbre a
palabres - fromager ou manguier - que

s"apprenait le rests: le grand savoir -~
jurisprudence et rh”torigue, politique
aussi. (Legendes Africaines 13)

In U Tam*Si"s own narrative, despite the sense of
the author-narrator”s all-pervading presence, there is
not the overt didactic intent of the traditional
narrator. The eelessons”, if there are any, are

implied. As the discussion of his thematic concerns
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has shown, although he is a deeply camaitted, writer,
U Tam®"Si does not make emphatic statements. On the
contrary, he refuses to give clear-cut, simple
answers. He seeks rather to explore Tfully the
paradoxical complexity of the human condition. To
what extent then, can it be said that U Tam"Si assumes
a didactic role? In terms of the narrative, does the
author-narrator transmit a clear message, baaed on a
particular set of moral values?

A brief textual analysis will show that t:his is
indeed tlie case. Like a soimding board to the
thoughts and actions of the various protagonists™ the
author-narrator”s viewpoint can be distinguished, so
focussing on certain fundamental values.

GOKsideration has already been given to the way
in which the narrative point of view changes, with no
clear markers to indicate the transition, so that the
identity of the protagonists becomes blurred* often
ambiguous. It is this ambiguity that allows the
author-narrator®s voice to speak through, and to
overlay that of the protagonists.

The Tfollowing extract will illustrate this.
Ndundu, returning from the cemetary after the burial
of his wife, reads a letter informing him of the deatJi

of Charles de I"Escaut.

Ndundu nCi. ® pas les larmes aux yeux, guand
il se dit: "La mort appelle la mort.*"
Beaucoup de choses qui pouvaient exjSliquer
la mort dOo sa femme, lui  redtaient
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mystferieuses, insoupgonnables. Qui aurait
dit que cette lettre qu™il ne s"etait pas
eapresse de lire, aurait pu le raettre ed
gardei Lue plus tot! Le destin sTarausei
Nos larmes n© nous preservent pas du pire.
En se defiant du jeu, peut-Stre gue le
destin n"en ferait pas toujours B sa t8tel
(Cancrelats 25-26)

In the first sentence, the words ”il se dit"
indicate quite clearly that the thoughts are those of
Ndundu, related in the third person. Yet as the
passage progresses, there is a subtle change of style,
as if the narrator®s voice overlays that of Ndundu, so
adding a wider, more authoritative dimension, toother

brief extract illustrates this further:

Si IMair du pays indisposait, parce
quTirrespirable, s"en aller en se bovichant
les narines - ocortame quelqu®un que 1°on mene
par le bout du nez - non, ce n"est pas
raisonnablel On a le temps de sT"etouffer
drici la mer»..» Et les quolibets de ceux
qui verraient.,.. Passent les quolibets....
Mais d"ici la mer.... Tu vois le sable,
crois-tu que la mer soit proche? Ironie du
sort, qui vous met dans une impasse les yeux
ouvertsl (Cancrelats 44)

The theme of malaise suggests the thoughts of
Ndundu, who has difficulty in establishing himself in
his native surroundings after many years iIn Europe.
Yet the stylistic juxtaposition of the colloquial and
the more formal, literary elements suggests a dual
perspective. In particular, the expression ~l"air du
pays** echoes the title of the chapter, ™"lTair du

temps”, so introducing a play of allusion and
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connotation. Fturtheraora, the variation in personal
pronouns is signifcant; thfe third person "on”, used in
colloquial language with reference to self, and the
personal *"tw’, become the more formal ™"wvous™ iIn the
last line. The changing register brings with it a
change 1in perspective,* the axiomatic voice suggests
that of the author-narrator.

The message conveyed by the narrator-author-®s
voice as It permeates the text, speaking through or
overriding the voice of the protagonists, is not overt
or dogmatic. Nevertheless it is possible to discern
a pattern in the interventions and this is reinforced
semiologically in the text by the ideo~images.

An example of this iIs the existential “lesson”
that life is a long and arduous path. If followed
through the narrative, from Les cancrelata to Cei3
fruits si doux. a consistent point of view can be
discerned, Ffirst expressed by Ndundu, Prosper-s
father, and Ilater by Prosper himself and then by
Luambu, Sophie and Gaston. The path becomes an
important ideo-image, structiiring the narrative and

reinforcing the message.

An essential element of a traditional oral
performance is the participation of the audience. In
Mvth @n Africa. Isadore Okpewho refers to this dynamic
interplay between the narrator and his audience and

contrasts it with that of the silent European
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listener- Such silsnce would, in Africa, be
considered “boorish”” or a sign that the listener is
incapable of participating; that he lacks
understanding and feeling.”

In U Tam®"Si"s narrativ®™* the sense of a live
audience is conveyed by a particular stylistic feature
that is disconcerting for the Western reader. This is
the sudden intervention of the author-narrator who, in
the middle of a passage of third person narration,
addresses the reader-audience directly, as if speaking
to a real presence. A previous scene or episode will
bi* referred to by an appeal to the reader®s memory?

"Wous vous souvenez de...?” or, “Vous connaissez

Mahata Longani? Eh bien, c"est elle,...” or again:

Souvenez-vous gu”il avait repondu a Mahata qui
lui disait que sa femme etait malade ~ moTorir,
quelle fitait mourante, "qu®il ne faisait pas de
lairacles', vous vous souvenez? (Cancrelats 255)

This device relates clearly to the oral narrative
technique whereby the audience, having no written text
to refer back to, needs such reminders iIn order to
pick up the threads of the narrative.

The agility with which the narrator transposes
himself from one protagonist to another has already
been considered. With equal agility, he withdraws and
views the characters from a distance. His empathetic
rapport witli them is not broken but at the same time

he does not gloss over their weaknesses and he will
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sometimes point these out explicitly to the reader.

For example, the reader"s attention is focussed
on Sophie®s habit of expressing herself by means of
maxims and parables, the full significance of which
she does not always understand; “Mais allez demander
a Sophie pourquoi cette parabole, sait-elle seulement
ce qu elle pourrait repondre?” (Cancx~elats 182)

The narrator may also intervene, to defend his
character from unduly harsh judgement on the part of

the reader:

Ne reprochez pas aux hommes ce qu ils sont,
m8me quand 1ils ne savent plus etre eux-
memes, siortout quand I"agonie leiur donne une
foi precaire, \m sauf-conduit illusoire....
Etait-1l inutile que Prosper se prenne
soudain, «iiffle 9a, au serieux, allant
jusquTau delire? ... Pouvait-il expliquer a
Juliette le sens de ce qu“on lui demandait?
tCancrelats 301-2)

Yet another form of intervention on the part of
the narrator is significant; this time a piece of
“objective 7 description develops into a personal
memory shared with the reader. |Imperceptibly, in the
middle of a paragraph, iIn mid-sentence, the third-
person narration becomts 'vous';

Un ramier ajustait son chant, puis la plains se
cambrait et, par bonds, piquait xine tete au fond
d“une ~troite vallee. La vallee rejoignait xa
crevasse par la. Sar 1"autre flanc de la vall8e
et jusque-la, sur le sommet, vous le voyez le
defilg des manguiers? La-bas se trouvait
I"ancier»ne ville, il n"a pas des annSes. Tournez
le dos au soleil: vous sentez la mer. Revenez
maintenant sur vos pas en obliquant toujours stir
la gauche, soit que vous montiez, soit cpie vous
descendiez, vous avez les yeux svir les criques.
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si le wvsirftcige vous prend, satxvaz-vous, sauvez
votre vie. Dans lTair epais, oa Ont.end dee voiXx
s™interpellent. Icotitez, Ahl ces cigalesi
fCancrelats 184)

The narrator, describing a region familiar to
himself, 1is carried d;a/ by the vividness of his
personal memories and he comiaunicates his love for
that piece of landscape directly to his audience.
Such a detailed evocation of landscape is rare -
usually natural elements, such as rain, wind, or miTd,
are portrayed for their connotativé& or symbolic value.
In this instance, the description plays no specific
semiological role; the narrator digresses for the
pure joy of reliving a personal experience. A similar
intetlude, a graphic description of the station Iin
Brazzaville, begins with the assumption that the
reader is familiar with the scene: ™VWous connaissez
la gare de Brazzaville, elle n"a de gare que le nom.”
(CanSEelsts 229)

At times the narrator intervenes to offer a word
of explanation to the reader. He may feel it
important that the reader understand the geneological

roots that link the characters:

Jean Taty. Taty, oe n"8tait pas le nom de
son pere. Voici une courte branche de son
arbre genSalogique ... fCancrelats 155)

Sometimes the narrator is aware that the reader

may well need a specifically Vili custom explained:
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.-.parce qu“on ne va pas vivre la ou a vScu
un mort en pay« vili, vous le saves?”
Cancrelats 87-8)

Or he may consiider i1t necessary to translate a Vili
expression;

Germain s"excuE,e auprSs du Senateur et
obtient sa permission douvrir le fond de la
conversation en recourant h une formule bien
de chez ncus, de li-bas, a Loango, que jJe
traduirai aprds, qui dit; Li vusu li safu,
Ii nuinunu 3i ma lafu, libululu kilungul Le
SSnateur dit qu®il n"est pas nScessailre de
traduire, ... fPhalfenes 357)

Of iInterest iIn this passage 1iIs the easy
assimilation of two narrative angles. Germain®s words
are initially reported in the third person but in mid-
sentence, a switch to the first person is ambiguous.
"Chez nous” and “je traduirai” express ei"ther
Germain®s viewpoint or that of the narrator or both.

At times the narrator calls upon the reader"s
Jjudgement in support of his own particular
interpretation. There 1iIs an underlying assximption
that the reader shares the narrator"s ethical
standpoint. A single example taken from Les
cancrelats. will serve to illustrate this feature.
While Thom®"Ndundu is alive, Tchiluembh is shown to be
a difficult, ambiguous person. Although his complicity
in their father®s death, be i1t voluntary or not, is
hinted at, it is only after Thom"Ndundu®s death that

any clear evaluative statement is made. We are told
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that, the orphaned Prosper and Sophie are *livrSs a un
inonstre. As 1f iIn anticipation of protest from the
reader, at such an unsubstantiated statement, an
appeal is made to the reader®s own judgement; *"Jug@Z*
® par la scSne gue le monstre Tfit a [1"abbg
Stanislas."(86)

At other times, the reader is invited to share
the narrator®s amazed disbelief at an example of hioman
injustice or error: ""Allez-vous croire que I"homiie
qu™il rudoyait ainsi n"itait autre gue son bras droit,
le frdre de "mamaille® Sophie?"” The scene is that of
1Jie crowd that hss gathered in front of the Portuguese
"eEnoomi&™"s” factory. The rhetorical question is again
a device of the oral story-teller, Sophie does not
yet know the identity of the person being accused of
theft and, by giving an advance clue to the
"audience™, an element of suspense is introduc3td, as
her i1mminent shock and disbolief are anticipated.
"Dites avec (Ja que la vie n"est pas navrantel™ The
reader is invited to share the reactions of Sophie, of
Prosper®s friends, and of the narrator himself.

Just as the traditional story teller had to
contend with the questions and interjections of his
audience, so here too the narrator answers the

reader®s imagined questions;

Bien stir que ces trois  horames se
connaissaient.... Quand je dis que e
troisidme ne mourut pas, je veux dire cette
semaine-ldi  Comment, pourquoi? Le savoir
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aalntonant: ne wotis appreMrait. riott 8® tout
le curieux de 1"affair0O,.,* Sd.U&&N: 13)

HOre the narrator openly enjoys his superior
knowledge and tantalise®© the reader, arousing his
curiosity and sens© of intrigue. Asides such as
#(Qu=~est-ce quails sent devenus ces deux-1t?)*",
exclamations, the tone of easy familiarity, all these
elements add up to create the sense of a close,

immediate rapport with the reader.

Dans les bagages de Prosper, il y avait des
t6les! Qu~test-ce qui vous Stonne? Dans les
bagages de Prosper Mpob, il y avait des
tSles, j* disais des tSles, des planches et
trois sacs dodus. Puis le camion de Ila
Prfevoyance s"sn fut par les chemins. Haul
hani pihil pihii fCancrelats 186)

This manner of suddenly addressing the reader
directly m”ay come as a silrprise. The constant
metamorphosis of the narrator and intermittant
personal interventions may appear awkward, perhaps a
sign of 1incomplete mastery of the art of writing. ,,
However, when the narrative is read in the 1J.ght oail
the oral story-teller"s techniques, the apparent
inconsistencies are explained. It is tide narrator"s

constant presence that maintains the narrative link

through the many episodes that make up the opic tale.
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There remain two further aspects of U Taila"Si"s
narrative style which acquire special significance
when considered in the context of the oral tradition.
These are the wide range of register or tone and the
use of proverbs and aphorisms.

The easy transition from the poetic to the
dramatic or to the epic genre naturally gives rise to
an expressive mode ranging from the rhetorical to the
conversational. Of particular interest is the change
of register which may take place in a single paragraph
or even a single sentence. The following passage
from Les cancrelats illustrates a characteristic

stylistic feature;

Prosper travaillait S sa cldture avec
beaucoup d“Snervement, il jurait, iInjuriait
soit le bois pourri, soit le canif a la lame
pourtant tres tranchante.

Malila fetaiu partie de bonne heure en
pretextant line visite 1inopinSe chez son vieil
oncle. “Encore!” Mais tailleras-tu, bougre de
canif S la con! Prosper faillit se tailler tire
bonne plaie, jugea-t-il h ce mouvement tré&s
brusque du canif, fr6lant son bras!

- Tu en as deja cssez fait ce matin!
L"entetement. .

O Sophie, tu te laisseras done toujours
aller & percer des abc&s, qui se plairont
toujours a te jaillir au visage. Leur pus
est done si reconfortant?

Que I1"enervement de Prosper iclate en
colfere, ga se comprend. Mais que cette
colfere dise des choses inattendues, comment
faire pour se boucher les oreilles, et ne
pas les entendre? Le riconfort, c"est que
Prosper semblait maintenant s"adresser i
quelqu®un d"autre que Sophie. A d autres.

Et Sophie put, sans honte, essuyer aur son
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vissage le premier jet dO© pus qui fut pour
elle.,.. Elle ecoutait, la tite appuyee
contre son dSsarroi. Et Prosper vomissait
ses paroles. (205-6)*

In the space of a few lines, the prose moves from
the finely balanced rhythm of ”il jurait, iInjuriait
soit le bois pourri, soit le canif _.." to the
colloquial, even wvulgar, "bougre de canif a la conl"
A moment later, the tona is rhetorical: "0
Sophie,...?" The metaphor 1iIs at once graphic and
literairy, and 1is sustained iInto the paragraph that
follows. It contrasts "with the lyrical beauty of,
"Elle ecoutait, la ttte appuyee contre son desarroi.”

Such rapid changes of register can be traced
throughout U Tam*Si"s narrative. It is a far cry from
the classical Western concept of unity, both of form
and style and it echoes more closely the oral story
teller”s performed tale, where the dramatic
prejsentation of the different characters demands a
constant metamorphosis of tone and style.

It was mentioned at the outset of this chapter
that, while it is helpful to view U Tcim"Si"s prose
through the prism of the oral tradition, to take the
analogy too far runs the risk of distortion. U Tam"Si
Vv'as a product of twentieth century Africa, educated
for the most pait in the French school system and
trained in the written literary tradition. While his
narrative may echo many elements of the oral

tradition, these are tempered by the imperatives of
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prose writing. This blending of literai™ and oral
tschnigiaes is particularly well illustrated in the way
U Tam"Si makes use of the proverbial or axiomatic mode
of expression. The charaocers, as well the narrator,
speak and think "par paraboles™,

A closer contextual analysis of some of the
proverbs and maxims shows that U Tan*'Si is not merely
transmitting a traditional mode of expression. Nor 1is
It a device to portray a c;haracteristically "African”
way of speaking, or to satisfy th.e reader®s taste for
the exotic. In the previous chapter it was seen how
the proverb structures the text. Here it will be
showi that proverbial speech 1is used creatively to
convey a specific world view-

It is helpful to preface this iInvestigation into

U TamSi"s use of proverbs by considering what other
African writers and critics have to say on the
subject. For Leopold Senghor, the proverb 1is an
essential element of the African way of thought and
expression. Today, this proccupation with defining a
specifically African mind is viewed with caution if
not suspicion. Furthermore, many a contemporary
African writer would have difficulty with Thomas
Melone®s statements regarding the role of traditional
artistic expression. It iIs worth quoting at length
from an article published in Presence Africalne. which
illustrates the Francophone writers® thinking during

the sixties:

510



Or ior&que 1l artist®O se prSsente devant
inocie de syiaboles gu®il va noinmer, 11l se
present®© les mains vides, ne possSdant rien:
il n"est proprigtaire ni des syitiboles, ni de
1 "organisation du discours en ce mouvement
dit proverbial. Il n"invente rien de ces
proverbes, de ces aphorismes, de ces tours,
qui existent avant lui, en tant qu~heritage
philosopljique, oratoire, juridique™ mSta-
physique ligue par les generations
ant&rieures et s"offrant a lul dans une
forme definitive et Figfie qui ne laisse plus
aucune iInitiative, aucune libert8 h sa
capacity dT"invention technique et mé&ne
th&aatique. 11 doit se sod..ettre & la loi
"iconographique" des proverbes, Et si 8 la
fixitfi i1conographique de la structure,
s"ajoute bien mutatis mutanais la
multiplicits "dynamosplastiQwa” des thfemes,
celle~ci est en principe deterininee par le
desir allusif du peuple collectivement
conside:re et non par le gSnie createur de
1 "artiste individuel "

Melone goes on to quote* Achebe”s work as an
example of language that is ai mentirely proverbial
or allegorical. The only individuality that Melone
seems to allow is the artist"s ‘“genie de selection*",
which supposes a profound understanding of the
proverbial expression "dans ses constituants, dans sa
signification, dans ses qualites plastiques Ot
fSeriques, dans son “au-delar de la masse
syittbolique."(18)

To view the use of proverbs by a modern writer
such as U Tam"si as evidence of his submission to
proverbial "iconographic™ laws, would be to ignore
both the artist"s individuality and also the

complexity of his cultural heritage.
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Proverbial expression is indeed a featwrs of much
Anglophone and Francophone African prose writing.
However, this discussion of U Tam*"Si"s use of proverbs
or la devism, 1is confined to the more immediate
context of the Congolese cultural milieu.*

Contemporary researchers in the Congo have
indicated the high incidence of proverbial expression
by Congolese novelists writing in French.® Makouta-
MbOUkou has widened his field of reference and has
categorised the proverbs appearing 1i.n well-known
Francophone and Anglophone novels, such as Pne vie Ae
bov by Oyono, Les contes d”™Amadou Koumba by Eirago
Diop or Things Fall Apart by Achebe. Critics are
generally agreed that proverbial speech is >the
concrete expression of the writer®s link with tiae
collective experience of the past; proverbs are seen
to express the wisdom of the ancestors.

Theophile Obenga however, makes an iImportant
reservation with respect to the moral dimension of
proverbial expression. It is tempting to analyse the
rich store of proverbs to be found 1in African
litfe rature with a view to discovering African ethical
and metaphysical systems. However, this critical
approach is problematic, since it viev;s the literaary
text as some kind of socio-historical docximent.

Theophile Obenga distances himself from those:

ethno-psychologiques qui conduisent, au mieux, &
la psychologie sociale, collective, et nullement
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t la philosophie dont 1 "ambition est de coKnaltre
(et d"enseigner) ce gu“est tout 8tre en realite
et en vSritg§.»

Because proverbs apply to a multitude of concrete
situations, they belong to the world of “obligations
contingentes”; they do not constitue a philosophical
system. In his most recent publication of traditional
Mbochi literatiare, Obenga insists on the functional
value of the proverb; it expresses a specific moral
value applicable to a particular situation.

Interestingly, Roland Barthes makes a similar
point in his essay 'Le mythe, aujourd®hui” The
popular proverb, as opposed to contemporary bourgeois
mythologi*”~, is part of what he calls a ”langage-objet™.

It retains a real link with the world.

Le proverbe populaire, ancestral, participe
encore d"une saisie instrumentale du monde comme
objet. ... Tous nos prov~rbes populaires
representent de cette fagon une parole active qui
s"est peu S peu solidifiie en parole reflexive,
mais d"une reflexion ecourtee, vreduite ~ un
constat, et timide en quelque sorte, prudente,
attachee au plus pres & I"empirisme. L& proverbe
populaire prevoit beaucoup plus qu il ii~affirme,
il reste la parole d"une humanity qui se Tfait,
non qui est.”®

It is furthermore, not enough to note the
incidence of proverbial expression iIn contemporary
prose. With respect to U Tam"Si"s novels therefore,
proverbs and la devise are looked at in order to

ascertain how this traditional oral form functions in
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a modern written taxt. From this it can b®O sOen
whether U Tam®"Si transposes imchanged the ™"heritage
philosophique™ of which Melone speaks, or whether he
modifies it according to the imperatives of his
individual creative expression.

The proverbial manner of speaking is “trikingly
illustrated iIn the novels by the politician, Pierre
Tchiloangou, whose speech on “Hier dans les pas de
d«siain™ is "truffe d"une foule d"aphorismes’™ so that
even Prosper has difficulty in following his argument.
fPhalenes 116-7) While not all the characters use
proverbial expression to the same extent
(Tcdiiloangou®s speech consists of a page and a half of
proverbs), a catalogue of proverbs appearing in the
narrative would reveal a high incidence. However,
such a catalogue would not elucidate their
significance as a literary technique.

It is important to bear iIn mind that the
fundamental theme that holds the four novels together
is the searcn for understanding. The corollary of
this is the difficulty of putting into words truths
that are understood intuitively or which are only
half-understood. "Les mots ne sont pas faits pour
deerire les choses qui sont des essences,” says
Prosper i1n Les phalenes and this resumes one of T
Tam*"Si"s major Jliterary concerns. One 1is again
reminded of Funzi®s thought; ™"ldentifier une chose,

c"est limiter ses possibilites. < U Tam"Si"s
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aharaoters themselves recognise the futility of trylhgf
to give definitive, clear-cut answers.

It is the epigraaatie fora, which laay be a
traditional proverb or the writerown original
creation, that provides a solution to the dileima.
The message or th® idea contained in the proverb is
highly condensed and, at the saae time, it is open-
ended, allowing for multiple interpretation or
application. Ilie enigmatic or paradoxical form of
expression contained iIn the aphorism reflects the
essentially dialectical and ambiguous natures of truth.

This 1is made quite explicit in the Tfollowing
passage, where Sophie has recoxirse to a provffirb in
order to mcpress her meanfng to Juliette. Aim8e
Volange, who has recently been showing signs of
edginess, had invited Juliette and Prosp” to dinn”
the evening before. Juliette gives an account of it to

Sophie:

Juliette raconte tout, Sophie ne perd aucun
detail. A la fin, elle dit un mot gui n"est

pas le mot de la fin. “Quand l"eau n""est ni
froide ni chaude, il ne faut pas se demander
pourquoi elle n"est pas tiMe.” Elle laisse

cette e6nigme suspendue au-dessus du silence
de leur ecoute de la scrurde rumeur de la
ville dl quelque part Prosper fait gfuelque
chose qu™elles ne  trouveront  jamais
repr*ensible. Quoi qu™ il fasse.

187)

It is precisely through all that is left iImsaid

that the full significance of the episode is conveyed*
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At moments of draaatic iIntensity in thO
narrative, the action is invariably interrupted by a
proverb or an eplgramatic observation, which
introduces a widsr and deeper dimension. It is a way
of recognising that understanding is only partial. An
individual"s view of what is truth represents only one
angle; there will always remain a part that is hidden.
What is intuitively understood cannot be Tully
explained in simple, tinambiguous terms. It is the
dialectical form of the proverb that is best able to
express the paradoxical ne\ture of complex truths.

For the average Western reader, proverbs are
little more than a form of metaphorical ejgpression.
In the words of Roland Barthes, they are part of a
“meta-langage”, “un langage second qui s"exerce siar
des objets deja prepares.”® T"I'ney have been relegated
to the role of banal commentary on everday
experiennes, a means of stating the obvious, often
with humourous or ironc intent. The wording is fixed
and conveys a single idea which, while it may require
explaining to the child or the foreign speaker, is
readily understood. Indeed, the importance accordefi
to originality in Western aesthetics would designate
the repeated use of proverbs as evidence of a trite or
even hackneyed fcXia of expression.

In contrast to this, the enigmatic utterances of

U Tam"Si"s characters are often disconcer-tingv, Like

much of hi=5 poetry, the Tull significance 1is not
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ianiliefSiately accessible. Certainly U Taro"Si does not
explain or tease out the meaning and often "t 1is
important to have some knowledge of the csultural and
linguistic context in order to understand their
meaning. Fxirthermore, the significance of a saying or
an aphoris® often becoiaes apparent only much later in
the narrative, for U Tam®"Si"s creative expresjcion
works on an extended scale.

Yet the use of proverbs does not derive from a
conscious wish to mystify. The reader must be patient,
understanding that the proverb is neither a cliche
expression of the commonplace npr a simple metaphor.

It expresses a complex, open-ended 1idea, the
significance of which 1is not always immediately
evident. Indeed, the characters themselves frequently
do not fully understand the import of a proverb that
comes to mind, almost unbid-ien.

A Tfurther source of possible confusion for the
reader who is unfamiliar with U Tam*"Si"s fiction, Iis
the fact that a proverb may appear iIn a variety of
forms, sometimes given in full and sometimes alluded
to by a irord or two. Two versions of the same proverb
may even appear to be contradictory. For example, the
key proverb quoted iIn proem to Les cancrelats. 'Le
cancrelat alia plaider une cause au tribuna.v des
poulesl™ 1is referred to in Les ohal™nes as "le dicton
des cancrelats qui refasent d"aller demander justice

au tribunal des poules....” (74 emphasis added)
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Howe™rir, the essential meaning of the proverb is the
saind; what jJustice can a cocl".roach expect from a
tribunal of hens? It is the iroi™ of the situation
that 1is 1Important, whether it be conveyed by an
V <;clamation mark or a negative verb form.

Similarly, in Les cancrelats an important proverb

appears not only in a variety of forms but also in

apparently unrelated contexts. Early on in the
narrative, it is alluded to by Tchiluembh; 11 y a la
solitude du tam-tam qui est sous IlTauvent.” (29

Ndunda reacts immediately; he knows the proverb and
understands at once the significance of what
Tchiluembh 1is saying. The reader must wait for some
long time before discovering tlie proverb in Tull.
This time it is Funzi who thinks it and i1t is given in
Vili. The translation, both literal and iIn a more
intelligible form, 1is given in a footnote; "Sous
I "auvent, le tam-tam est toujours seul.” (107)
However, 1t is again not clear how the proverb relates
to the context; Prosper has just crossed the courtyard
and, without replying to his sister®’s question, asks
Pauline where her husband is. When the proverb appears
for the third time, 11t is again Funzi who utters it
and once more it is apparently unrelated to the
context - Fehlianu and Mbissi have just begun to play
at riddles. However, what follows provides a clue
which, iIn retrospect, throws light on the previous

episodes;
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Tout la monde preta I1*™oreiMe discretement, im
soupir unanime  souligna la jJustesse de
1"observation de Funzi. ’Le tam-tam est seul sous
I"auvent,” Fehlianu qui n”avait pas envie de
sentir sa solitude, s"acharna sur [la petite
Mbissi. (138-39)

The notion of solitude illuminates not so much
the iImmediate action but the situation of certain
characters; their relationship with their fellows. To
return to Ndundu and his brother, it can be seen that
the proverb highlights Ndundu®s isolation, intensified
by Tchiluembh®s underlying resentment at the return of
his younger, apparently more successful brother. With
respect to Prosper and Sophie, the proverb emphasises
that they both stand out from amongst their peers;
they are both loners. Funzi too, plagued by her
ugliness, cuts herself off from her fellows by her
sardonic, bitter thoughts.

When the proverb makes its last appearance, in a
different form, the reader 1is now prepared to
appreciate fully its suggestive powers. This time it
is th© old uncle of Malila, Prosper"s new wife, who
says: "Pleure, toi qu™on aime sous IlTauvent.”
(Cancrelats 203) The implications are far-reaching
and the tragic conclusion to Malila®s marriage is
anticipated. For Malila, an orphan, marrying Prosper
had opened up a new life, but enigmatic comments such
as, “Et Malila qui n"osait plus rire, mSchonnait ses
sourires.... " suggest that all is not well. It was

Sophie who had encouraged her brother to marry and who
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had proposed Malila but she too ssk(tis troubled and her
remarks are heavy with hidden meaning. Malila has
been ™aJcen un under the porch™ but the reader"s
feeling that all is not well is confirmed: *Cry, you
who are lovod beneath the shelter.€ When the tam-tam
iIs put out under the shelter, is one concerned with it
or with oneself? Malila asks herself. What prompted
Sophie to encourage the marriage? Concern for Malila?
or for herself? or for Prosper? |Is Malila a pawn iIn
Sophie®s complex relationship with her brother?

In fact™® Malila becomes increasingly estranged
and dies mysteriously. Her death marks the end of a
chapter: "Voici le frere et la soeur k tin carrefour.”
They botii leave Diosso, the house 1is abandoned.

Malila and her tears are a thing of the past;

Malila (les pleurs) est morte... signifie
qu®on ne versera plus de laxines. Est“ce une
promesse ou encore l"augiore d"une derision?
@4

When the next section begins, nine years have
passed, Prosper has remarried and 1is living in
Brazzaville. Sophie 1is coming to join him and his
family. Again, 1t 1is to be a three-cornered
relationship; Prosper, his wife and Sophie. It is
significant tlat th® tam-tam proverb does not appear
again. In fact, both Prosper and Sophie enter a new

phase. Prosper is to become increasingly committed

politically and he 1is forced to face up to the
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r&sponsibilities of his relationship to Juliette and
the children. Sophie too mus®; reconcile her own
situation, accepting a supportive rather than
commanding role in her brother®s house. Their
increasing involvement with others brings to an end
their 1isolation; they are no longer ”sous I"auvent"
but within the house itself.

This lengthy expos™ of a proverb serves to show
how U Tam"Si has taken an element of his oral heritage
and developed it in his own way. In his narrative
discourse, the proverb or aphorism is much more than
a reflection of the traditional manner of speaking.
This stylistic device takes on a semiological role and
becomes an integral part of the thematic development.

It has been said that the proverb or aphorism
gives concrete expression to an abstract idea and

U Tam"Si has taken this even further. The *"tam-tam
beneath the porch” connotes graphically the real,
every-day world. At the same time, it conveys not
only an evaluative perception at a specific moment in
time but also contributes to the development of
essential themes.

Far from being restricted by the rigid form of
traditi'>nal sayings, U Tam"Si reworks them, giving
them a new interpretation and also developing their
aesthetic or literary value.

Another example 1illustrates this extensive

development. It is taken from Les phal™nes and
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Prosper 1is listening to Pambault 1le DSbormaire
recounting how he has been searching everywhere for

Jeanne, his "perle de Kin."

Un papillon se prend ies ailes dans la
flaimme qu™il a eu la tSm8rite d"agac&x 1ie
trop pres. Ce papillon~ia est une phal»ina
a robe cendre et \welufe. Cest que la
phalSne a le vol lourd. Veuve de Ila
gracilite qu®elle a pu avoir en un temps
autre. La cendre sur sa robe, les ailes et
le corps, est-ce la frequentation
intempestive ou abusive du feu, des
flairanes.. Le comble de la raaladresse. Un
lac, tu pSches - tu ne peux p8cher que sur
les bords, c"est quoi? La r8ponse est: si
tu veux te rechauffer, ne te jette pas au
cosur diu brasier. Ce n”est pas Pambault qui
suit la pensee de Pros<per. Ca ne peut pas
fetre Pambault qui, ayant surpris ce que
Prosper se dit en lui-meme, a fait surgir on
ne sait trop doCl cet essaim de papillons de
nuit et qui sarabandent maintenant autour de
la lampe. Pambault questionne: *"Tchimake?”
Prosper, surpris, demande: '"Quoi?” Pambault
traduit; "Un presage?"

Prosper se racle la gorge.

Et si c"est cela que nous soimnes, a
tourner autour d”une flamme qui fwee, qui
nous pique les yeux, qui nous prend la vue,
si bien que nous ne savons plus ou nous en
sommes, si bien que nos ailes s"y brtilent.
Les ailes, celles de notre ange gardien.
(78: emphasis added)

The proverb which is the answer to the riddle,
takes us back to the similar riddle game played by
Fehlianu and Mbissi iIn Les cancrelats. Here it 1is
given considerable new dimension. Its association
with the moths fluttering arour ke flame of the lamp
gives portrays graphically or Jf the central themes
of the novel and of the narrative as a whole. Are

Pambault, Prosper, Sophie, Gaston and the others no
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more than moths, blinded by an irresistable, evsn
fatal fascination for a woman? an ideology? a brother?
a sister? To what extent should one commit oneself?
Is one perhaps throwing oneself into the heart of
fire? Should one keep to the edge of the lake?

In this new context, the proverb"s field of
reference 1iIs widened and 1t is also developed
poetically, in association with the moth image. The
lyrical prose composes an 1image of great beauty,
working through parallelisms, tertiary and binary
structures and the play of assonance and alliteration.
This 1s the work of a creative artist, no aiere
imitator of tradition.

The poetic quality of this and other proverbial
expressions removes them from the realm of mere pithy
3:yings or maxims. Starting from a point of concrete
experience, it allows for a subtle exploration of

further existential dimensions.

Upon analysis i1t has become clear that certain
elements of U Tam®"Si®"s narrative style are closely
related to the story-telling techniques used by the
oral narrator. It would be hazardous to estimate
whether this reflects an unconscious debt to his
cultural 1inheritance or a deliberate adaptation of
traditional narrative forms. Perhaps Gaston®s words,
as he stumbles painfully along his way in Ces fruits

:, reflect the thoughts of the author;
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Cette histoire est prochs d"lan oonte dont les
mots affleijrent par moments, malgr”™ la toiarmenfee
que conxsait sa memoire. (258)

However, to answer this question would entail an
investigation fraught with insuirmountable diiriculties
for who, least of all the author, is able to identify
the motivating source of creative inspiration? In the
final analysis, the value of such an approach is
questionable for, while of interest with regard to the
mechanisms of creative writing, it does little to
clarify the inner dynamics of the text itself. Nor
can the psychoanalysis of any one wiriter offer the
basis for a more general aesthetic tlieory. In the
field of African literatxire, such an attempt to
generalise would run the danger of falling back on the
Senghorian concept of the "African mind”.

The textual analysis of U Tam®"Si"s narrative in
the light of the oral tradition as tindertiaken in this
chapter aims not so much to explain the writer as to
illuminate his writing and to make it more accessible
to the reader, whether of a Western, African or mixed
cultural heritage. Certain apparent inconsistencies
or stylistic ~awkwardnesses*" in the novels can be
explained when read in the light of traditional oral
story-telling techniques. Furthermore, this required
shift in critical perspective opens up new dimensions

and releases the full dynamic force of the prose.
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Many aspects of the re._lationsliip between orallty
and U Taia™"Si""s narrative are relevant to contemporary
African prose writing in general. The oral tradition

is therefore a cjrucial element of an African literary

aesthetic.
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COMa.PSI£EM

Altiiough th© subject of this dissertation has
been the novels of Tchicaya U Tara™"Si, the study of his
novelistic, and by extension his poetid discourse, has

provided an entry into the wider question of critical

theory and ultimately, the sixbject of African
aesthetics. U I”™"m*"Si"s writing defies traditional,
largely Western, critical criteria and so searves to
highlight the r -ed for critics of African literatures
to discover more tuppropriate, Afrocentric methods.

In so challenging Western hegisttioy, however, the
In>Tntion has not been to minimise the scholarship of
those Western critics who have been untiring in their
support for Africaai letters. Indeed, it 1is for
exaitMe, critics such as Lilyan Kesteloot, Robert
Coimevin, Gerald Moore, Albert Gerard and others too
numerous to mentian,MJ*""\I'" have been instrumental in
bringing French-lar , -African literatures to the
notice of the Western reading public.

As i1t has been shown, the search for new critical
perspectives, grounded in the socio-historic realities
of Africa, does not p“esuppose a tabla rasa approach.
On the contrary, most if not all, critical methods
contribute towards understanding the multi-dimensional
nature of art, bo i1t music, the plastic arts or
creative writing. At the same time, no one method is

sufficient or perfect. Indeed, all systems are
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reductionist, and to remain within tlie paraaeters of
a specific critical scdiool or approach is to risk
impoverishing, if not deforaing, the text.

A syncretic approach therefore, offers the most
fruitful aeans of exploring modern African creative
writing. Consideration of such diverse Western
schools of critical thought as the struct“lralist, the
psychoanalytic or the Marxist, shows that, iIn each
case, certain i.spects of the literary text are
illtKiliated. This flexible approach s particularly
important "in srxew of the dual, 1f not “~"Itiple,
culture that] Afri<;an Wwriters inherit. Hisxoricsal
circtxcnstanges kr<?"/such that Western traditions vie
with African in their influence upon the culttiral
environment of contemporary writers.

By taking Africa as the point of departure, it
has been possible to investigate the relationship
between socio-historic conditions and creative
expression. This illuminatets the ways in which the
context determines theme and form.

The reductionist effect of viewing African
literatures as a homogenous body of writing has been
demonstrated and 1is here reiterated. However, in
concluding this study, it is worth pinpointing certain
factors U, kdh are applicable to most, 1i1f not all,
contemporary African writing. Although the main focus
has been Francophone writing, the Tfindings can be

applied to vorks published in other Exiropean language,
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Indeed, this investigation into African literatiires
has had the advantage of straddling the linguistics
frontiers that piirtition Africa.

Firstly, 1t can be said that the predominant
thematic concerns of African writers reveal a marked
sense of coHimitment, ranging from radical Qngagement
to a sense of accountability to a comainity or a
greatex” collectivity. This engagem&nt is reflected at
the level of style and form. In particular, the
reader-writer relationship differs fundamentally from
that of the West. The African writer seldom indulges
in introspective soul-searching but seeks to
communicate with the reader, who is often perceived of
as a "live" audience.

Secondly, an important aspect of the dialectical
interconnectedness of writing and the socio-cultural
context, concerns the relationship of the written text
to the oral tradition. Contemporary African writing
iIs at a transitional stage, between a state of pure
orality ara that of total literacy. The power of the
spoken word remains strong, even for present
generations of Africans, who have been formed in a
predominantly Western educational system. The
implications of this are crucial for understanding
modern African prose and poetry.

Although the importance of the oral tradition for
appreciating contemporary African writing has long

been recognised, as yet few detailed studies have been
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made of the precis© ways that oral Goraposition
influences literary creation. With respect to modern
poetry or drama, the distinction between written and
oral expression is often blurred and the debt to
tradition is more easily identified. Prose writing,
however, being a uniquely written forKi, has provided
an excellent field for investigating how oral story-
telling techniques are modified and used creatively by
the modern novelist.

However, formal considerations, such as the
episodic structure, inteirventions by the author,
dramatised narration, and proverbial speed)., are not
in themselves sufficient to 1illuminate African
fiction; or creative writing 1In general. The
immginalre, both individual and collective, is
expressed by means of iImages, and speech or thought
pattescns, that are in turn shaped within a pgirticular
linguistic, cultural arid ontological environment. It
is here that the concept of the i1deo-image has proved
to be a useful tool for analysis,. It encompasses the
dynamic formulation of symbolic language, that derives
from the "metonymic mind* "By this iIs meant thought
patterns that perceive and express relationships
b« tween elements of the referential world, without the
need for linguistic links or logical explanation. The
ideo-image then, focusses on the dialectical

relationship between milieu and creative expression.
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When the proposed syncretic, Afrooentric
critical method was applied to U Tam"Si"s writing, and
to his novels in particular, it highlighted a
fundamental factor which is the key to vmderstanding
his, and iIndeed it can be said, all African creative
writing, U Tam"Si, like his Tfellow African poets,
dramatists and novelists, confronts the crucial issues
of his society, recreating poetically a particular
historic moment. Yet his writing is not only the
reflection of collective experience. It is the
expression of an individual®™s perception of a
collective history. The ideo-images that eroergd from
his particular imaginair& reflect a historical moment
mediated by his own experience of that history. The
thematic thread that ruis through tv”™ various stories
making up the epic tale is, in a sense,
epistemological; the novels enact a quest for
understanding, both of self and of the hum .n
condition.

Although the detailed examination of U Tam"Si"s
work requires that it be set within the parameters of
the Congolese socio-historic context, many of the
features have wider application and are relevant for
a discussion of African writing in general.

It is not eno gh however, to make an anf*lysis of
a particular author®s creative discourse without
considering the wider question of African aesthetics.

Indeed, certain values or tenets emerge, which point
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towards an underlying aesthetic frainework. An, attempt
to draw these together inro a tentative aesthetic
theory must proceed with caution, for to speak of an
sAfrican aesthetic” risks misconceptions eimilar to
those arising from the notioii of "African personality”
or the all-encompassing tenn, “African literature™.

The existence or not of a specifically African
aesthetic has been debated since the emergence of the
first written texts. There are those who believe that
their writing reflects universally accepted notions of
beauty. Others endeavoxir to pinpoint factors that
nonstitute a specifically negro-African aesthetic.
Yet others 1identify with more narrowly defined,”
national or even ethnic, aesthetic values. Today
there is still little consensus between the
"universalists”, the Tnegro-Africanists*® and the
“hationalists”.

There are also those who believe it iIs too soon
to formulate an African aesthetic with respect to
written literatures. Perhaps the body of written
texts is too small and of too recent a history for
clear "Qur. characteristics or trends to be identified.
Furthermore, it is difficult to take full account of
the growing body of writing in African languages.

Certainly the domain of African literatures has
seen, and is still witnessing, rapid changes in the
relatively short period of its existence in its modern

form.
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notwithstanding such reservations, it is indesd
possibla to isolate sora® coramon factors, which have
bearing, to a greater or lesser degree» on most
contemporary Francophone or Anglophone African
writing. At one level, the study of U Tam"Si”s
writing demonstrated clearly that the way iIn which
artistic forms develop dialectically in response to
social and linguistic conditions, 1is pivotal to a
discussion of aesthetics. Writing, and art in
eneral, represent a creative reaction to history and
society. An aesthetic must attempt to describe this
dialectical relationship, b™ which society determines

?.4stici expression and artistic expression chail®nges

<I™wvever, an essentially descriptive aesthetic

art to a definition of its relationship to a

given society and risjcs losing sight of the

metaphysical component. The evocative power and

beauty of the iImagery of a writer such as U Tam"Si

cannot be wholly contained vrithin a historical or
social framework.

The distinctive discourse of Tchicaya U Tam"Si or

Sony Labou Tansi, or Ngugi Wa Thiongo, or Agostino

Neto, shows that each artistic expression of beauty or

truth ho},%s within it its own keys or signs, pointing

the way for it to be read and understood. Each work

of art creates its own structures and it fiinctions iIn

terms of 1its own 1inner dynamics. The i1ndividual
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Imaginalre 1is both distinct from, and interrelated
with, the collective Imaginaire.

An aesthetic tnerefore, cannot be a defined
solely by a socio-economic framework. Nor can it
normative, seeking to evaluate what is ""good” writing,
whether it be in terms of an idealistic conception of
"eBeauty” or iIn terms of its function within a given
suciety.

The work of art iIn fact escapes the narrow
parameters of measurable material or physical factors.
Implicitly, it poses a question that concerns the
W Sr, the reader and the critic, and for which there
IS no categorical answer. That is, a work of art
evokes a philosophical enquiry into the nature of
beauty. In other words, if a painting or an ilaage is
judged to b© beautiful, it presupposes the question of
what makes it beautiful. |Is it because it expresses
a universal, ideal value? or has a pleasing form? or
reflects creatively a society and its aspirations?

The key factor to this metaphysical question is
that beauty 1is nothing unless perceived to be such.
The notion of communication is therefore fundamental.
This implies then, that the formulation of an
aesthetic must be premised by the questions of how art
communicates, what art oommunicates and to whom it
communicates. In this way, the dynamic, dialectic

nature of aesthetics remains pivotal. The importance

536



of viewing art as an act of ooramunication

clearly, and indeed was confirmed”™ by the analysis of
U Tam"Si”s "“work. His creative writing sTicceeds

aesthetically because it comnunicates, at the level of

context, theme and fora.

Finally, an aesthetic must talce account of the
role of art, or more precisely, of literature. It is
concexhed with the reasons whv people write and read
creative works. What leads some to embark upon the
often painful process of creation and what motixates
others to fexplore demanding texts? Again, these
questions emerge from the study of U Tam"Si""s
demanding and multi-dimensional writing.

There is no simple answer to this, but one of the
most powerful motivating forces is undoubtedly that
identified by flarcel Griaule, from his work among the
(Dogon people: *"L"art des Dogons est une lutte contre
"la pourriture.” The will to defy the passage of time
is implicit in any craative work of art.

Furthermore, art represents an emotional,
intellectual and spiritual statement. WitJi respect to
African art, or more precisely, African literatures,
it can be said to be the reformulation of an
experience, both personal and collective. Yet this
existential stateiaent is not definitive. The creative
act represents an invitation to explore the meaning of
the human condition, to search for understanding of

self and of life.
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Such a formulation wouM saem to be fundamental
to an ateetlietic of Mrieais litaifSEy ijct, wliesfa tfoe act
of vfriting or reading is a dialogue with autrul about
Issues that aoneern both the iamediate colleGtivity
and humanity. In a world where ign-Drance and fear
lie at the root of the violent doaination and
O©s™loitation of others, there can surely be no better
justification for the continued study of creative

®3fpresslo« in all its varied forms and manifestations.
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APPTOIX &
BR&ZZAVXIIliE. MAY 1991; & gE&CEFPL REVOLPTIQM

In the course of the past few years, National
Conferences have become a familiar event iIn Africa.
They mark the end of an era, during which the
establishment of single-party rule, often iIn the name
of *"the people’™ has progressively eroded hximan rights
and all but destroyed the country®s socio-political
infrastructures. In the wake of events in Eastern
Europe, ‘'‘democratic winds" are sweeping across the
African Continent but sadly, they are usually
accompanied by widespread unrest, violent army
intervention and bloodshed. This however has not
always been the case and recent events in the Republic
of the Congo show that the peaceful emergence of a
democratic state is indeed possible.

Congo-Brazzaville 1is one of the smallest
countries of Africa, having an area of only 342 OOOkm™
of which 60% is covered by forest. Very often it is
confused with its much bigger neighbour Zaire, the
former Belgian Congo, whose capital Kinshasa dominates
the horizon as one looks across the great Congo River
from Brazzaville. For a period, as the media gave
daily reports of violent conflict in, Kinshasa where
Mbuto Sesi Seko sought to hold out iIn the face of
growing popular revolt, the outside world was left
with a confused impression of opposing political
factions, army revolt and widespread violence. This
served to confirm in the minds of many the belief that
the creation of independent states in Africa
inevitably results in chaos. Sadly, the news that
f;,Iters through is dominated by accounts of
corruption, huge foreign debts, violent political
unrest, Tfamine and Aids, Yet there are success
stories, such as that which unfolded In 1991 when the
Congo Republic quietly got on with its own transition
to democratic rule just six months before Zaire
elrupted.

The following is an accoixnt of events surrounding
the National Conference that took place in Brazzaville
from lata February to early Jxme, 1991. It is based
on observations made during a three week visit to the
Congo Republic from May 19 to June 7 1991, the
objective of which was to research Congolese writing.
The author is therefore neither an historian nor a
political scientist yet, as an eye-witness to events,
is able to pinpoint some important contemporary issues
that are significant not only with respect to the
Congo but for the African continent as a whole.

Today the Congo Republic represents a small part
of what was the Kingdom of the Kongo, one of the great
African Kkingdoms which had dominated this central
African region from the mid-T,61l:h century through to
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the 18th century. Despite its reduced size, Conqo-
Brazzaville continued to be a significant force in
pre- and post-independent Africa, in both political
and cultural spheres. Brazzaville 1is probably best
known for the role i1t played in the decolonisation
process of Francophone Africa and more recently
President Denis Sassou Nguesso served as head of the
0.A.U. Congolese musicians, artists and writers have
established their reputation not only in Africa and
the Francophone world but also in the US» and Latin
America. Given a population of only 2,2 million, the
country®s creative output is remarkable; of all
African countries, the Congc has the greatest number
of published writers per head of population, many of
Whom are recognised internationally and whose works
have been widely translated.*

However, at this juncture of the Coiigo Republic®s
history, it is events in the socio-political sphere
that are of most iInterest for the outside world.

The 1991 National Conferences was the second to
be held in the Congo, the first having been called by
President Marien Ngouabi from 31 July to 7 August
1972. But this one was clearly different. Called for
by tha Central Committee of the ruling Marxist-
Leninist PCT (Congolese Workers Party) , it was
scheduled to run for two weeks beginning on Februairy
25 1991; 1in the event it was to last for over three
months during which it dominated every domain of
public and private life. The initiative taken by the
PCT was precipitated by events in Eastern Eixrope but,
SB the many exposes in the local papers showed, its
genesis can be traced back to the very beginning of
the single-party state. Indeed, contemporary events
need generally to be seen iIn the context of the
country®s history since independence. The first move
towards single-party rule took place in. 1963 when the
then President, Abbe Fulbert Youlou, wais forced by the
military and the trade viriios to resign. The PCT was
formed in December 1969 and, iIn the name of the
socialist revolution, over the next 27 years it to was
impose itself unilaterally upon the people, with all
power and authority centered around the President of
the Republic, who was also head of the Party. As
became clear from the many personal testimonies given
at the National Conference by returning exiles, the
”trois glorieuses” of the 13, 14 and 15 August 1963
had been enthusiastically welcomed by the majority of
Congolese workers and intellectuals. However, the
progressive concentration of power in the hands of a
few opened the way for abuse: nepotism, tribalism and
massive corruption. By the time of the Central
Committee™s recommendation to review the PCT"s role
and programme in the light of events in the Communist
world, dissatisfaction with the regime had reached its
height. Yet the Party leaders seem to have lost touch
with the people to such an extent that they did not
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anticipate the effect of loosening the iron grip with
which all opposition had been silenced. Unexpected
pressure was brought to bear by the Secretary General
of the "JPradke Union Confederation, Michel Bokamba/ who
until then had been one of the most powerful meabers
of the Party. Although to be implicated himself in
the misuse of public funds, this machiavellian figure
took the courageous step of denouncing publicly, in
the name not only of the workers but of the Congolese
people as a whole, President Sassou®s expropriation of
power. This seems to have been all that was needed
for the Conference to be hijacked by the people.
Sassou retired to his presidential palace, where he
remained for the duration of the Conference. The way
was open to bring to an end 27 years of single-party
rule and to prepare the coiintry for a multi-party
democracy.

The National Conference had been given the
mandate by the PCT =of vratifying the Central
Committee”s decision to abandon the MarXist-Leninist
ideology and to lay the basis for a ”d&macracie
pluraliste””. All aspects of Congolese society would
be represented by delegates from newly established
political parties (there were more than 10 by the
start of the Conference), mass and social
organisations, religious organisations, students,
cultural associations and various important
personalities. Archbishop Monseigneur Ernest Kombo
was elected President of the Presidium - a significant
move in itself, iIn a country where the Party had, in
its rhetoric at least, constantly challenged the
authority and influence of the Chiarch.

The Conference began each day at 10hOO and
continued officially until 1ShOO, ofteji much Ilater.
In order for businesses and administrative offices to
continue to function, a continuous day was introduced:
offices, banks and many shops opened at 6h45 and
closed at 14h00. The daily involvement of the several
himdred delegates meant that almost all areas of
Congolese life were disrupted to some degree.
Furthermore, the direct cost to the country was
considerable, not least being the payment of a daily
remuneration to all delegates; 15 000 F CFA (300 FF or
R136)" for those who were brought in from outside the
country and 6 000 F CFA (120 FF or R55) for residentss
of the Congo.

One of the most extraordinary featxares of the
Conference, given the degree of repression that had
vixisted up until a few months before, was the fact
that all proceedings were relayed live over the
national radio, while major debates were televised and
shown the same evening of each day. In Brazzaville,
from 10 a.m. onwards, the radio literally controlled
the air: on street corners, from open windows of
private houses, in libraries, in shops and
restaurants, taxis and buses, the successive speakers
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at the Conference could be heard. The proceedings
were followed avidly and there was a striking degree
of informed and articulate discussion among not only
students and politicos, but virtually every section of
society.

Across the country the live debate was taken up
in the Press. Again, this marked a break with the
past; the state-controlled paper Mweti and the Etumba.
the mouthpiece of the Party, had allowed little scope
for dissidence and La Semaine Africaine. a paper
founded by the Catholic Church in 1952 and tlie oldest
in the country, had become progressively stifled by
auto- and State censorship. However, by May 1991
there were at least 17 weekly or bi-weekly papers on
sale at the kiosks and on the street corners, their
presence marked invariably by a small group of people
reading or discussing the latest developments. The
Congo is exceptional in Africa in that i1t claims 100
per cent literacy.”™ At independence it adopted French
as the official language and all schooling, beginning
at primary level, 1is in French. Leaving aside the
complex 1ideological and political 1issues that the
language question raises, the benefit of one widely
spoken language of communication 1is evid;int. The
events that affected the entire country could ba
followed and debated by all members of the population.

The National Conference was significant not only
in that it allowed unrestricted, democratic
participation in the national debate. The revelations
brought before it were of the kind that most other
countries, even the most enlightened of the so-called
democracies, would not hesitate to classify as
“sensitive information™ or "predudicial to the State”
and therefore not to be made available to the pviblic.
The various commissions appointed to investigate State
structures - political, judicial, financial and social

uncovered the tull  extent of the PCT”s
maladministration. In the beginning, prominence was
given to exiles who had been invitrd back to testify
before the Commission; too ninaerous to mention
individually by name, together they consituted an
impressive group of prominent writers, former
ministers who had held high office within the Party,
army officers, businessmen and educationalists. Their
disillusion with the way in which the revolutionary
ideals of 1963 had been subverted was eloquently
expressed by Henri Lopds, a leading writer, former
Prime Minister under Marien Ngouabi and presently
Assistant Director General of UNESCO in Paris. Their
accounts of why and how they had left tlie country
painted a grim picture of tribalism, harrassment and
intrigue perpetuated within the Party. This opened
the way to a seemingly endless stream of people from
all walks of life who came before the commissions to
give evidence of bureaucratic mismanagement and
inefficiency, fraud, corruption and political
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assassinations. These were not unsubstantiated
accusations: documentary evidence was presented, some
of which was later published in the Press. By luid-lfey
the commissions dealing with the two most sensitive
and emotive 1Issues were ready to present their
findings; these 1 to do with the misappropriation
of piablic funds and political assassinations.
Individual Party members were confronted with
fraudulent cheques, fictitious accounts evidence of
massive payments to non-existent companies and persons
- in all, running into millions of F CFA. Details
were given of hundreds of milliards of F CFA held in
private accounts in France, Switzerland, Brazil and
even, iIn the case of President Nguesso, in lrak. Oil
reserves, which constitute the country®s main asset,
had been sold off up until beyond 1992 in retixrn for
huge payments into Party members®™ foreign bank
accounts.

The full anger of the Congolese people when they
discovered the extent to which the country”s
rsssources had been drained for the personal gain of
a few could be appreciated when seen in the light of
the country”"s run-down economic and social
infrastructures. In the residential and commercial
centre of Brazzaville and Pointe-Noire, buildings are
in a state of disrepair, with broken windows and only
the remnants of paint. These contraat sharply with
the handful of tall, ultra-modern edifices that house
the country®s banks; their air of gleaming opulence
belies the reality, for banks are threatened with
collapse. The few tarred roads iIn the towns are a
maze not only of pot-holes but of deep crevasses, so
that vehicles from both directions veer crazily fi-"on
one side of the* road to the other trying to avoid the
pitfalls. Few private people own cars; most of those
that circulate in Brazzaville belong to the Embassies,
foreign organisations, expatriots and of course. Party
members. The majority of people use the battered
taxis and even more battered buses. Less evident to
the visitor is the state of the health services and
education, where hospitals lack the most basic of
equipment and supplies, schools are without desks or
chairs and there are chronic staffing shortages. The
Marien Ngouabi University, which as the former
University of Brazzaville had an enviable reputation
in Central Africa, 1is 1Ir. a depressing state. The
grossly inadequate buildings have few window panes and
have not been painted in years. Most departments are
housed i1n gloomy prefabs. A visit to a lecturer in
the English Department revealed a single room,
measuring at most 5m x 5iu, in which two lecturers and
a secretary had their desks, divided off by dust-laden
bookshelves. Books are a precious possession - apart
from being extremely expensive, they are difficult to
obtain. Yet the university “library” is of little
use: housed in two small rooms, few 1if any
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acquistions have been made in recent years to boost
the few thousand titles on the shelves.

The country®s convmercial sector 1is equally
depressing: under Party control, the parastatals are
at best inefficiently run, at worst corrupt and

private enterprise has been stifled. One of the
country®"s most important resources 1is wood, Yyet
building wood and paper have to be imported. In lact,

the frustrated Editor of La Semalne Africaine was
unable to publish the next edition of his paper

because there was no paper available. The Congo
Republic has a foreign debt of $5 250 milliard, one of
the highest in Africa per head ez population. How

very understandable then was the disgusted reaction of
the man in the street when he heard Party Members and
former Ministers called up, one after the other, to
account for their "Mens mal acquis™. The litany of
cars (the latest models of the most prestigious
makes), of villas, of houses and of p eces of land
held In both the Congo and abroad was broadcast over
the radio with numbing monotony.

But even greater was the reaction tc detailed
accounts of how political opponents had beeio Tibducted
and assassinated. Hardly a family has not befeX irtarked
by the loss of a friend or relative iIn diiss way.
People listened 1in horrified fascination to the
macabre details going back to 1964 with the crtation
of monopartisme and the MNR (Mouvement National de la
Revolution) . Cover®uss, sham trials and hurried
executions had kept hidden the truth lying behind the
deaths of former leaders, disposed of to make way for
their iIncreasingly power-hungry successors; President
Massamba-D8bat, Cardinal Imile Biayenda, President
Marien Ngouabi. After Ngouabi®s assassination in
1977, political murders reached a peak as members of
the Mbosi ethnic group iIn the sparsely populated
region to the north of the country gradually imposed
themselves upon the more populous and economically
active Pool district in the southern region around
Brazzaville. More than 300 victims were cited by
name. The disappearance of many others remains
shiouded in mystery.

The most striking feature of these proceedings
was the restraint and tolerance shown by the delegates
and the people, who seldom left their radios during
these daysi as the assassins v;ere called by the
Conference to answer publicly to the accusations.
Monseigneur Ernest Kombo was indefatigable in
advocating impartiality and the right of all citizens
to defend themselves. From the start of the
Conference he never allowed the people to lose sight
of the fact that the Conference had no legal powers:
its mandate did not extend beyond building up files of
evidence which would then be handed over to the
appropriate legal authorities. It was Monseigneur
Kombo who placed above all else the need for national
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unity and reconciliation, who with admirable firmness
and tact, kept the Conference on coiarse despite the
constant threat of nmisicenit tribalism and the
understandable calls for retribution. The Conference
became a form of confessional™ where the guilty were
called to admit to their crimes and to ask for the
people®s pardon. Amazingly, despite the arrogant
bravado with which many attempted to belittle the
evidence, there was not a single incident *“f physical
violence. Even more startling, #shese same people were
still actively involved iIn party politics; some were
even to present themselves for election to the interim
government which would be responsible for pi-eparing

the country for democratic elections. President
Nguesso himself refused to come before the National
Conference. Instead, he appeared on television,

declaring tliat he assumed responsibility for all
crimes committed by all the previous governments since
IndependOTce. This sophistocal admission was seen by
many as a gesture of contempt for the Conference, yet
the delegates to the Conference accepted Monseigneur
Kombo"s plea that, for the sake of national stability,
Nguesso remain until the elections as titular
President of the Congo Republic, albeit stripped of
all powers. The degree of rational restraint shown by
the Congolese people contrasts strikingly with other
countries where violence has become institutionalized
and where confrontation, be it inspired by economic,
cultural or political differences, 1Is expressed in
physical aggression.

The seriousness with which the people responded
to the call for restraint was reflected in the absence
of cheap sensationalism in the Press. In a sample of
twelve different papers from that period, there are no
photographs of bullet-ridden bodies, burned out
vehicles, or berievsd family members. Emotion is
rationalised (belying the persistent cliche that
Africans are emotional beings, incapable of rational
thought) and dealt with through debate. In fact
debate, the palahre africaine, i1s one of the greatest
strengths of the Congolese people. The ability to
put events iInto a wider, historical perspective, the
concern to understand causes and the search for just
solutions were evident 1In conversation and 1in
newspaper articles. Strongly conflicting opinions
were expressed, often with acerbity and a real sense
of anger, buL equally strong was the spirit of frank
self-criticism. And then there 1is the Congolese
people®s ability to laugh in the face of atrocity;
this is not a sign of callous indifference but a
mechanism for coping with the horrors of human
aberrations, On the street and in the buses people
would share with delight the latest cartoon, depicting
President Nguesso fleeing with his basket of biens mal
acquis, hotly pursued by Monseigneur Kombo; or the
assassinated leaders, assassins iIn their own right,
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pleading ignominiously for their lives, _ People
savoured with joy the freedom once again to criticise,
disagree, question and debate.

The Conference finally reached closure on June
8th 1991, with the election of Monsei”™neur Ernest
Koiubo as interrum Prime Minister together with a
Council of Ministers to prepare the country for
democratic, multiparty elections. The extent to which
the people were sickened by corruption and deceipt was
reflected in what Western politicians would find an
intolerable condition: every candidate to the office
of Prime Minister or the Council was required to give
a detailed account of his personal financial status
and possessions. Again and again the call was made
for a moral basis to the government of the country.
The profound wish for a clean start was expressed
collectively in a ritual of cleansing and
reconciliation; on the final Sunday, after widely
held church services, people went to the cemeteries to
clean the graves. This symbolic act, a tangible
reminder of those who had died during the past 27
years, was a solemn and meaningful gesture of popular
unity.

The National Conference marked not only a break
with the past but also a kind of suspension in
historic time, a moment when the people could evaluate
themselvt;s as a body in the process of formation. It
did not provide final answers; it confirmed that a
modern democratic society is required ceaselessly to
question and renew itself, to recognise that it is in
a state of constant reinvention;

Contemporary events in the Congo have given rise
to much reflection on the part of Congolese people
living both at home and abroad regarding the nature of
democracy and whu*' it means in reality for Africa.
The crimes committed by successive monopartist regimes
in the name of popvlar unity have shown the danger of
reducing the issue of social inequality to a question
of national revolution. The vents d6émocratiques that
have revolutionised Eastern Europe are sweeping
strongly across Africa, They do not. represent an
imported concept, unfamiliar to Africans: democratic
structures existed in pre-colonial Africa and need to
be reinstated. Yet for the modern democratic state to
emerge, they must be re-evaluated. Tribalism must be
eradicated. Economic growth and the reconstruction of
systems of production are a prerequisite for a truly
independent and free society. Scientific and
technological training are as important as ideological
principles if there is to be popular participation in
government, based on open and critical debate

The second important theme of reflection concerns
the notion that law and justice must be anchored in
the popular mind. Rights cannot be superimposed by
any party or administration in the name of the people.
They must be free to choose and to act. Yet this
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fra®doa can fce realised only if it is based & respect
for others. Respect for the being and Ixfe of others
iIs a quality which is felt very stronfly in the Congo.
In inter-persoaal relations there is an absence of
cynicism which, far from being a sign of naivety”™ 1is
a powerful factor in a society that has been for so
long siibjected to repression and es™loitation by
successive colonial and post-independence reigiiaes.

The modern history of the Congo shows interesting
esimilarities to that of many iIndependent African
States who have followed the same circle; at
independence a eemoderate” leader is elected with the
direct or indirect support of the out-going colonial
power? shortly afterwards he is deposed, usually in
a military coup, with widespread support, of the
people; a more militant leadership takes over and
gradually establishes a single-party state tn the neime
of popular unity; in subsequent coups civil leaders
are ousted and tiie military takes over; corruption and
economic mismanaigsment lead to the collapse of the
country"s infrastructures, huge  foreign debt,
widespread unemployment and poverty”™ dissatisfaction
reaclies a pealc leading to popular demancls for a
national conference and the restoration of multi-party
democracy. It is here that the Republic of the Congo
differs from its neighbours; the manner iIn which the
PCT was ousted is an 1impressive example of how,
through the process of debate rather than, violent:
physical confrontation, conflict can be resolved and
reconciliation reached.
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One of the main purposes of the researoh trip to
tlie Congo Republic was to establish up to date
bibliographies of Congolese writing in Farench.
These run into some 400 titles ptiblished since
1954, when the Tfirst Congolese novel appeared.
A preliminary investigation of unpublished
writing shows that this is as rich a field as
that of published writing.

F CFA: the Congolese franc. 50 F CFA « 1 FP
(French franc). As at May 1991.

This 1is partly due to the fact that the Congous
relatively small population (@ 200 000) is
conoentratied iIn the south-west of the country,
along the Bragzaville-Pointe-Noire axis. It aust
be added however, that there is presently a
crisis 1In education, due to lack of funds and
facilities, which puts in souse doubt the claim to
a 100% litearate population.

A challenging view of Africa®s need to adjust 1in
the economic, social and cultural domains, in
ofdsr for her peoples to survive iInto the next
centxjry, is presented by a Caitieroonian economist,
Daniel Etounga-Hanguelle in L"Afrique a-t-ell
besoin d"un programme dMaiustemeftt. culturel?
(lvry-sur-Seine: Nouvelles de Sud, 1991).
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mgCHIC3Y3k U Ta>M"SI3  BIQQR&PHICai. NOIPES

Gerald“F8lix Tchicaya was born on 25 August 1931
at M*Pili, a small village not far froffi Pointe-Noire,
in the coastal region of what was then the French
Congo» His father, Jean-F&lix Tchicaya was from
Libreville in Gabon. Of his Congolese raother, very
little is known. When he was two he was sent to live
in Pointe-Noire with his father and stepmother. It
was there that he received his primary aducation at
the Scale indigene and later at the Scolb eturopéeiine.
When war broke out, his father was mobilised and
during his absence, while the rest of the family went
to Braszaville, U Tam"Si was entrusted to the care of
various relatives. After the war, his Tfather"s
political activities within the Rassemblement
Democraticme Africain culminated in his being elected
to the Assembl”e Nationale as Depute for the Moyen-
Congo. In 1946 GSrald, his younger half-sister Yvonne
and his half-brothers accompanied their father to
France, where G8rald continued with his schooling at
the Lycfee d"Orleans and the Lyc8e Janson-de-Sailly in
Paris.

In later years Tchicaya U Tam"Si was to say that
he had only piecemeal memories of his early childhood
in the Congo, memories dominated by dazzling sun and
attacks of malaria. He never really knew his mother
and the absence of maternal love was to haunt him-
His father he both loved and admired, allowing no-one
to criticise either the career or the political
choices of that first Congolese member of parliament.”
However, circumstances were such that they did not
have a close father-son relationship, something which
he deeply regretted.

Although he was happy enough living in Paris, the
young G&rald-Felix did not fit easily into the French
schooling system and he abandoned his studies early.
He was very much older than his classmates and he was
further excluded from joining in with, mny of thej.r
activities on account of having a deformed foot, the
result of an unsuccessful vaccination against polio.
His reaction was to retreat iato lonely isolation. He
enjoyed painting and music but in the classroom he
found little in the traditional French school syllabus
that seemed relevant to his own experience. At home
he was aware that his father, who had four children
and who looked after six of his brother"s, had heavy
financial responsibilities. For all these reasons,
Gerald left both school and the faiaily home to make
his own liviiilg iIn a variety of ways. He was in turn
farm hand, porter, wareliouse packer, newspaper seller
and post-office employee.
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During this period too Gerald began frequenting
oafés that were the haunt of poets such as Jules
Supervielle, Alain Bosquet and Robert Sabatier. A
sense of alienation from both his family and his
environment aroused in him a need to understand who he
was; he had to situate himself, in relation to what
was iIn many ways an alien context. It was at this
time that he wrote his first poems.

Many years later, 1In conversation with Jacques
Chevrier™, Tchicaya U Tam"Si gave some insight into
what had motivated him to start writing. It was a
"sens de la deception” at seeing all aroxxnd him the
precious gift of life and hviman potential violated by
distrufst, pain and suffering.

On regarde autour de soi, il y a un soup?on de
bonhe\ir tacite en tout® chose et puis malgre tout
il y a une sorte de violence terrible,

terrifiante qui est la, qui sevit. Et,... 13, je
ne comprends pas. D"oii la premiere interrogation
quon vive, la premiere et I"essen-cielle;

"Comment vivre avec tout cela?”

Writing was a form of defence in the face of his
disillusionment. A first collection of poems, Le
mauvais sang, was published in 1955 under the name of
Gerald-Felix Tchicaya and it brought him iImmediate
recognition as one of the most significant and most
original poets of the French~spea]cing world. This was
followed in 1957 by Feu de brousse. which was awarded
the Grand Prix Litteraire de L"Afrique Equatoriale
Fran™aise. A third collection of poems, A trinhe
coeur, was published in 1960.

It was iIn 1957 that G8rald-Felix adopted the
pseudonym of Tchicaya U Tam."Si, meaning "little leaf
that speaks for 1its country'. This was partly
motivated by the fact that when his Ffirst work had
been published under his real name, it had led to him
being confused with his father. But the choice of a
pseudonym was not motivated only by pragmatic
considerations. U Tam"Si explains:

En Srahite,” 1l a une valeur plus totemique,
emblematique meme. Il renseigne sur le sens que
je dois donner a mon itinSraire litteraire. Une
exploration. Celle du destin, d"une vie, d"une
terre, de tout cela ensemble.”

U Tam"Si"s writing career was cemented vyet
further when, 1i1n 1957, he began working as a free-
lance journalist for SOROFOM (Societe de Radio
Diffusion de 1la France d"Outre-Mer). He adapted
African tales for the radio and rote short stories
which were broadcast in serialised form. He wrote an
adaptation of Thomas Mfolo"s Chaka for broadcasting in
25 episodes between 1954-58 and re-arranged it as a
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radio play in 1964. This was to be rewritten for the
Avignon Festival and published as Le Zulu in 1977.
His reputation as a playwright was further established
when, in 1979, Le destin glorieux du Marecbal Nnikon
Nnlku prince cm™on sort was publ’shed. Le bal de
Ndinga was produced posthtunously by the Thettre
International de Langue Franyaise under the direction
of Gabriel Garran and was widely acclaimed in France
and Africa, where it was taken on a tour in 1989.

1960, the year of independence for many African
countries, was to be significant for U Tam®"Si. Just
ten days after the birth of his son, Patrice, he left
for Kinshasa where he spent three intensely busy
months, from August to October, as Editor in Chief of
the Congo, the newspaper of the Mouvement National
Congolais led by Patrice Lumtunba. U Tam®Si greatly
admired Patrice Lumumba, whom he found to be the most
fascinating person after his own father, and he shared
his vision of a re-united Congo. His profound
disillusionment at the betrayal of LumniHaba by his
fellow coxintrymen was to be movingly expressed 1iIn
Epitom8. p\iblished in 1962 and also in Le Ventre.
published two years later. The leader“prophet-martyr
figure, whose life is given for others, is central too
to U Tam™Si"’ prose and theatre.

On his return to Paris, U Tam"Si was to be
employed for more than twenty years at I1INESCO, Tfirst
as the Congolese delegate and then in the Education
sector. He continued write, publishing three more
collections of poetry; Arc musical (1970), La veste
d*interieur (1977) and Le pain ou la cendre (1978) .
1980 marked the start of a period durirsg which U
Tam"Si was to confirm his reputation as a prose
writer. That year saw the publication of La main
seche. a collection of short stories, and Les
cancrelats. the first in a trilogy of three novels.
In fact, U Tam®"Si had written Les cancrelats many
years earlier, iIn the course of the years 1956 -1958
but had not been able to find a publisher.
meduses ou Les orties de mer and Les ohalenes foj. lowed
shortly after, in 1982 and 1984 respectively. At his
own admission, U Tam"Si would leave Paris at the
weekend with a sense of relief and go out to his
country house at Bazancourt near Gournay in Normandy,
where he could write undisturbed and tend his rose
garden. In 1986 he took early retirement in order to
devote himself entirely to WJiting. His last novel,
Ces fruits si doux de I"arbre a pain, was published in
1987.

U Tam®"Si"s death by heart attack on April 22nd
1988 at the age of 59 brought widespread reaction from
both the literary and the official world. In Paris a
farewell mass was held in St Jacques du Haut Pas and
official condolences were received from the Elysie and
the Director General of UNESCO, In the Congo, where

U Tam"Si had received scarce recognition during his
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lifetime, Pointe-Noire was in mourning for a week.

While the special flight bringing back his body was
awaited, a great vaill”e fxmSsbre was held at the
family house. Three religious choirs were present at
the start of the funeral pxiacession which began in the
searing afternoon heat, upon the arrival of Antoinette
Sassou Nguesso, wife of the President on the Republic.
A High Mass was he].d at the church of Loango and the
Minister of Culture and fellow writer, Jean-Baptiste
Tati-Loutard, pronounced the funeral oration at the
family graveside iIn the tiny Loango cemetery. Nearby,
numerous marked and unmarked graves bear witnhess to
the early French missionaries and settlers who
succombed to the rigours of the ecf[uatorial climate and

malaria; a fitting context for one who called
himself a ”Congaulois™, to mark his dual cultural
roots. Here U Tam"Si was laid to rest alongside

his father and uncles, within earshot of the sea that
he had known as a child and which was to pervade his
writing.

During his lifetime, U Tam"Si was often asked
what had led him to writing. A recurrent notion
conveyed in his various replies was the desire to
communicate. U Tam®"Si had always found it difficult
to engage with people, with his country, even with
himself. In his quest for fraternity and love, poetry
represented a means of mjiking contact with the other,
a meeting-place:

J"essale de rendre cette rencontre possible en
parlant, non pas parce que je crois que ce que
JTai a dire est essentiel mais je pense que toute
vie est irreanplacable. Or toute vie doit pouvoir
donner a autrui ce qu-elle est....

At the same time, Tchicays®s poetry is
aggressively challenging. In defence of what he
called the ™ositive violence” of his i«friting, he
explained that he was deliberately provocative in
order to awaken people. He wanted to evoke an
awareness of their alienation, of the iInjustices of
the past that were being perpetuated all around them,
of the betrayal of their country and of themselves.
It was iIn Kinshasa, where he witnessed the tragic
betrayal of the dreams of independence, that U Tam®Si
he*d come to the realisation that, while not everyone
can be a martyr for a cause, the poet has a special
vocation which requires the total giving of self. He
saw his own ™apostolate” as being to "magnifier,
privilegier 3e Congo™. U Tam"Si expressed this
notion of the giving of self through the image of the
mighty Congo river which throws itself and all that it
carries into the sea, so losing itself and at the same
time contributing to the riches of the marine
universe.
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Despite more than forty years of absence from his
native lad, U Tam"Si was to remain Congolese to the
roots of his being. Fellow countryman and writer,
Sylvain Belaba, said of him:

L*ecrivain congolais qui a le plus contribuS
montrer gue 1%on peut vivre tres loin de chez soi
sans subir un seul instant le deracineaent ou le
depaysement cuj.turel, et sans sixrtout se
complaire dans unc "litterature d"exil”, Isgue a
son peuple et a I"Afrigue tout enti”re les cles
spirituelles qui om/rent les chemins “de
1 identity t ceux qui savent trouver la porte
correspondante.®

0O Tam"Si militated tirelessly in the domain of
African culture. He was admired as the doyen of
African writing by the yodnger generation and, without
posing as some sort of mandarin, was always ready to
help and to participate in the daily battle of making
one"s way as a writer or artist iIn Paris. His last
public a™Jearance took place during the 8th Salon du
Livre, in mid-April 1988= Speaking directly to young
people, he xirged them to engage in the only worthwhile
combat, which is the fight for liberty, the siiie qua
non condition of all other conquests.

In his lifetime U Tam"Si d. not receive the full
international recognition he deserved as poet,
novelist and playwright and he was sensitive to this.
Fundamentally timid, he often reacted aggressively to
real or imagined slights, never forgetting his diverse
heritage, and he earned himself a reputation for being
difficult. He had a caustic, subversive sense of
humour which he directed against both himself and
anyone he fotind tiresome. His 1impatience with
officialdom was well-known and he took delight in
upsetting protocol. ”11 derange tout ce qui le g8ne”
said his compatriot and self-proclaimed “son”, Sony
Labou Tansi. Yet he and all U Tam"Si"s friends speak
of him as a man of epicurian tastes and generous
hospitality.

Tchicaya U Tam®"Si was a being as dialectical and
as profoundly human as his own writing. The shocked
reaction of friends and fellow writers at the news of
his death and the many moving tributes to him are
evidence of the high regard in which he was held by

the world of African letters. The following words
serve as a most fitting epitaph to him. Like a second
epitome, they too represent a ”sommaire d“une

passion” ® They were spoken on behalf of the family
at the graveside at Loango by Hilaire Mounthault:
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Le vent, a arrachS la pa—fcite feuille de son arbre
coiamre on arrache 1"enfant de sa mdre. Elle s"&st
envol”e tournoyant dans les aires.

The voioe may be silenced but the the full worth

of the legacy that has been left to the world of
literattire is yet to be realised.
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It is said that just before his death, U Tam"Si
had begxm working on a biography of his father.
Nothing has as yet been iilak known regarding the
existence of either this or the manuscript of
another collection of poetry which he was
writing.

Tchicaya D Tam"Si, interview, A 1"Scoute
francophone. Lb livre de la semaine/” ACCT in
co-operation with the national radio of member
countries, 1987.

Tchicaya U Tam®"Si, interview® Afrioue Elite 15
(1987): 78-79.

Tchicaya U Tam"Si, interview, RFI and CLEF, iS76.

MSdiafric [Sylvain Bemba], La Samaine Africalne
1751 (28 avril-4 mai 1988): 8.

The words in epigraph to Bpitomi. U Tam®"Si"s
fourth collection of poems, are; 'Les mots de
tgte pour le sommaire d"une passion.”
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AP _PESDm-C
BXIGRAIT  D*"WN EMTRE/‘%IEM AVEC TCSTCKm. U T&W7SI
PARIS 1986

Monsieur U Tam™si, ea tant qu®ecrivain, etes-vous
aonaalent avoir ete influence par les croyanoes
traditionnelles?

Oui. Je pense que sans doute oul. Cela sera
peut-Stre un peu plus evident dans men prochain livre
ail, d"une fagjon syst8matique, j"ai essaye de faire que
le r8cit des contes traditionnels soit une paraphrase
du r8cit-fiction que jJMai elabore, Une partie des
contes que je connais, Je les ai rSficris axtae une
paraphrase de la fiction romanesque que j"al ecrite.
Cela est patent. FRiii; ce qui est du reste de ce que
Jj ai ecris, sans doute il y a un_certain nombre de
ChOfeS qui effleurent, emprunt®es a la trr ™ ion
orale.

Et puis peut-8tre, la chose la plus importante
cMest que tout ce que j"ai ecris est oral. Que ce soit
la po”sie, que ce soit le theatre, que ce soit le
roman, j"ai toujours ”te pcrte vers le recit oral
plutot que le recit ecrit.

Quand au niveau des mythes, peut-etre que ce que
jTai felabore du fleuve, du sel, ga c"est les mythes
generaux, sans doute, que j"ail empiruntg a la tradition
meme qua:,” J"al pense que c"etait moi qui le®
elaborais. Je suis un etre humain malgre tout.

Au niveau de [I%e:;fpression, est-ee que Vvous
employez, en les modifiant paat-Stre, certains
procedes narratifs qui relevent du style oral?

Je vous ai parle du modele du recit et de tout ce
que ga comprend; ce recit qui est delate, qui est
rythmi par les silences et puis par une sorte de
polyphonie, parce que la personne qui raconte dit tous
les personnages. En scene, en vie, en communication,
tous les personnages participent done il n"y a pas
quelgu™un qui monologue quelque part. D ailleurs, mon
premier roman, Les cancrelats, est plus marqug par ce
style-la. Le recit n"est pas conduit par une
personne, par quelqu®un de I"exterieur. C"est tous
les protagonistes qui recontent leur histoire, c"est-
a-dire la pense , les reflexions que leur suggere leiir
propre histoire. Tout cela est tenement imbrique
que, sans doute, pour le lecteur traditionnel
occidental, qui a besoin d"un recit Ilineaire, ce
r8cit-ia peut etre desargonnant. Il es: foisonnant,
il est plein de soupirs, de silences, de digressions
surtout, parce que le discours oral est femaill§8 de
digressions.

Et puis alors aussi, pour que les gens soient
toujours a I"ecoute, il y a une forme presque de
repetition qui finit par creer une sorte de situation
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d"incantation. Qa, je le dois a la tradition mais pas
d"une faijon volontaire. Je n"ai pas cjhercher <?a.
C"est ressorti de soi-mgni ¥

Pendant que vous 1ioriveiz, au moment dt Ila
creation, ites-vous oonscient de vos lecteurs?

_Non. Je nie peux pas imaginer toutes les
sensibilitSs possibles de ceux qui pourraient
Sventuellsment lire tel ou tel de mes livres. De

temps en temps quand j-"(8cris, je me dis: "Tiens, est-
ce qu®on va voir ceci? Est-ce qu“on va sentir cela?”
Avec une manifere de vo™™Moir leur faire un din d-oeil.
Mais c"est tout....

Ces lecteurs, est-oe que ce sont surtout d«s
leoteurs fran™ais?

Non, non. Pas n”cessairement. Je n© pense pas
que j-"derive pour un lecteur frangiais parce que cela
aurait tout a fait dSnaturfe mon propos. Je parle de
mon pays, a ceux de mon pays, et puis & ceux qui
pourraient 8tre amends & y habiter. Mais je n"Scris
pas pour un public occidental ou non-occidental. Par
exemple, quand mon dernier roman, Les Phal™nes. a
paru, jJ"ai regu une lettre d"un parent mais je n"ai
re?u aucune lettre de mes compatriotes. Qa ne veut
pas dire que ceux qui I"ont Iu I"ont rejete, ou
refussS. Je n"ai aucun tfirooignage la-dessus. Par
contre, j"ai regu une ou deux lettres de gens de X"Est
pour qui je racontais leur histoire. Or je racontais
une histoire cjui se passe au bord du Congo. Qa se
passe & Brazzaville, dans un temps Ixistorique bien
determine, c"est la fin des EnnS8es "50. On assistO® S
des gens qui peut-8tre se prcparent S ufi Svenement,
qui sera sans doute 1"indSpendance, mais ce n"est pas
toujours apergu comme cela. IIs ont des qui“tes qui
sont peut-etre un dessein  m™me du projet
d "independance. Ce projet est peat-8tre dans l7air
sans que les gens l"aperyoivent. C"est dess choses qui
se situent au Concjo, soit, mais qui peuvent se situer
n*importe oil.

Votre oeuvre est alors de portee universelle?

Non. Je crois qu®une oeuvre doit s"eiTiraciner en
vous. Plus elle s"enracine en vous, plus elle a la
chance de toucher les avjtres.

Mais je ne fais aucun didactisme. Je n"enseigne
pas t mes compatriotes comment 8§tre un homitie, comment
~tre une femme. Je leur raconte une histoire, le plus
sincerement du monde et je pense que cette histoire
est la leur. Et finalement, souvent meme, des geris
disent: ’Mais comment se fait--il que moi, j"ai connu
X?** Alors que moi, je n"ai pas connu X. Tout ce que
je raconte est une fiction, c"est-"-dire c"est une
chose que jTinvente, bien sOr h partir d"816ments
sociaux ou cultursls ou m8me a partir de m@s propres
pensSes,
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Je pourrais dire que chacun de mes livres est
d"abord une pensee qui m"a habite, qui la"a travaille,
et que jTillustre, soit sous forme de poeme, soit sous
forme de piece de theatre, ou sous forme de roman, ou
de nouvelle.

Pourgaoi avez-vous ohoisi de situcir vos romans
pendant 178poque coloniale? Est-ce que vous
consideress cette periode toujours significative 1
I"heure aotuelle?

Simplement parce que j"ai commence a publier les
romans un peu plus tard que je n"ai publi© la poSsie.
Jai acheve mon premier roman, Les cancrelats. en "™38.
Il n"a paru qu“en 780, presque 30 ans plus tard.
Quand j"ai commenci a ecrire Les cancrelats. jTai
pens8 faire une trilogie. Cette trilogie devait fitre,
"Les itapes possibles d"un devenir,”™ 11 m"interessait
enormiment de crier xm romancero congolais ofi je
voyais I"homme congolais Immerge de la nuit et puls
avancer vers la lumiSre et la conquite de soi. ?a
c"etait mon projet au dipart. Malheureusement, il a
iti contrarie par le fait Editorial. Quand je les ai
termines en "56, 57, "58, on a refuse de les publier.
Et puis alors, je n"ai plus eu le temps de m"en
occuper et c"est en "79, SO que jJTai trouv# un
editeur qui a bien voulu I"editer Or du coup, j"ai
publi4 cette trilogie. C"est pourquoi, bien stir, je
ne pouvais pas faire le saut. Mais de toute fagon,
Les phaltoes ou Kes meduses, mime Les cancrelats. se
lisent trSs bien en confrontation avec 1"actuality.

Je n"ai pas voulu a tout prix negliger notre
ipoque. J"ai voulu 1"explorer plus tard. JTaurais
m8me  voulu prifigurer certaines choses. Les
cancrelats. Les miduses, ont iti congus bien longtemps
avant que 1l1"indipendance n"arrive. Les phalenes est
un livre qui sT"intercale mais qui continue la
trilogie. Parce que j-"ai voulu faire une oeuvre qui
est uno continuite, qui est une durie, qui s"inscrive
dans la durie.

Bst-oe gu®on peut dire que le theme de cette
trilogie est oelur de |Ihouune qui cherohe & se
oomprendre?

C"est sans doute cela Ou c"est peut-itre moi qui
cherche a comprendre. Comme par exemple dans Les
meduses. Est-ce que des gens sains ont vraiment une
santi physique et morale sufflsante pour lire dans
I"ivenement le sens de leur destin? ga c"est mon
interrogation.

Quest-ce qui se passe? C"est un fTait divers.
Deux personnes meurent. La troisj.eme tombe dans un
coma. Tout le monde se demande pourquoi. Cela parait
surprenant mais c"est un fait divers. Quand on va
plus loin que le fait divers, on decouvre que le
premier ramasse une balle dans une griv&. En fin de
compte, ce n"est mime pas un griviste. |1l se trouve
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quil 6tait la, 11 ramasse uiie balle at il meurt. LO
deuxigsme reagit a cette mort d~une Tfagon tres
violfente, tellemsnt qu™il fait In geste, Il ne fait
pas attention et il meurt. Le troisifeme support®© mal
ces deux morts et tombs dans un coma.

C& sont des choses qui peuvent se comprendre par
©lles-mSmes, Mais il y a deux entendements. Il y a
ceux qui Yy voient 1"amorce d"une revolts et qui
redoutent que cette r8volte delate et entrain® tout le
monde dans la catastrophe. C"est les plus lucides
mais c"est les plus lucides qui ne vont pas plus loin,
qui ne tirent pas les cons8qgiiences de leur luciditsS.
Ils parlent du hasard. Et puis il y a la majorite,
ceux qui prennent peur parce qu"ils voient dans cet
~venem@nt-1Si quelque chose qui peut les menacer.

Normalement, ces tro;ls personnes n"auraient pas
dil @e connaitre parce qu® 110 ne sonr pas de la mtme
ethnie. Mais il se trouvs qgae tous les trois sont
presque dans les maillons d"une chalne qui echappe &
leur propre destin, L"un <ist conducteur de locomotive
de chemin de fer qui ramene du bois. Le bois est
export®, et le troisifeme tjravaille dans 1 “exportation
du bois. Done ils ne sont m8me pas relifis par leur
propre volonte mais par la volonte coloniale.

Au lieu de comprendris tout cela, les gens orient
a la sorcellerie. Celui qui tombe dans le coma est
dScr~tS sorciex. On le voit partout, il hante tout le
monde. Simplement, c"est la fuite en avant. DT avoir
fui cette realite“la leur a permis de ne pas
comprendre ce qui se produisait.

Etes-vous ©onscient d"avoir ete influenoe pau: un
auteur partieuliei: ou par un mouvement quelcongue
tel le surrealism© ou le nouveau roniui, par exemple?

C"est difficile de dire. Oui et non....
Malheureussment jJ"ai beaucoup de retard dans la
lecture de mes contemporains.

Vous savez, en general, mSme sans une rencontre
directe, quand les choses sont dans I"air du temps,
elles vous tombent dessus. Quand j"ai publie Les
cancrelats. 1l y a eu une amie qui m"a dit; "Ecoute,
en te lisant jJe pensais a Cent ans de solitude.”
Alors je me suis pricipit™ pour lire Cent ans de
solitude. Moi, jJe trouve que c"est trs loin mais il
y a des gens qui trouvent une parents* Or, j"al ecris
le livre de 1954 a 7?.988. Il n"y avait pas de
littfirature sud-americaine a cette fepoque-1-.

1 est vrai qud© les critiques tienasst & repgrer
des influences.™t..

Qa ne tient pas deboat. Ce qui est peut~8tre vrai
c"est que, t une periode™: don™e, 1l y des courants de
pens”™e qui traversent las 8t7e, s ce qui fait quil y
a des rencontres.

Par example, le mot "‘cadastre,' je le decouvre a
partir de Cfesaire. Mais alors, j"sn ai fait beaucoup

559



o

"mt

de choses. J ai ecoutfe en 48 ou 749, L"annonoe
faite a Maire dO© Claudel. Alors que je n"aime p?7/
Claudel du tout, Jje m"en souviens toujouars de la
personne de Violaine. Je suis certain que chaque fois
qu il y a le mot "ISpreux™ chez moi, ga vient de cette
fecoute de cette piece. Parce que quand j"ai voulu la
lire, alors i, je n"ail pas pu la lire du tout. La
langue paraissait tout a fait irritante, Est-ce que
je peux dire que Claudel m®"a influence? Non. Un
personnage, un air, des fois c"est un comSdien, peut-
ttre la prestation des com™diens, une representation.

J"ai  lu Garcia Lorcas. JTaime beaucoup la
musique flamenco. Cette musique-1S me fait bouillir
le sang. Sans doute que j"ai amprunt”™, que je dois
quelque chose i Lorcas et au flamenco. Tout ce que je
traverse et tout ce qui me traverse sans doute laisse
un dSp5t en moi. Peut-8tre mSme les vers les plus
plats qui me sont passes sous les yeux. que jT ai lus
4hun moment aonne, a mon insu, aient dfipose quelque
chose.

Pouvess-vous dire que vous devez quelque ~Miose aux
nouveal ix romaaciers? A Nathalie Sarraute,- par exemple?
ou 3 Claude Simon?

Je ne les ai jamais lus, Je ne sais pas
pourquoi. J® r."ai jamais eu cette cuxiosgitc. Comme
je nTai jamais lu les pofetes de 1 ecole Pel Quel.

Et aux surrealistes?

Je pourrais meme dire que je ne les ai pas lus
non plus, Je n"ai pas lu Breton. J"ail essayS de lire
Madia. Je me suis dit, 1"expression surrialiste la
plus totals cT"est prScisement 1%expression orals.

Tenez, je lisais l1l"autre jour un poeme traduit de
langue centrafricaine. Il n'y a rien de plus
surrealiste que cela pr8cis8ment. Alors je pense que
la encore, sans doute que 1"0ccident s"est attribue
une invention qu il n"a pas faite.

Est“cs que vous voua oonsiderez un Sorivain
engage?

Oui, mais remarquez le terme 'engagement” a
plusieurs connotations. C"est le militant politique

et cetera. Selon cette connotation-1&, non, je ne
suls pas un ecrivain engage, Kails j"ai un engagement
parce que j"ai un projet litteraire. Ce projet
littSraire, pour moi, a un objet,

1 y a un critique qui va publier un
bientet sur les trois romans. Il parle d“une
"eautops.le d*un monde.” Oui, j"ai voulu faire cette

autopsie-ia. Done cela aussi est un engagement, Mon
engagement est plus humain que politique. |1l est plus
scriptural que politique.
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Tons ae partagez pas |1"opiaion de Fanon; <
disait que 1la Hlitterature doit etre uae ame de
combat?

1 y en a qui peuvent Il utiliser comniae arme.

C"est line question de temperament. Moi, je pens®
qu®une oeuvre littSraire oper©® avec une extreme
lenteur. Sans doute que ce que j"ai fecris ne touche
pas mes conteaporains mais il touchera peut-8tre miexix
les generations de leurs fils. Quand jTai public
mon premier livre de poemes, Le mauvais sang, c"etait
en 300 exemplaires. Est-ce que vraiment je pouvails
penser quTavec ce titre-la j"allais changer mes
compatriotee? Pourtant le titre le disait trds bien:
"le mauvais sang.” |1l y de quoi se faire du itianais
sang, compte tenu de ces lesions profondes en nous.

Pourquoi avez-vous choisi d"ecrire ©On franfais,
ce qui n"est pas votre langue matemel 1®?

Je n"a pas eu S choisir ou d"ecrire en frangais
0<1 ne pas 6¢crire en frangais. Je crois que le choix,
si jTavais eu le choix, c"est d"ecrire en frangais ou
ne pas “crii"e du tout. £t puisque je ne maltrise pas
un© autre langue aussi bien, ou peut-8tre aussi mal,
que le frangais, je n"ail pas fait de choix. LTautre
altiKmatif manque, pour des raisons purement
bistoriques que moi, Jje ne peux pas refaire. Je ne
peux pas refaire I17histoire. Ceux qui veulent
iressusciter le passe, en general passent a cote du
passe.

Done vous nT"aves jJamals appris a ecrire dans
votre langue matemelle?

Jusqu®a present, elles ne sont jamails enseigneas.
M8mes lea g”™merations futures se trouveront dans la
situation o™ je me trouvais moi, il y a cinquante ans.
Les langues, 1le vili, ma langue maternelle, nTest
enseignfee nulla part. Meme en petite ecole. Et
actuellement naissent a Brazjsaville, & Pointe-Noire,
a Loango, des enfants qui ne parlent que le frangais,
qui baragouinent le frangais des le depart.

Des foia les puristes parlent de "crimes"™ oommis
contre la langue fran™aise par des auteurs africains,
Ce serait un moyen de refuser le frangais neutre,
propre, <> qu*on a appris & 1"ecole. Un® sorte
d*affirmation d identite.

Je ne sais pas. En general, quand j"ecris, je
pense que jJTiicris correctement en frangais. Si les
Frangais trouvent que c"est incorrect, ga c"est leur
probleme. Mais en 1l"occurrence, peut-Stre le fait que
Jj derive une langue orale, un® litterature orale, peut
dSnaturer les proc8des dT"icriture litteraires
traditionnels. Mais, je vous I"ai dit tout a I"heure,
je ne peux pas fTaire autrement. Je ne puis Scrire
sans essayer d® vocaliser ce que j°"Scris. Done, ce
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faisant, bien stir qu®© je change la natxire de la
langue.

Le frangais est tire langue de laboratoire. Elle
a fabrigu™e par les Acad™miciens. Ce n"est pas
wne 3.angue spont;anee. L*Acadeitiie Frangaise est It
pour y rogner les ailes. Pour entrer dans la langue,
un mo-c passe par des crifoles, par ces puristes sans
dOite, gui neutralisent toute la possibility emotive
a"nne langue. ga c"est leur probleme. Dans la
mesu. ? nil raoi, je ne leui ai pas demand§8 de me
coloniser el: gu”iis contraint h parler cette
langue, jo fais ce d. v V2. Si ga ne leur plait
pas, tr* pis. Si r plait, tant mieux. Ce n""est
pas mdn problSme

Et puis de toute i1agon, moi, je n"al jJamais Ste
puriste. Ce gui me preoccupe le plus c"est moins
1 esthStigue gue I"ethigEue, problem©® d® style ne
m®intSressent gu“au secOi plan. Ce gui m*"intesse
d"abord, c"est nettement d"essayer de me donner une
Sthigue. Plus tard, cette ethigue elle me donnera
pOut~Stre un style. Peut-gtre gue, si j"apportais un
peu plufs de soin a 1"esthetigue, je serais un epigone
d™"Scol© de stylistigue,

1 n"y a pas chez moi une volontS delibSree de
profanation. S*il y a une profanation, c”est parce
gue j"ai des insuffisances, POut-etre oertaines do©
ces insioffisances font gue Irs choses avancent!
Cep-indant, il y a des gens gUi professent gu”ils
viSuient violenter la langue frangaiso,
Personnellement., Jje crois gue ce n"est pas par une
volonte de violation, c"est par une iIncapacite de
faire mismxi

Qfl_'est—cte_ gue tous eoriveg e» cs momemt™ Est-ce
gque \olis ecrivez toujcmrs de [a poesie od oonsacrsz-
vous maintenauit a| ra i )

_J"8cris de t@ni en temps un podize gue je
publieral peut-8tre_dans un an ou deux. Mais comme
il me semble gue j"ai pris du retard sur le plan
romanesgue.... J"al un nouveau roman gui va bientSt
paraltre. 1l s"appslle Ces fruits si doux de 1Marbre
I-pMn.

Est-ce qu™il coBunence une nouvalle \".rilogie?
Je ne sails pas.

Propoc recueillis par Betty O "Grady
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