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NSTRACT

This two part study of Tchicaya U Tam®"Si"s novels
reflects the twin objectives of the research project.
By showing in the first part the need for critical
criteria founded in the socio-historical and
linguistic realities of Africa, the hegemony of the
Western aesthetic canon with respect to African
writing 1is challenged. In the second part, by
applying a contextualised, syncretic critical approach
to U Tam"Si"s prose works, important features not only
of his narratiy© but also of his poetic discoxirse are
illiuftinated. This movement from broad questions of
theory to focus on a specific body of writing makes it
possible to identify elements that may be considered
characteristic of African writing in general x/hile at
the same time contributing to a better understanding
of a particular writer®"s creative expression.

One of Africa"s most: enduring colonial legacies
is the Francophone-Anglophone divide that
compartmentalises the continent into major English and
French language zones. From the time of the Tfirst
publication of African literary texts, the language
question has raised issues of fTar-reathing material
and i1deological Implication, which today remain
largely unresolved. The challenge to reach across

linguistic barriers is one that the writer and critic

alike must meet, if better channels of commtmication



are to be developed between the Kany peoples gqf
Africa. For the critic# this does not imply broad
overviews which reduce the rich diversity of Mxrican
writing. In fact, it is important to work within
clearly defined parameters, recognising regional and
national specificities. At the same time, Tull
cognisance must be taken of developments in the rest
of Africa. Such is on© of the major conceras of this
etmdy, which takes French-language African writing as
its main Tield of reference while making Tfrequent
cross-reference to African writers and critics who
publish in English.

Part One begins by looking at the way 1in which
French-language texts from Africa are received 1In
France, in order to show concretely the need for a
shift In critical perspective with regard to African
writing. This leads on to a consideration of more
appropriate criteria for the critical appreciationi of
African writing.

The complex cultural heritage of African writers
suggests the need for a syncretic approach.
Consideration 1is given to the contribution of
structuralist, Marxist and psychoanalytic theories of
literary criticism. This 1s complemented by an
investigation into socio-historic Tfactors that
determine the role of the writer in society and tiie
writer-reader-critic relationship. Linguistic and
cultural issues are of particular importance, as they

focus upon the dynamic interplay of traditional oral
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expression. Indeed, Ofality is shown to b®
a faa-tor of sonslderabl©® signif«3ance( ft\- thie eritical
appreeiation of Gonteiaporary African writing. In tliis
coBtesdi, th© notion of the ideo-image is devis@<l as a
tool of analysie.

In Part Two, the critical principles outlined in
Part one are applied to Tchicaya U Tam"Si"s novels.
The wordc 1is contexttialli® situated by a brief
Introduction to those fTeattires of Congolese history
and contemporary society which have bearing upon
creative writing in ttiat central African country.
Allied to this contextualised approach to literary
analysis i1s the notion of a globalised reading of the
writer®s deilvrei a particular text or tejdss must be
seen not only in an appropriate socio-historical and
cultural ooiitext but also In relation to the writer”s
whole body of creative writing. Cotisequently, while
discussing U Tam"Si"s novels, frequent cross-reference
is made to his otiier works.

U Tam"Si"s novels form a tetralogy, resembling in
many ways an extended epic tale, which lends itself to
a global analysis. This approach reveals the
underlying unity of the writer®s creative vision and
expression, notwithstanding N inevitable stylistic
changes that took place d Jjg the period stretching
from their conception in the 1950°s to the conclusion

of the last novel iIn the 1980°s.



a three-part analysis 1is made, baginning with
theiuatic concerns. The dominant theme whic?h emerges
and which gathers t"ogether the ooaplex narrative
threads of the four novels is that of the search for
understanding of self and of the human condition. The
quest takes many different forms, ranging from the
progressive coEimitment of the individual to issued of
collective concern, to a metaphysical enactment of the
initiatory path, leading to suffering and even
martyrdom. The constant interplay between individual
experience and wider community issues ensures tlxat the
narrative never loses its sharp relevance for
conteai”orary Africa,

This chapter 1i1s followed by a semiological
analysis which, while primarily of the narrative,
refers constantly to U Tjuti“Si"s poetry, revealing the
overall shape and consistency of creative expression
and world view. Crucial to this chapter is the study
of how the ideo-imagep develop thx“ough the o&uvr® to
become rich, dialectical signifiers tlxat defy narrow
definition.

In the last part of this textual analysis, the
narrative is illuminated by looking at it in the light
of the oral tradition. The strong sense of a narrator
communicating with an ‘Taudience", the dramatic
enactment of many scenes and the episodic natxire of
the narrative, mnemonic devices using rhythm and
alliteration, antithetical or parallel patterning, the

musicality of the prose and proverbial ejcpression, the
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siipernatural eleiagnt - all thsse relali® to
tradition of the spoken word, to the tedhnigues of th@
oral teller of tales- Like the »ajor part, 1if not
all, of contemporary African writing, U Taffi*Si""s
narrativa repr©s@nts a period of transition along an
axis linking societies in a state of ptir® “‘orality to
those of coBplete literacy.

In stapling wp the findings of the study it is
concluded that, while it it erroneous to visw African
literaturss as a 1imique body of writing with
definitive characteristics, it is nevertheless
possible to identify certain elemants that csonfetitute
a specifioally African related aestiietic. It is tho©
existence of this aesthetic which calls for critical
ciriteria that grow out of African material and
Jpetaphysical realities.

Tli.e appiendicss to this work provide iailpori:ant
researcda aatsrial, particularly the account of
conteMporary political change in the Congo Sispubllc
and the bibliography of published and unpublished
creative writing by Congolese poets, novelists and

playwrights.
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Froa the time that African writers first Jaegan
publisldng creative works in a European language,
critice.l discourse has been the prerogative of the
West and the recetption of African writing has been
determined 1in terms of Western aestiietic canon.
Inevitably, this has led to a number of anomalies if
not distortions. For example, while the rich
diversity and innovativeness of African writing 1is
gaining 1Increasing recognition, texts are often
acplaimed for the 1icror® reasons< One  SXich
mj-soonception, which will B examined in detail in the
co\irse of this study, in illustration of the problem,
concerns Tchicaya U Tam"Si himself, who was hailed by
many as a great African ™surrealist” poet,

Iqually problematical 1is tlie fact t&at other
African authors have been neglected because their
writing does not cojrrespond *.0 the prevailing Western
tastes, or aesthetic criteria.

However, since the early seventies and
particularly during the eighties, African critical
opinion has made 1itself heard with 1increasing
insistence and with it comes the call for a
contextualified reading of African literatures, based
on criteria deriving from African realities.

The establishment of an Afrocentric theory of

literature would seem to be Tfundamental to any



inves._t.igation of contemporary Afrioan writing. This
is indeed a formidable task, given the diversity of
Africtan literatTires and the complexity of the debate,
which encompasses 1issues relating to ideology,
language, socio-historic and geographical realities.
Furtiiarmcre, such an 1investigation leads on to the
even more contentious issue of an African aesthetic.

The objectives of this work are therefore modest.
It. begins with a concrete evaluation of prevailing
csritical approaches, xn order to show that the
appreciation of African writing requires not merely an
adjustment of critical criteria but a radical change
of perspective. Clearly, an African literaary theory
must begin from a srarting point firmly centred 1in
Africa.

This does®™ not i-iJly a narcissistic irstum to some
mythical source of inspiration. Indeed™ the second
step is to show that, since African writers inherit a
dual if not multiple cult\aral tradition, their writing
requires a syhcretic critical approach. The practical
and ideological implications of this must be carefully
considered.

In this study, no attempt is made to offer a
definitive critical model or paradigm. Indeed,
coherent theoretical structures may be intellectually
satisfying but they are sterile in their Tfixity and
they cannot account for exceptions. Creative

writing, on tha other hand, is a constantly shifting



liSEneaia, r®sspeaiinii t® material and hiirt™i™ml
fo«ses w/ich dttey definitioin witbhiB a sin?la,
gloljaliBijftg systeisi.

At the sa»e tiae, gbhe danger of an
impri~sionisticj or pi®osa®al approach is recognised.
For a creative work to enter the mainstream of
literatiiare, it must be shewn to operate within certain
Otojactively established constants. |If not, the d®bate
Is raa»{»ed to an intimate dialogue between th« text

and the critic.

A major objective of this work is to engage with
tite language issuer Wiis is a ."Subject that evokes
vigwoBte debate®at the praotioal and 1ideologioal
level, with as yet, little consensus being reached.
One of Afrioa"s most enduring oolonial legacies has
been the creation of ttfo major | >nguage aones, each
with 1its own 72ecific historioal development yet
sharing 1ISmv common features. However, writ-ars and
critics in the Anglophone and Francophone isones are
not always able to follow the issues being debated by
their counterparts. Few Africans are convei®fant in
both languages so that, for excimple, a Kenyan wanting
to know what Congolese writers and critics are saying
has to rely heavily on the arbitrary selection of
texts that exist in translation.

With respect to the French-language regions of

Africa, this restriction is compounded by the fact



-fer”seasons rfelatitig fcaelk to ti”e-itist;eiry of the
wEsfieEds, colemial a<hai»istration, ofitical att,«nfelia®
fceii™ QO favtwr West Africa. Jkitfeoiugli witijaf
from the Coiigo and lalre is becsming better
Bsvertheless Bany critical studies giw lilaateja”™ta
ocrsiteration  to the  historical, culttiral and
liTngiaistic differences that distinguish these
literatures frt-q those of West Africa,

this wo™Jc then seeks to straddle the liitgaisti©
dii?ide» It i1s however, necessary to reconcile t»0
conflicting iBjperatives. On the one hand, a
eionti»eiital "mé&cvim risJss blurring regional

mand on <the other hand, a aor®". sp-ecific”
focus iday lose sight of the full African diuession.
Uhe dileiaaa can be resolved by taking Francophone
writing as the point of depa:rture, ~i1l« naking
frinptent reference to Anglophone writers and critics,
in" order to »ai*vA"N"*A""\Continental persp~cfeivfe* % In
conorete teriaas, Viludy of Tchicaya U Taaa”si"s
writing, set 1in the wider perspective of \
language l.iteratures in Africa, witii cross refereiices
to the debate aniongs»; English-language African writers
and critics, fToc""Sses on significant points of
convergence and divergence. This approach has tiie
advantage of moving away from the traditional Morth-
South axis of CGamnunication and contributes to an

inter-Africaa dialogue.
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f£toe gE the oewferal objeotivas of fctile study Is to
an a3.tsrnative to the evaluative critical
s®feks t© judge African writing aecprding
to a pre-established set of criteria. This 1is of
imrticmlar significance for the study of African
literature written in an European laruguage, where
Western literary canon has predominated. Literary
E3riticisffi as it iIs practised today, is tha careation of
the ?lest and tiie<femndations . its canon are seldcm
cesi to gquest,ion by 1its practit.-r™ners. Western
critics tl:\erafor«. approach the African text from a
pcssition of privilege, judging African creative
expi?ession in terms of what ar« considered to be
"univecsal” criteria, but which in fact reflect tjxe
values of the West.

Furthermore, it is |)aportant to recoghise that
critics are viesred, and view th*ijselves™® very
differently in Africa and the West. Sie Western
critic"s role is analogour to that of a guide, 1”0
will bring to the attention of the reading public the
latest literary »»finds«.

In _“jfrica Jiowever, the objective, professional
critic © i}:'customary. Traditionally, creative
expression is ain act of spoken communi.cation and tiie
audiepc,”; is the critic. Today, circumstances are such
that, with tm exceptions, the writer is himself often
a critic and the critic iIs iInvariably also a writer.

Cont™nporary African writers relate therefore, to a
%

<



context where the critic is an integral part of the
creative act. Clearly this 1implies different
perspectives and priorities.

In contrast to the evaluative approach,
therefore, an important principle underlying tlie
critical method demonstrated in this study is that of
illumination. Instead of judging a piace of creatixti
writing from a point that 1is removed from its
cultural, socio-historic and linguistic context, the
critic endeavours to illuminate it from with” that
context. It is essential to un«?3rstand the writer"s
point of departure, in order to appreciate the
distance that has been travelled. Starting from the
text itself, the critic seeks to discover the dynamic
movement from the particular to the general and back
again, a dialectic that implies a sense of exploration
rather thaji judgement. To illuminate a text in this
way, makes considerable demands -ipon the critic, whdse
task it is to become as fully conversant as possible
with the vsontext from which the literary text emerges.

L-itei-ary criticism treads a narrow path between
on the on® hand, the endeavour to give it an
objective, scientific foundation and on the other,
implicit to its very nature, the requirements of an
empathetic exploration of the text. Discussing 1in
Théorie de 1la littferature the shortcomings of the
Russian Formalist approach, Tzvetan Todorov focusses

on this dilemma;



On s™apear”oit qud® le travail scten"tifig,ia ne peut:
Stre rSduit a son rSsultat final: sa f~condit®
veritable ifiside dans 1Mactivity par lagaell© oe
travail s"Mactualise, dans doOgr6s successifs
dr"i1laboration. Seul le pfidagogue exige un traiti
qui deorive un systeme achevS de TfTormules
parfaites; non 10 chercheur qui trouve dans les
approximation® de son devancier un point de
dipart a sa dSmardi©. (21-2)

Finally, the expression "collective voice” iIn the
title of this work requires some explanation. The
deliberately juxtaposed concepts of plurality and
singularity focus wupon a dialectic which 1is of
particular significance not only for the work of
2*chio.aya O lam"Si but for African writing In general.

U laiti*Si"s Creative writing illustrates
particularly well a feature that characterise® most,
if not all, African writing. His poetry and prose
recreate iIn poetic 7t an individual®"© experienee of
a collective history. The poetic voioa maintains a
fine balance between the collective and the
individual, between the expression of dcaamon or shared
experience and that of profoxind personal emotion- The
synsbolism itself 1is structured Jn a constant
dialectical tension between the collective and the
personal. U Tala"Bi"s 1is an intensely individual
"mice; yet which speaks to, and on behalf of, a
clearly percisived audience.

This dialectic distinguishes the African writer
from his or her Western counterpart. In 1dentifying

with a specific collectivity, the former is committed



to something beyond his or her owi inner world. For
eiKample, in O Tam”™Si"s creative universe, the notion
of betrayal relates to the political betrayal of the
Congolese people and of Patrice Luawaroba, who
repreaiented th.e hopeEs and i1deals of independence. At
the same time, betrayal is a personal concept; that of
the poet who is not fully understood by his? fellows
and also of tiie man, “orphaned” from his mother and
Africa at an early age. Added to this is a complex
image of the Christ, betrayer and betrayed. U
Tam*Si"s writing 1s marked by his notion of the
leader-poet"s suffering, both personal and collective.
Is*"Jcia Mphahlele expresses a similar 1idea, when he
spealcs of the writer as being the sensitive point of
the COTtmunity.

The expression “creative voice” also conveys an
oblique reference to the oral tradition, where
creative expression involves an act of communication
between a speaking voice and a live audience. In oral
tale-telling, the speaker-audience relationship
determines elements of fora, style and content.
Contemporary African writing ic still close enough to
traditional practices to reflect the influence of oral
narrative techniques. An investigation of a writer"s
traditional cult ral and Jlinguistic context 1is
therefore a necessary prerequisite for the analysis of

his or her creative discourse.



- K 106" "-ean"oept .for. idle =l
Gjeeative exp2*«sOi£>n Is that of amtoigttity™ Thtt woi?a®
tateen fr.ca- I»ag cangralsts and guot.6d in O.xd fc@is\-to,
this work highlight its importano®. Alaibigiions
axpjjessien j:OfIBots th© ciital”otlcal rOlationship
between th® writ@]f and socio-historical oootext.
Furthermore, as an expression of multiplicity,
ambiguity defies attempts by th© critic to establish
neat oategories, thereby sacrificing diversity and
contradiction for th©® sake of unity* Instead of
seoking to iImpose cohesion, the African writer finds
mreaiiing in the paradox itself. Truth is pe:po®ived as
psradoxiaal and multi-fcscetted.

.ambiguous expression reflects the dialectical
forcsB of society and also relatOE directly to the
historical realitias of Africa. Pre-colonial,
colonial and post-colonial societies in Mrica have
been, and still are, in a situation of contact, i1f not
profound contradiction or even open conflict, with
other cultures. A cl "i®® reading of paradoxical and
ambiguous symbolic expression reveals how individual
writars have acquiesced to, resisted or rejected the
influences and the conditions that the confrontation

with other aultur®©s has impv*™ed on them.

Literary theory develops all too easily into a
structured model which, 1in order to preserve itJ

integrality, fails to illuminate fully th® texts which



it; purports to explain. Elements which oontradicst the
theory are often glossed over and others aay be given
imdua 1iBportance. Indeed™ the text is often lost figjat
sightf and theory becomes an end iIn itself. This
investigation into African wrxting therefore, focusses
on the literary text itself, in the belief that it

will provide the keys to its understanding.
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As the titl6 of txiis dissertation suggests, the
focal point is Tchioaya U Tsaa"Sx"B fictional writingi
U Tam*Si, a Tfirst generation writer from the Congo,
was known First and foremost as a poet. His novels,
which were pxablished only during the eighties, have
not as yet received the attention they deserve.
However, it isi not possible to make an exclusive study
of his prose writing; the subject requires extensive
introduction for two reasons. Firstly, U Taia"Si"s
ereativd work, which includes poetry, fiction and
theatre, cannot be separated off into genres for the
convenience of analysis. His writing constitutes an
intefrated ensemble, such that each part relates to
the whole iIn tern® of theae, ijaagery and style. In
ordiSr to illuminate aspects of his prose, the complex
interrelatedness of his work requires a global
reading and frequent cross-reference, in particular to
his poetry.

Secondly, a discussion of U Tam"Si""s writing
requires a carefully esta-jlished contextual framework.
Although within the discipline of African literatures,
Congolese writing is attracting increasing attention,
as yet relatively little research has been pxiblished
on the subject. In order therefore to sit\iate U
lam®"si®"s work, it 1@s necessary to begin with an

introduction to the historical and cultural realities

XV



of thm Cozigo artd H&s peoples< Fiirttiemoire, Congolese
wjfitjjig cannot P -treated in isolation from tHa 1asaa®
that aoncem IJrican literatures in general. This
does not imply that a generalised study of Ailrican
mriting is required; indeed, it iIs argued that such an
ajyproaoh has severe limitations. It is nevertheless
infortant to .establish U Tam®"Si®"s writing not only
iwithin an iZmediate regional or nationa.” context but
also mtliir; a wider framework of African critioal
ttrry>

Sa.e dissertation therefore falls into two
sections, movinf from the general to the particular,
fiis firs™t part deals with theoretlcmi approaches. In
caigpgtE" One, methods of enquiry used by oonteaaporary
mainstream &frieanists are examined 1iIn order tO
discover significant trends. The shortcomings of the
es<sentially iEurooentario perspective that "srges are
considered. c&apter Two argues the need for a
syndretio approacaa and demonstrates that,, isfaile no
single msthod is sufficient in ltself, each
contributes certain elements that are helpful in
illuminating the teict. EtKjorsing contemporary calls
for a contextualised reading of the te>Et an™ for the
discovery of critical criteria that take acooTOt of
African realities, traditional oral story-telling
tecdinigues and the relationship between languag® and
coghitive patterns are investigated to deteirmine the

extent to whicdi they influence modern prose writing*

XVli



Uhe notion of the ideo-linage 1is Intafoduoed, to
dascrib® the particrular for» of figurative expression
that eiaerges from such a context»

In Part Two, the theoretical approaches found in
Part One to be th® most appropriate for illuminating
African writing are applied to the novels of Tchicaya

U Tam"SI. In order to enstire a contextuallsed
reading of the novels, CSiapter Three iIntroduces
significant aspects of Congolese history and oultur®
that have a bearin#=on creative writing. Further
factual infonnation regarding the contemporsLry
political situation 1in the Congo Republic and U
Tam"Si"s life are given iIn the Appendices,

An interview with Tchicaya U Tam*Sif conducted
eighteen months before his death, is also included in
the AppeiKiioes. This illustrates a theoretical
prinoiple. Jlore than any other body of creative
writing, African texts represent the point of
convergence between many, often conflicting,
historical and cultural forces. In order to situate
a piece of writing, the critic needs all the clues at
his disposal, including insights which the author may
be lible to provide. Used with caution and
discernment, the interview provides a first-hand
witness to African realities, a record that is all the
more valuable given that well documented accounts of
events in cont®Wporary Africa are not readily

available. In defiance then of the school of opinion

XVXI



¥o_iach bolds that the tesrt should spda]t for itself aad
that the author cannot be trusted to es”lain his own
writing, considerable attention is given to the views
ei”ressed by writers thamselves, both in writing and
in th« course of interviews. It is held that the
abi-lity to listen rather than to pronounce judgtieait
is one of the literary critic"s most valuable
qualities.

The analysis of tr Tam*"Si"s prose writing focussed
on three essential aspects; the writer®"s theaiatic
concerns, Tefcylistic features with particular emphasis
jon his symbolic universe, and thirdly,, features that
relate to the oral tradition. The object of the study
is to explore and illminate, calling upon th® widest
possible range of critical resources* The analysis
nakes no claim to be definitive, since the oomplex
aimbiguities of U Tam"Si”s creative universe illustrate
in a particularly striking way the fwniaajimtal
importanc®© for African writing of a multiple reading.

The bibliography of Congolese writing comprises
an important part of the research project. Given the
country®s small population and the ?ihort history of
published writing, the number of titles bears witness
to the vitality of Congolese writing. The inclusion
of i1inpiiblished titles requires some explanation. They
are representative of a considerable body of

unpublished manuscripts and they 1illustrate an

important aspect of literary life in the Congo. On



accoimt of pcjlitical and conditions, tfed
majority of witers, whether enjoy an establiislied
reputation or foig. liaim ¥ariou;s Mena©GrijAs poll,ecsfcing
dust in their drawers- Almost definition these are
diffimlt to do€Siaxcjt mA a representative few ha™e
Jjeen iiscluded in the hope that changing conditions
wiii allow mire to see the light of day.

Hiis dissertation 1is 1iIntended to introduce
O?cljiaaya ~—Fiotion L;is the S"erieia®."rsad™ of
African literatures. tte escpansi”™ refer”itial
framfiwork, snoifflfassing the Coagolese lailiea and
African critical theMary, provides a ftrcad bmsis for
fiorther investigation ittto otimt aam” csf Ffen™?
language writing froiji the eongo. For this, the
bibliographic ffia*foeerial 1Is an iImportan”™t reseajCEto
while tha dit(?elWwtraticn of a syncretic caritioal
approach suggests fruitful avenues of research into

the dynamic and innovative literatures of this Central

African region,.
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The JMCoad Wsstern-African polariaaticm e idie
titl® of this chapter would seem to suggest requires
careful @ua?i.ification, &vian though historical and
asat™ial realities aight appear to justify it* Wh®n
attemptiiig to trace general treisds, it is all too easy
to hlurr importanti distiiictions arad to negleet
axcs-eptions to »iee éategories- However, the ricshly
di*?srgent cult”al and linguistic zon” of Afriam
rerirfe that the fieild of reference be olearly
delimited. While many issues may infeed relate to thO
eskEperiesnoe of the asajority of Africaa™, or while
certain attittides may reflect those IBF most
Mrioailists”™ it 1is Iatportant n®t to 1ose isigic OF
experiences or Niffloirets which do not oonfrom to the
overall pattern.

Afripaua writers axsd intellectuals thsnselv©es have
often glossed over their differences in order to
present a united front in their opposition to the
political and cultural hii.”smony of the West, This wa.s
particularly so dtiring the fifites when reaction to
colonial domination reached 1its height, bringing
together Blade people throughout the world under the
banner of pan-ikfricanlsm. “rhat this 1idseal was

inherently aHibiguous could be seen at the I>rgnizer

20



Ggnarag Inteamational des Ecarivaiits et Artistes Mp.iss.
held in Paris in 1956. A brief consideraticm of this
and swiseigtaent cultural congresses will serve to
illustrate how discourse in the domain of African
wwriting and critical theory often cortains hidden
paradoxes.

The first Conaris international was conceived and
organised by the Presence Africaine group of writers
but every effort was made to ensure that the Black
world was wiisly represented. Nevertheless, while the
Diaspora was strongly pre.oant, the African continent
was unevenly represented, with only one delegate from
Central Africa and delegates from three Anglophone
countries as against ten Jrancophone countries. Not
surprisingly, the debate at this and at the second
international Congress held iIn Rome in 1959, was
predominantly Francophone. Other cleavages became
even more apparent in 1969 when the Festival Mondial
<les Acts Mfeares was held in April in Dakar and the
Premier Festival CultTxrel Pan-Africain was held in
Algiers in July-August. Criticism of the Negritude
movement was strongly voiced by Anglophone and Central
African delegates ard the Maghreb-sub-Saharan divide
became more evidento

In focussing upon the conflicting viewpoints
which surfaced during thase pan~Afrisanist gatherings,
the intention iIs not to discount the important role

they played in bringing together Black writers and
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int@ll@otuale™ as mil ls Mridanists, frcan tteoufhout
the world. Mevsrtbeless, it illustrates how divers®
geographical, histora.cal and linguistic conditions
make 1t impossible to treat African issues in all-
Orabracing way. This 1is particularly true with respect
to the divisions that the colonial era besgueathed to
Africa. Only too often, upoi,03loser examination,
"eBlaoJi” and “"MAfrican” are found to express the
experience or viewpoint of the predominantly
ITaneophone or Anglophone or even Lu: “phone sectors,
©iven that communication across these Ilinguistic
divides remains limited even today, thirty its after
independence, this is understandable * in
order to avoid an oveizsinjplification of vcomplex
issues, the author*?? views must be read in the ct™jitext
of a specific point of departxire.

A similar delimitation 1is required Tfor the
discussion of Western perceptions of African
literatures, given the size and diversity of the
field, in this chapter, it is not intended to malce a
comparative study of African writing in the various
linguistic zones. Nor 1is 1t 1intended to make a
systematic historical st\xdy of critical discourse,
since this would be merely duplicating the work
already done by others such as Locha Mateso in La
littérature africaine et sa critique*. The focus is on
certain contemporary critical trends which reveal aii

inherently Eurocentric viewpoint, with respect
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priisarily to Francophon© writing. At tiife smie tim«r
in order to maintain a broader African perspecstivo,
referenciB is frequently made to the debate amongst

Anglophone African writers ad, critics.

In an article published iIn Presence Afrioaing in
1970, Thomas Milone, the Cameroonian academic and
critic, discusses the issue of literacy criticism from
”1® point d® vue d"un Africain.” Here it must be
re»Ombered that Melon® iIs In fact expressing the view
of a Francophone African. The thrust of his argxraient
centres around the question of language; he maintains
ti“at to appreciate a piece of African writing the
oritic must understand its linguistic context. This
laises the question of the non-African critic"s
competence to pronctmce on African writing]| 1indeed,
MSlone writes that African literatixre has always
denounced the Europeans-

meconnaissancfe totale de [1°Afrique, doublfee

quelques Tfois d"une suzprsnante pretention a

posseder plus que quiconque I"intimitfe de ce
vaste et dferoutant continent. (18)

M8lone postulates that an essential requirement
of the literary critic is "une certaine assimilation
de la culture exposes.” He considers the Western
critic to be sadly lacking in this respect. This view
is not dissimilar to that of Frantz Fanon, although

Malone"s essay is less polemical than ™Racism® et
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culture™ wiiieh. haiS appeareal some Tifteen Frars
earlier.” In footlx essays, the underlying argumsnt
eliallenges the existence in Africa of a cultural
hierarchyj reflecting the political and economic
hierarchy established by the colonial administrations,
which was strongly racist 1in character. Whether
stated explicitly or implicitly, resistance to this
<"eolonisatioii of the mind"” dates back to the Negritude
movement, with its insistence on a distinctive African
identity, or "Africanity”/ However, Milone®3 concern
is less 1ideological and more literary than that of
Fanon and in terms of the critical approaohes which he
axplores, his article touches on a new period In the
oontemporary history of African critical discourse.
The turmoil of the sixties and three decades ©OF
independence have stimulated both Africimists and
Africans alike to pursue new directions. Western
images of Africa have oome a long way from those
pi“ojected 1in 1323 colonial Iliterature of the Ilate
nineteenth century and such theories of race as
expounded by Gobineau or Hegel are today largely
discounted. Nevertheless, the West"s taste for the
exotic continues to underpin many mythical
misconceptions regarding the realities of that "vast
and disconcerting continent." Furthermore,
iinderpinning the major part of critical discoxirse
since the late seventies, be it that of Africans or

Africanists, 1is a preoccupation with what makes
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Afi-10an writing «cliffsrent”. Uhat "saiffearcfttis#ss™ 1s
t*an th® stattas of a literarf darite™rion. Ta.is
{sspfeiitially mcial rather than raolst view irefleets a
teJTiaalolasly Earooentric perspective, whioh presupposes
Mestem writirig as the pole of referencO*

M th® same time, there emerges from much
corEtemporary critical discourse, both African and
Wiastern, another underlying theme suggesting a shift
in tsritioal perspeotiws and fruitful avenues of
57asRarch. During the eighties, an inGreasing number
of critics have moved sway from tiying to establish
the essentially Jsfrioan identity of a pie»@ of
writing, to sOai*ahing for critfcria that are grownied
in the realities of Africa* Instead O®F
csritioal debate teeing determined by a pre*established
point of arrival, that is, the tesft"s "Afrioanity**,
today th-ere is a repeated call for .a differiga%”.._poTiiat
Of departmrei ona that is firmly andhored in Africa.
In this, writers such as Mohautadou Kane, ladi laouro™a
or M.a M. Ngal join with their Anglophone
counterparts; Ngugi wa Thiongo, or Biodun Jeyifo or

Chidi Amuta.

One of th© Tfirst important critical studies to
focus on the current shift in critical perspectives is
Bernard Mouralis®™ dootoral thesis, published in 1984
under the title MtWatiar.e....Bt iivQloiapameQt. T-mt&

a detailed examination of tlie linguistic, cultural and
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ideologioal criteceia: evolved by both Afaficanists and
Africans to show the specificity of African writing,
Motiralis conclud®s that such specificity is an
illusion. In tliis, he challenges the very basis of
some of the most eminent Africanists®™ work which, in
its discourse and its theoretical framework,
implicitly shows 1itself to be following 1in the
Negritude tradition,® A brief look at the critical
writings of sucxh distinguished Africanists as Lilyan
JResteloot, Robert Cornevin or Jacques CSievrier will
show that the underlying question that they attempt to
answer is, to paraphmse Sartre, 7<Ju"est“Ce gues la
litt™hatmre africaine?”

A semiological study of 4die title of Jacques
Chevriear®s recently revised work jLittferature nfecrre
illustrates on the linguistic level a acaatQii falsa
premisei” T~e singttlar form of «litt#ratmafe™,
frequently used in titles by both African and French
critics, is today studiously avoided by those who are
concerned with the debate that centres arooind the
question of national and regional identities.®
“"African |literattire” denotes a homogenous body of
writing, grouping togaither works from coimtries as
historically, culturally and linguistically divers-e as
Senegal and the Congo. At first reading it could be
assumed that even Maghrebian writing is included 1in
this generalisation. The implications of this are

perhaps better appreciated if the terminology were to
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be transposed to Europe; in fact, what serious editor
would attempt to publish a critical analysis, 1iIn a
single volxime, of "European literature”? The use of
the singular collective noun reflects a concern to
find cosoiion, identifying factors, so sacrificing rich
diversity for all-inclusive surveys.®

"N&gre™ or ‘negro-africain” are other high
frequency linguistic elements which recur not only in
titles but also in the text of many critical works.
These terms are highly reminiscent of Senghor*’s
discourse and of critical writing In the sixties. As
recently as in 1985, Daniel~Henri Pageaux, Professor
of ©eneral and comparative Literature at the Sorbonne-
Paris 111 and Director of Harmattan®s collection
”Glassigues de demain', sees in Tchicaya U Tam"Si"s
novels "une descente dans I"imaginaire “n&gre-®."
Interestingly however, although no attempt is made to
define what is meant by the "imaginaire “negrs®,” the
use of 1Inverted commas around '“negre® iImplies a
certain reservation or sense of discomfort with the
term.

A closer reading of many important contemporary
critical works and articles shows that much research
is still based on the assumption that the africanlte
of a piece of writing is a literary criterion. In the
past, this "Africanness™ was defined 1in terms of
ideological or socio-cultural factors - Jahn and

Kesteloot"s early writing are prinie examples of this.
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LilliJ,0 «@Ot eriticis to#ay sfcow grsater iIintar©®”™ i»
lifcsrars? elsnts, scshi as riirren™fc 1i"ges, tiaaporaX
sisruc"tures or semantic devicesi nevertheless their
overriding concern 1is to 1identify aoikmon factors,
coaaentratin”™ on reseablances ratber tJian on
differences. This may in som:® way be explained by the
typically French or Western taste for diachronic and
synchronic syst”s, for tracing tendencies and for
drawing up satisfying Jbllans, While a panor”™iic
overview Is valuable for the literary historian or for
a general introducstion to the sxibject, the approach
Mml -t m 'M&jext .(ta-mtamaks. In the fit"-st;place 1t i®
neceasariXy limitea to the deacription JIF litetriEry
ifote amB8i fmrth™ m»t‘e, i1t does not or c”awat

exoeptions to the pattern. This can be illustrated in

ffiicrocosm by an analysis of a reoent nOTiber of Notre

A oompariscm of three oritieal articles which
constitute the section of the review devote<3 to
African writing per se, reveals a predominant concern
for the descriptive model.” Without specifically
justifying or clearly defining their critiaal
parameters, the authors, who concentrate on the novel,
refer to titles and writers from countries throughout
West and Central Africa, without afe™ays identifying
the country of origin. In fact, tlieir observations
are based on an extremely limited fund of eedcafcx? of

the 25 writers mentioned in all, six form the core of
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r“fference for all articles. Ttiea® aa? Sony
I ou Tansi (Congo)# Valentin mtdimia® (ZialrO)#
Terticsiya U Ta»"Si1 (Congo), Henri Lopes (Congo), Tiemo
Montocanbo (Guinea) and Jean-Marie Adiaffi (lvory
Coast). From this Qlimited basis, conclnsions are
reaohed about ™"typical” Tfeatures of contemporary
Mrican writing relating to theme, form and style, No
attempt is made to relate the writer or the texts to
tte geographical or soeio-ctiltural realities of the
region from where the novels originated and
inevitably, no mention is made of texts which do not
reflaot the trends that have been identifi«a» While
the articles mafce interesting readltigr they reduoe the
ricdi, often perplexing diversity of creative writing
frcan the Francophone regions of Africa to over-*
simplified, albeit it intellectually satisfying,
categoriesl

Es™kia Epiahlel© has voiced iIn his inimitable way

this typically Western taste for classifications:

Why does Mr Jahn want to parcel up Afx-ca in a
neat bundle? To sell us back to the white world?
--. 1 refuse to be put into the negrc pigeon hole
by people whose iInterest is to find you, pin you
down like a butterfly. ...

The concern to discover what constitutes a work"™s

"Africanness"” reflects an essentially racial notion of

otherness”. It iIs the expression, or indeed the
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restilt, of a predomiaanttly Mi?acmntrie pe”rspfeetiva oil
the part: of botfa wesfeerti oi™itios and M:eiloaiila ~ o liaw
adopted the Western oanon, Lltei-ary orltieial theorf
is the creation of th® West and iIn many ways it
sremains the "property” of the Western world. Even
after thirty years of independence, WeBtem hegemony
remains strong in Africa. It is difficult to escape
the pervasive assumption that, not only are French and
Enfli”™ universal langiaage®, bait algd the value
systaMS conveyed by those languages aare universal.
Hhe powerful economic resources of Western cotmtries
and the »onopaly they hold over Jo:intinf, publidati«i
and mariteete, oontinue to entrewch westsrn world viesrs.
In the domain of culture, Western traditions are all
too often taken as t”e nom® agairast whish other
traditiotismeasured.

Sony liabou Tami tafees the West to taelc tm; thl#
subject™ Stith |»rticular reference to received
criteria relating to theatre.” He points out that
south Americanv African or Indian theatre have
traditions as ancient as the West. They are fashioned
according to aesthetic criteria that are not
necessarily founded on notions of mimesis or cartesian
logic. Yet, despite more widely diffused knowledge
about other ancient civilisations, Western criteria
continue to hold the pivotal position against which

other forms of artistic expression are judged.
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LN"o®E£iMeiAal est im barbeire tons Ibb Intsntioiie
Ot dans ce QU"iIl a ds plus profond; instinct dm
rejet ds e<"attrtai*’, le don du »8pris de tout <M
qul bai est extSrieur; il ne tol&re ni
1" invention d*Mautres I"lielfs, ni le rsgwrd d autres
ymtm qua les siens sur le reel conventionnel.
(WBrouillon™ 2}

Labou Tansi, 1i1n his typically controversial
style, egresses an extreme position and
paradoxically, he would be one of the Tfirst to
recognise the insightful work of many Africanists siach
as for exaithis, the caieraains, who becaaie an integral
part of the cultural life of Brazzaville during the
late ~"o”s and early 7807s. However, while overt
patemalisra aaiongst Western critics is today rare® a
cdtparison of the various modes of critical analysis
that are practised will show that they Sjnplicitly
ag’autrie Western norms as their point of departure

In deHJonstratlag this, it is not iBten-dfed to
iiinimise the work of those who, through their
scdsolarship, their wide experience and theilr support,
have been 1iInstrumental 1iIn iIntroducing the Western
world to the riches of African writing. It is
nevertheless Important to pinpoint implicit
assximptions that in effect impede African creative
discourse from assuming 1its rightful place in te

world of literature.

It is appropriate to begin by considering the

ethnological and historical approaches which have made
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a miuatole cdrrtribtstien In dofidMiBenttef M3?iclaii
literatures. It was ethnologists sucli as 14
Frob«nius, Haarice Delafosse and lat«r, MAro©l
ariaule, who were amongst the Tfirst to interest
theaselvss in the cultural h,istory of Africa and they
played a major rols in revealing to Exirope the riches
of African plastic arts and oral traditions. However”
given their particular scientific perspective, they
regarded the different forms of creativB i”spress pn as
ethnographical doctments. ~his approach has hemn
developed by for example, Denise Paulme and GeneVifeve
Calaas-~1aula™ wtiose research into oral literatures
folliam Q! from Marcel Griaule®s work aiK)ng: the Bogon
pple. . ***

Africaniflt historians and sociologists value
litarary tasrfes In much the same way as the
ethaolosgisfcs, studying them in order to gain insights
into the life of particular social groups. On® euch
historian who did ingportant pioneeQC-ing work in
researching African literatures was Robert Corne™"in.
A tireless researcher and advocate of African writing/
Cojmevin was known and loved by writers from
Francophon® Africa and his works are invaluaible tools
of reference.*® However, the historical approach of
Comevin and otliers, such as Robert Pagsard, has two
limitations.N™" On the one hand, it views literary
texts as a means of exploring African history and in

so doing it not only priviledges content over
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exprsmslon but: it also fails to distinguisii between
reality and ficrfcion.

Furthermore, implicit in the chronological
structure of these studies is the notion of progress
or “improvement”®*; the assessment of African
literatures in terms of evolution from simple
beginnings to a stage of maturity. These stages are
invariably measured against European models. This can
be seen for example, 1iIn Cornevin®s historical survey
of theatre iIn West Africa. Although he recogni®ses the
inflijence on modem theatre of traditional dramatic
representations, the pareimeters of his research are
set by existing written texts which he catalogues,
beginning with the early schoolboy dramatisations of
daily life that first took place at the William Ponty
school 1n Goree, tTirough to ltalian-style theatrical
performances.

Inevitably, this approach tends to Tforeground
those texts that relate to Western criteria and little
or no mention is made of other popular, usually oral,
formsS of drama which have no significant covmterpart
in the West today but which exist in many different,

vibrant forms in Africa.

The concern to understand African writing in
terms of its "literariness” 1is a relatively recent
development.*” From the late seventies and

particularly during the past decade, there have been
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a Wrtiar of critical approaches based on a aore
literary then sooio-historical tjreatment of creative
>;r, iting» Undoubtedly tha Frencii structuralists and
semiologists have been influential 1in this welcoae
foous on fojft® image emd expressive techniques.

In contrast to panoramic surveys of African
literature which teni to priviledge content over
style, there are an increasing number of critics who,
working within the parameters of a single writer or
region, investigate and endeavour to explain a
specific poetic Iimaginaire. For example, fnard
Mouralis has looked at the work of Mongo Bfiti and of
the Zairean writer, V.Y. Mudimbe.*® Roger and Jirlette
Chemain have concentrated on aspects of Congolese
writing ,nd Hoger Godard has analysed the mythical
universe of three Congoles® poets.

Such critics approach their subject froja a
variety of angles, ©aoh contributing tlieir own special
experience and insights, yet a common thread can be
perceived running through their work. Direct or
oblique references to Western, more precisely French
models, establish a isackdrop against which African
writing is implicitly measured. A few examples will
illustrate this.

In their Panorama critique de Ila littferatiore
conaolaise contamperaine. the Chemains judge Sony
Labou Tansi"s desire to change life as tr”'s

rimbaldien.This intertextual approach is
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problematic Tfirstly becausts it assmoes, without
explicitly defining them, Eurocentric criteria.
Purtharmore, it 1is questionabl™i5 to what extent a
comparison tatween Sony Labou Tansi and Arthur Rimbaud
is enlightening for the reader of Sony"s disconcerting
theatre.

It is true that comparisons to French writers are
often intended 1> a complimentary way® as th®
following quotation with respect this time to a play

by Lylvain Beaiba wi?l show;

On doit Jlouer 1"auteur d”~Euroshlma d"avoir
retrouvfe cette po”sie dec bas-fonds urbains, ce
"fantastiqu® social” des Misgirables ou des
Mvstferes de Paris et d"avoir su en restituer
I"iquivalent actual et africain. (Panorama 125)

Leaving aside the tmconsciouuly patronising tone
and without speculating on the response of the writers
themselves to such comments, the fundamental drawback
to this comparative approach is that it subverts the
very text it purports to explain. The French text or
writer is evoked not only as a literary landmark but
also as a measure of quality, without giving
definition to the basis of that comparison. This has
the effect of diverting attention away from the
specifically African context which has shaped the text
and which distinguishes the writing of Sony Labou

Tansi and Sylvain Bemba from Rimbaud*”s fin de sié&cle
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laisillusion with society or fraaa Hiifo"s poatic
response to conditions in nineteenth century Frmnae,
The cheaaains do not hasitate to judge cejrbain
authors severely. Their manner recalls the often
peremptory style of Dorothy Blaix*, whose tendency to
make unnuanced pronouncements is 1illustrated by her

following assessment of Mariama B&"s second novel:

. .the weaknesses of Un chant i1oarlate, as with
the rojmn M thé&se in general, arise from the fact
that the author has contrived a situation to
accommodate her thesis, and then created
characters to act out the morality to its
raelodramatic denouement. (Senegalese Literature
139)

The Ghemains liken Etmtanuel Dongala®s Tirst
novel, Al _fjjNl...dag 15,
to the strident calls for freedom made by writers and

artists under the Third Republic.

POut-8tre le souvenir de la liberti brandissant

1"Standard de la revolt®© sur les barricadas de

1830, telle que I1"a peinte Delacroix, ou encore

Rimbaud symbolisant le Paris de la Commune par

1"image de ”’la rouge courtisane aux seins loiards

de bataille”, sont-ils pour quelque chose dans

cett® sc&ne. fTPanorama 93)

An interesting fTeature of this Intertextual
approach 1i1s the assumption that a yovxng writer, (in
this case one who completed all his schooling in the
Congo and went to France only after spending seven
years in the United States, where ho obtained an MSc

in chemistry) should be so susceptible to artistic
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iiifluences from *la Belle Epoque™ in Frants —that W.emm
would deterjfiine the shape and style of his novel. Yet
no consideration 1Is given to patterns of artistic
expression and narrative techniques from within the
writer"s own culture, which would surely be a more
decisive factor.

The Chemains devote a further eight pages to a
predominantly thematic analysis of the novel, which

they consider to fall short of the achievements of,

amongst others, Zola and Hugo. They regret in
particular the aany factual ‘errors ' and
“inconsistencies”. Their final word is

Quelques mois d"un travail supplementaire
d*~lagage avant de 1le remettre t |[I"Miteur
©assent sans doute permis t ce prsailer roman
d™Eipianuel Dongala d"etre aussi un grand roman.
(Panorama 101)

Clearly this opinion was not shared by all, since
Un fugll, was awarded th® EEixJoadisiai
Dormandi in 1974 for tlie best book written in French
by a foreigner. Th® reaction of a young compatriot,
Dominique Matanga, writing In La Semaine Africaine.
reflects the indignation of African writers at the
Western critic”s arrogant, albeit it often
unconscious, belief iIn the inviolability of a

particular set of aesthetic criteria:
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On n® areconnalt. pas les v6ritables diBtejftsions de
I"~critiure congolaise sans references hasardeuses
et Tantaisistes atuc mouvemsnts litt8rair®s
occidentaux.

In their Panoraina critique d® ii__ litdfceratiaZs
I, the chemains have attempted to do on a
national scale what others have offered on a
continental scale,* that 1is, give a schematic and
therefore necessarily superficial overview of the
richly divergent creative discourses that have emergp™®
from the Congo during the past forty years. Arlette
Chemain herself suggests a more fTruitful approach in
an article published in 1978. Here she applies the
structuralist or th® psychoanalytic method to specific
texts, such as Kourouma®s Les sol™l Is  des
Independences or Tchicaya U TaMi"Si"'.s poetry.

Mor®© recently, in La ville dans le roaan africain
and mor® especially in imaginaire dans 1le roman
africain. Roger Chemain has developed a different
approach.”™ These two works are exceptional iIn that
they take the text as the starting point for an in-
depth exploration of certain images and structures of
the imaginary mind. Furthermore, where analogy 1is
drawn between features of the African novel and the
European tradition, it is not iIn order to imply valu©
judgements but rather to extend the paraiaeters of theb
investigation. Gilbert Durand, who wrote the
introduction to L~Imaginaire dans.le roman africain”®

observes that this is a study of the Francophone
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novel/, ”“enfin 8mancip8 de nos ideologies, de bos
categories, dO© nos philosopliies.. . (@ "imaginajye 9
The choice of Gilbert Durand to introduce his work is
not fortuitous, for Chemain®s methodological approach
is vmequivocally psycho- or raythoanalytic.
Importantly however, his exploration into the roots of
the African imaginair® takes full cognisance of each
writer®’ socio-historic context. He concentrates on
one oeuvrm at a time in a series of what could be
termed monographs, and then in more rapid studies,
shows how certain recurrent structures can be found in
other texts*

Eoger Sodard too has opted for this
psycaiciinalyti© approach, calling upon Bachelard®"s
theory of archetj”al images as well as African
mythology to explore the imaginaire of three Congolese
poets. Emch a multi-facetted approach is fundamental
to an laaderstanding of American writing, as will be
argued more fully in the following chapter. However,
Sodard"s method is only partially satisfying because
his critical perspectives remain fTirmly grotinded in
Europe, A hint of this is given in his preface, where
he refers to his attempt to 'saisir les Elements
caractristiques d"une esthetique typiquement negro-
afrioaine*". fTrois po&tes 6; emphasis added). This
sets Godard firmly in Europe, from which perspective
African cultures and the rich diversity of the poetic

imaginairé& are contained in a "typically negro-african
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aegttefeie. soaard Iws moif -feadten the i1itgortgjffe
caritisal **leap“ taiat eimbles the poetic discourse to
be studied =from a perspective groundad 1in the
realities of its socio-political and cultural context.

Tiis application of Western critical models is
widely pr&Mi-i™>", not on3y by French but also by other
European ora American = »wuwsts A While an
analysis of English-"anguacje critical works with
respect to African writing would extiiind beyond the
scope of this study, reference can be made to thssss
who have given attention to French-language writers.
Two a4 Africanists, Gerald Moore and Bemth
Lindfors, have been severely castigated by . %e
Soyinka in his essay ""The critic and societys Barthes,
leftocracy and other mythologies.”® While Soyinka“®s
comment that ™certain European critics proceed from
the abyss of Ignorance on which they must erect a
platform™ calls for considerable reservation, the
central point of his argument holds? that is, these
critics examine African writing from an essentially
Western view point. Another often quoted critic from
across the Atlantic 1is Albert Gerard. His approach
being egisentially historical, he gives some
interesting insights into the existence of pre-
colonial written African texts.”™ However, a comment
such as the following, which opens his essay

"Preservation of Tradition in African Creative
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teiting/* ftadicatas Ixow vreaoired at tissss his

standpoint is from Mrioa.”

The i1nfluence of tradition upon the birth and
growth of modarn literature in sub-Saharan Africa
"aeals at first to have been primarily negative,
if we consider the novel as a representative
example, critics™ both European and African, are
unanimous in deploring the deficiencies In
Gharacter-delineation so conspicuous in most
modern African novels. 35

Such c«nments highlight the shortcomings of a
mode of criticism which views African writing from a
standpoint that 1is Tfirmly grounded 1in a Western
aesthetic.

A last example will illustrate the 1issues that
polarise Western Critics and African writers. An
important conference was held in May 1989 by CERCLEF
on the subject of French-language literatures.” It
attracted a considerable number of critics and writers
from not only Africa and the Indian Orsean islands but
Plso Europe and Canada. From the start, controversial
questions such as the notion of ”la Francophonie™ were
addressed and debated in a spirit of frank
confrontation. Of more immediate interest for the
present discussion was the negro-African workshop,
where some 26 papers were presented, 16 of which by
Africans.

Lilyan Kesteloot, probably the best-known French
Africanist present at the workshop, made her

contribution at the Tfirst session.”® The subject was
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*lla poesie afyioaine francoplicjnO: iisat ac?ta®l et
f@r"Octdve«.«" - K&s-fcelsot™® attmss™md to classify
p&etsY «csro#« FenQla~s|>-ealcing sub-Saharaii Bfrios, MT&m
Senefal to the Congo. She than proceeded to divide
conteififjcirary poets into two categoriesi “pofetes
alphaMtes™ and "'poBtes professeurs'”. The foraer she
identified as poets who, unlike the first generation
of Mrican writers, had had a "formation incan™lete%
airt whose insttfficient mastery af French resulted in
cliches, plagiarisms and at best,, surprising
forirulatxons. The solution she proposed foe- them was
to wjite in their mother tongue and have their worl:
translated. »#. "po$tes professeurs™ were defined as
aaocs-e wha hm*we a world oonGeption of poetky, ™"les
2354s™ " —;-hiiritiers. d™une double culture ,alriGain®. et
occidentale ,"” although she conceded that ttoey did at
times run the risk of being t™o academia,

fredictably, such evaluations, which assessed poetic
esi>«ession in tentES of Western notions of originality
and linguistic norms, evoked sharp reaction from the
African participants. As Andrfe Bokiba, an academic
fi“on Brazzaville, was to point out the next day, there
exists an obsession amongst Western critics to
identify exceptional artistic creation and to sustain
a critical discourse that approaches poetic art f3tan

a normative rather than from an experiential basis.



tinderpiraiing this evaluative approach is tie
system of literary awards introduced fay the Wast,
Again, it is not iIntended to belittle the intentions
of the donors nor to underestimate the contribution
that the resultant p“oblicity has made in disseminating
African writing and helping writers to escape the
ghetto-l11Jce situation which illiteracy and poverty
create in Africa. However, despite the presence of
African writers on the adjudicating boards, it is
inevitable that those works which do not comply to
some degree with Westeim models and fashions will be
precluded. Many would concur with AndrS Bokiba, who
sees the award of a European literary prize as
signalling the writer"s degree of e"dferacinement par
rapport a 1 Afrique, It must be recognised that,
albeit unintentionally, the Ilajrge number of prises
awarded in Europe TfTor specifically Africcin or
Francophone writing convey with them subtle but
nonetheless influential neo-colonial undertones and
se-rve to entrench what Ngugi Wa Thiongo has aptly
described as the African"s persistent tendency to see

himself with the eyes of an outsider.”

Reference has been made to the issue of "la
Francophonie” which gives rise to polemical debate not
only on the part of the French-speaking African states
but also among Belgians and French Canadians. The

debate 1s an important one because it reveals the
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giscteit.  to world 1iriews coisaorily held in
metropoHtao PrsRo® differ fiindaRent.ally f3fo» tliose of
didtics Frenah-speaking nstions. The Gonfrontation
resches beyond guastions of Qlanguage and economic
ties, or heg®»ony as some would have it, to reveal
that the Ossential factor is one of identity.

It is widely recognised that French speakers from
heyond the frontiers of **la haxagone™ have a dual, if
not multiple, cultural heritage but the profound
contlifijt tiiat this can create 1is net immed™t™ly
obvious for those who are bom into a primarily raono-
mltural environment, particularly one which ©n”oys a
dominant position in the world. For Senghor to
advocate cultural “ffiStissage™™ culminating in some sort
of universal civilisation, is to gloss over the fact
that in many iImportant respects, elements of one
culture can stirvive only at the expense of the otjier.
This 1is nowhere more true than in the domaine of
language, where the passion with which opposing
positions are maintained is evidence of how acutely
pertinent the issue Iis.

In Africa the divisions are particularly sharply
drawn and the African writer finds himself trapped in
a web of contradictory imperatives, both practical and
ideological. In literature, these tensions manifest
themselves in the text and the metatext, in ways which
are not always iImmediately understood by the Western

reader, Centriil to the 1issue 1iIs the question of
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language. This is one of tJiIO most l&'ortaint: factor©
that deteraine not only th© way in which writers view
themselves but also the reception of African writing
in tho West,

At the risk of over-simplif jrg the debate, the
opposing stances can be illustrated by turning to the
Anglophone zones of Africa. On the one hand are the
pragaatists who, like Achebe or Chinweizu, advocate
the use of an international la.nguage such as English
or ?reaah. On the other haiid are those who would
support Mgugi Wa Thiong“c and Adewala Maja-Pearce, who
thall for the us®© of African languages in creative

writing. Writing in 1985, Maja-Pearce states:

To write in European languages 1is, fTor the
African writer, to define his society within
European tBjatis of reference. This iIs necessarily
to his disadvantage since it not only places a
severe limit on what he am usefully say about
his society but, being the language of his
oppressor, 1is automatically hostile to his view
of the world.

This echoes the dile”a expressed in the thirties
by many French-language African writers, and critics
such as Thomas Melone. The Caribbean poet, Lfion
Laleau®s often quoted poem Trahison” has lost nothing

of 1ts poignancy iIn this respect:

Ce coeur obsdedant, gui ne correspond
Pas t mon langage ou a mes costumes,

Et sur legusl mordent, comme \in crampon,
Des sentiments d"empanuit et des coutmes
D"Europe, sentez-vous cette souffranc®O
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Et. 0 e dessspoir a iwil autre 4gal
DMapprivoiser, avec des »ots de Prance,
Ce coeur qui m"est venu d% Senegal?

Yet it is perhaps understandable that Western
critics and readers view with some impatience, if not
oynieism, the stance held by Ngugi or Maja-Pearce,
that Africans should use their mother tongue for
creative writing. From a Western perspective,
practical considerations of readership and publishing
militate overwhelmingly in favour of a “universal”
language such as French or English. But this is to
roduoe language to a coramnicative function and to
i“ore the distinction between laixguB euid parole,
which the soaio- and psycholinguists have explored,
at this level, langiisgci inesctricably
intertsrined with experiential and ideological 1issues.

Today In sub-Saharan Africa the position held by
Fren<Dh-"1language writers is ambiguous, especially in
comparison with the more ejctrsm® stance maintained by
many Anglophones, against the hegemony of European
languages. The reasons for this may in part be
attributtsd to the different attitudes towards African
languages shown by tha colonial administrations. For
example, France imposed th™ use of Frcnch throughout
the colonial schooling and administrative systems,
firmly entrenching it as both a status symbol and a
means to advancement. By contrast, in the British

colonies, African Jlanguages were used 1iIn junior
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schools and the t-jfanscription of varnaetilar languages
was encouraged« Furthermore, while difficult, to
laaasure, the French reverance TfTor their languige
undotibtedly conveyed itself to their students and in
part explains pronouncementt such as that of Senghor,
who defended his use of French in passionate terms;
=Car je sals ses ressources pour l1l7avoir gcHtS, mSche,
enseignS, et gu™il est la langue des dieux.”™

Such a stance has understandably aroused the ire
of many African writers, particularly Anglophone, who
see It as a sign of aocultiiration, of alienation and
even capitulation to European hegemony. Nevertheless,
today most Francophone African writers seeta to have
made their peace with French. Indeed, they express
some irritation at being frequently asked by Western
critics whether they are able to express
satisfactorily their deepest thoughts in a "borrowed”
language. For many, the f*nguage debate has the
effect of clouding more impof W issues. Tchicaya T
Tam*Si"s stance was that; 711 faut etre apatride de la
Igngue pour etre de plein-pied au coeur d"une autre
quete plus longue.

The historical and socio-cultural backgroiond to
the language debate 1In Francophone ifrica has been
documented by Mouralis in Litterature et
dg8veloppement. The range of positions helc? amongst
Africans writing in French has also been frequently

discussed by leading Africanists. Howevell, awareness
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of tha complexitims of the issue is generally oonfijjo#
to th® relatively small circle of Westerners wiio have
Made a specialised study of African writing. As far
as the general reading public is concerned, many find
it difficult to condone the "libeirties™™ which African
writers take with the French language, as they adapt
it to make it a tool capable of expressing their
speciiic experience and world view. Even for those
who are well-disposed towards the African affirmation
of political and cultural independence, it 1is not
always easy to accept that the French language is not
the exclusive property of the French nation.
Innovative manipulation of the French leinguage®s rich
resources 1iIs often perceived negatively as the
violation of linguistic canon.

From the African perspective, the parolm
a,fricain@ is profoundly ambiguous, reflecting a love-
hate relationship characteristic of rfany African
writers® rapport with the French language. Sony Labou
Tansi, whose mastery of Brench 1is all the more
extraordinary iIn that he First came in contact with iz
when he began his secondary schooling in the Congo,
replies in his own 1inimitable way to the familiar
ancusation that "les Africains abatardisent et

vampirisent la langu® frangaise.

Je me considfere comme un voleur de conscience.
Pour la langue franyaise c“est un choix. CTest
u.i rapport d”emour que j"ai avec cette langue.
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at iftas w> rappoirt amour, cbadtm fait 1 amsur
salon son calent et sa g&nSrosit.§.

Conte;tiporary African writing then often leaves
the French reading public feeling uncomfortable;
readers find disconcerting the neologisms, the
unfamiliar syntactical structures and the strange
idioms. This discourse is a far cry from the romantic
exoticism that conjures up visions of far away places.
Ind®®d, it raises questions that challenge the
inviolability of their place in the world.

It 1is IMipoxii-ait, however, to qualify the
aforegoing ty noting a trend in France, evident since
the late eighties, towards an 1increasing degree of
tolerance regeirding language issues. The
traditionally noi"mative approach which, since the time
of Vaugelas had endeavoured to prescribe rules of
«good taste” 1is being modified by a concern to
describe actual upag®. Borrowings, bO they from
English or from Africa, are less vehemently
repudiated. Regionalisms are gaining respectability
and variations are legitimised by the commercial
success of such publications as the Dictionnaire dii
francais Plus, which devotes considerable attention to
linguistic items peculiar to Canada or Quebec. In the
domain of teaching French as a foreign lan-:(uage, there
iIs some evidence that the bastion of metropolitan

French is being challenged.
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Writing in Diagonales in 1091, Clatida Olivieri;
foriner coordinator for Africa at the Ministry of
Foreign Affair"s Direction G™n~rale des Relations.
Culturell®a, Sciemtifigues et Tegjinlcn.gs, majJck®s an
eloquent defense of lingai”tic variations in African
writing.@® He points out that the creative
exploration of the French Jlanguage®”s expressive
potential places the African writer in a position of

giver instead of the traditional receiver.

Quelle plus grande satisfaction pour un fecrivain
francophone du Sud que de pouvoir dire a uii
francophone de langue maternella; 'Regarde-moii
je suis capable d™crire dans une langue plus
feralle que oelle que tu m"as apprise, c"est le
cadeau gue je te voulais faire,”

At the political and economic level, France”s
changing relatiotiship with the Francophone world and
the development of structures such as the Sommets de
Chefs d"Etat et de Gouvernement. which vas instituted
in 1986, has had further repercussions regarding the
way the French people view themselves iIn relation to
the rest of the world.

Closer to home, and certainly of more pertinence
to the majority of the French people, is the emergence
of the European Community. The disintegration of
previously rigid economic and political frontiers has
created among the partners a more iInternational

consciousness and har had impoirtant ramifications with
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ifespect to th® traditional reRlstioii#iiip betXjean

languafs, literature and national identity.

1™onevesr, whil« tile notion of pluralit;”®
establisn®s itself in cultiiral and economic spheres,
school and university programmes continue to reflect
a predominantly monopolistic notion of literature.
The views of Roger Fayolle aro significant in this
regard, since his fTormation and experience make him
eminently well qualified to pronoiince upon a system
which he knows from the inside,”” Fayolle was a
student of the prestigious Ecole Normale SupSrieure
(1.N.S.), where he later retxirned to teach. He was
I>rofassor of French Literature at the I.N.S. and is
presently Professor of French at Paris IV - La
Sorbonne. He received em education typical of his
oonti”poraries for whom, in his words, the study of
the classics was viawec! as the '"voie royale de la
selection.” @ While taere have been considerable
reforms to the French educational system over the past
Tifty years, Fayolle observes tiiat priorities have not
changed significantly; emphasis remains focussed on
teaching the masterpieces of French literature, whose
line of descendence can be traced back to the
literature of antiquity. Outside of this illustrious
body of writing, 1is only '"ignorance ou barbarie.”

Fayolle goes on to say;
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Aitisi s"est troave Int&rioris6, dans I/espartt de
la plupart des Elites sdleotiormfees par iiotre
systSaie sexalaire et universltaire, par la voie
(et la woix) des etudes [litteraires un
iffiperturtcatol®  sentiiegjife de  sureriorit4 par
rapport a tout ce qul n"est pas lMunivers
Gulturel franco-latino-greo (d™ailleurs penju &
travers quelques archfitypes ructexirs) .
sentiment de supS8riorit§8 auquel 1"expansion d®
I"imp8rialisme frangaise au cours du_ sifecle
dernier offrait sur 1le terrain confirmation
pratique @t occasion coamode de s® manifester.
Beauooup d"entre nous ont, innocemment et
naiveaBnt, retire d"une telle formation beaucoup
plus de certitudes que de curiositSs, plus
d*orgueil que de modestie et, au mieux (ou au
pis?) un certain esprit d& missions [IMenvie
d"apporter aux ignorants et aux barbares Ila
connaissance de la vraie beaut#=-et de la vraie
sagesse. (37)

Fortunately there is enough evidence of
exceptions to this rule to qualify Fayolle"s acerbic
observations, which undoubtedly have offended many of
th™ French intellectual and professional elite.
Nevertheless, a closer look at educational programmes,
particularly at the tertiary level, gives credance to
his asseirtions.

A  Tull and comprehei!\sive survey of school
literature programmes and textbooks in France would b®
beyond the scope of this study. In general however,
it can be said that little iImportance 1iIs given to
French-language literatures fiom Africa. They are not
taught systematically and those texts that do appear
on the programme are predominantly the ’classics”™ from
the first generation of writers, such as the poetry of

Senghor, Bernard Diop®"s folk tales or Enfant noir by

Camara Laye. This 1is perhaps understandable, sine®

52



ruch mftssts are aatiOnggt tae least d;isoonceirt.iii™ fo3f
Moladlar® whvo have ll0]l: been exposed to otlier aestlietie
sfsteaas™ Little or no attention 1is given to
oentaiftporary African writing. Certainly the names of
Warewer®>jjiking or williams Sassine or even Sony Labou
/-~tci and Henri Lspes, who enjoy a significant
reputation in France, would not elicit much response
from the aOr>gifA French Iycfeen.”®

fh® more Autonomous university prograjiaaes allow
for a degree of flescibility in the cotirses that they
offer and many txniversities have options in
Franioophone or Afrioan literatures, usually at the
level of Masters or the DEA (the Tfirst part of
docto"rial studies). At some universities, interest in
Afriean literature 1is given particular impetus thanKs
to the efforts of well-Known Africanists, who work iIn
comparative 1isolation usually within the departments
of French or GomparativO I»iteratare. For example.
Bernard Moxiralis is at the University of Lille 1Il an4
Arlette cheaain 1is at the University of Nice,
However, for the most part, African literatures do not
form part of a systematically structured programme.
According to Bernard Mouralis, this is “une discipline
fragile et pas encore vraiment reconnue. His view
is confirmed by the fact that in 1985 there were less
than 10 doctorats d"Etat on a subject relating to

African literatures.*\"



It is mfl.03rt.snt to note that certain universities
liava researcli centres devoted to Franoophon® Or
afriean literatwss. The best-known of these are in
laris and they provide the wox*king base for a
relatively small circle of French Africanists.
Professors Robert Jouanny and Jacques Chevrier have
long been associated with C.E.R.C.L.E*F. (Centre

at, de gur les Civilisations.
Lancruas et LIttiratures d""Expression Francaise), which
is based at Paris XllI-Val de Marne. This Centre was
founded in 1979 and has been responsible for two major
Francophone conferences as well as frequent smaller
colloquies, It disseminates information, encourages
resear<3h and runs courses in Franc»“ ne literatures,
in the Department of General and Comparative
Literature at Paris 111-1a Sorboniia Nouvelle, iInterest
in African writing is stimulated by Professor Daniel-
Bienri Pageaux while a Centre d"Etude™s Francophones at
the University of Paris X111 (Paris-Nord) is headed by
Professsor Jean-Louis Joubert. At the University of
Paris 1V-La Sorbonne, a new Centre International
d**Etudes Francophones (C.1.E.F.) was created in 1990.
The President of C.1_E.F."% administrative council is
Professor Robert Jouanny. There are several other
research centres in Paris which are not attached to a
university, such as C.H.E.A.M. (Centre de Hautes
Etud#™:.sur et , the C#nteke

___ AxseticpiRgs, the Centre de Recherches
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lealties« m wsll as libraries miait a®© tijat Of tfed©
GaaHre d*3Et-udes f¥fc de Dogtunentation sxir 1 /Mricma et
I"Oti-fcre-Mer (G.E.D.A.G.M.), the litoraries at the Musie
da Ftoffijee and the Acad”™mie des Sciences d""Qutre--MeK>
the docmentation centre at Radio France
Internationale (R.P.1.) and the Bibliothfegiae
Nationale. Apart from the latter, these libraries and
research centres are frequented by a relatively small
and specialised public, many of wham are foreign
Students ai” researchers.

Outside of Paris, the most significant centre for
A"riean studies is at the University of Bordeaux.
Here the Centra d™ltude d™Afriqug Noire (C.E.A.N.)/
fotinded in 1958” functions within the larger framework
of the Institut d“Etudes Politiaues. It offtfers post-
graduate studies leading to a doctorate in African
Studies and, although as its situation suggests,, it is
primarily donaerned with historical, socio-political
and economic issues, cultural life emd teaching
comprises one of the fourteen areas of research.
Professor Alain Ricard, Diarector of Research at the
National Research Centre (C.N.R.S.) and responsible
for the literature, “anguage and cultural section, has
been affected to the C.E.A.N. He has piiblished widely
in the domain of African Iliteratures, especially
theatre.

When viewed iIn the contejct of ,some 5Q major

ujiiversitifts and research centres 1in France, the

55



2"elatively minor implantatic*i of Francophone“Afrioan
stujdie® can be appreciated. Furthemore, as the names
@Ff »any of these rsé&earch centres indicate, African
literatures often fall within the wider paraiaeters of
Francophone or socio-political studies.

It is perhaps understandable that African
literatures appeal to a relatively small nuiaber of
students and teachers. Unlike African art™ music and
sculpture, which are perhaps more readily integrated
into Western systems of arfexstic appreciation, African
writing not only challenges the literary discourse and
canon of metroplitan French literatvire but also the
stttdy and appreciation of it requires considerable
effort. In order to analyse the creative text itself,
it Is necessary to acquire® a solid understanding of
the historic and socio-cultural context. Fuirthermore,
it is a field that is expanding rapidly and it is not
easy to keep abreast of contemporsary African creative
writing nor of the critical and scientific works which
are progressively challenging the monopoly until now

held by Western critical discourse.

Interest in African literatures is of course not
confined to academic circles and some of the most
dyneimic work on promoting African theatre Iin
particular comes from other queirters.

Reference has already been made to the Festival

International desFrancophonies in Limousin. The 8th
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feeti“vaX was hela, iila SoteeOotbsr—€cizcoer 1991 and a
briof aoootmt of it will give soae i1dea how it has
grown into an iImportant oulttaral Ovent, attracrfsihg
wide national and international attention. In all
sc»e 1S2 artiists from 14 countries participated, of
whom as were writers and producers with an es-fcablished
reputation. (10 from sub-Saharan Africa, 6 from
Canada, 4 from the Maghreb, 2 from France and one from
each of Belguim, Reunion, Hartinigue and Iltaly). The
Festival enjoys considerable official suppoart, with 72
invited guests representing Ministeries, U.N.E.S.C.0. ,
mltural centres, arts councils and cultiaral
associations. Dxiring the 12 days of the
Festival, over 50 theatrical and musical performances,
poetry readings and other cultural activities toolc
place, as well as 28 presentations in SGhools and 15
screenings of Francophone films. An interesting
feature were the foxir artistic workshops* These
activities took place not only in Limoges, the capital
town of Limowsin where the Festival first began, but
also in 11 towns 1iIn the region. An important new
dimension has been added i:0 the Festival, with five of
the theatrical groups vindertaking tours during the
course of the year to other French centres and, in the
case of Werewere Liking"s Ki-Yi Mbock troup, to
Berlin, Belgitim and Mexico. [In Limousin itself, the

Festival attracted audiences from all over the world
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aJsS iKsr® lihaa S 000 placses were taSie» for [lll6
ttosa™trical performanctes alone.

9I7R empfaasis of tlie Festival is twofoMi firs™bly
on the creation an4 development of international
dialogue and secondly, on cr”tivity. The Festival
not only gives established artists the opportunity to
present new works but also launches young, as yet
untatotm writers. In order to offer conditions
af#iMitteive to writing, since 1988 invited writers have
been hosted at iiinoges for three months prior to the
Festival as "writers in residues.” Given the
matp*rial and political constraints under which laayr
Ospecially African, writers live and work, this
provided a valuable opportunity tc reflect and write#
Gmlininatiag usually in a publication or performance
during the Festival."® The concept is to be expanded
next year with the opening of the '"Maison des
francophonies™ which will be a house accommodating
folar writers or artists for the dviration of the
Festival. There will be offices, a conference room,
a library and video room, all with a view to
facilitating dialogue and creative composition.

The work of the Festival is not confined to 12
days of cultural activities during September-0October
of each year. Many of the texts read or produced
dxiring the Festival are later published and a journal,
Lft Traversier, Keeps national and international

subscaribers informed of cultural events iIn the
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Francophone world and of activies sxirrounding the
Festival itself.

The Festival attracts considerable attention from
the Biedia. Qe local and national radio and
television networks broadcast interviews with the
artists and the organisers, poetry and play readings
and discussions. Prograinmes are transmitted

internationally to Europe and on Radio Fran-"e

If the Festival International des Francophonies
has been discussed at some length, it is in order to
show the degree of commitment and innovation on the
part of a relatively small group of organisers,
directed by Monique Blin. By giving material support
to “.Tritery from the Francophone world, they have
contributed significantly both to creative production
and equally importantly, to the French public™s:
awareness and appreciation of other world views and

aesthetic criteria.

Other teams of people, who are equally committed
to the promotion of African writing, work within the
structures of Radio France Internationale. Apart
from the comprehensive archives manned by Chantal
Nouarrit, French-language literatures are disseminated
in a variety of ways to listeners both in France and
across the Francophone world. The most influential

has undoubtedly been tha holding of radio competitions
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such, as tKe Goncou™j n“hagtral In“berafricaiii ajid the
Gop.eours RadlophoHlcme de la Meilleure Mcyuvglle da
Lancnie Francalse. Tbe former has perhaps had the
greatest impact and it is worth looking more closely
at its history and activities.

Begun in 1968, the 18th Concours was held in
1991. Although the latest available full report is of
the 14th Concours, this is adec[uat6é to f?how the
growing interest that the progre me inspires. It is
run in conjunction with 22 African radio station®/
A.C.C.T. and U.H.E.S.C.0. as well as Ministry of
Cooperation and DevelopKient and the J?’stitut Culturel
Africain. DuriiT.g an initial selection procedure,
each play is read by two people, one of whcsm is eitlier
a tuiiversity person or a dramatist from Africa. The
winners are chosen by an international panel of
judges, of whom two thirds are A"""ican. The panel is
headed by the well-known Mauritian poet, Edouard
Maunick. The public®s participation is enlisted by
means of a listeners® prise.

For the TFfirst Concours. 125 manuscripts were
submitted from 14 countries. This grew to 4 871
manuscripts from 25 countries for the 14th Concoiirs.
Writers from the Maghreb participated for the first
time in the 12th Concours, signifying an important hew
stage in Frarico-Maghrebian relations.The prizes in
1991 comprised a total of 45 000 FF, a study bursary

in Franc® for the winner, and lo 000 FF worth of
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equipreii“fc  for thd theatrical group wirininf tHa
vivant" Srectlon. Such  prizmm are
particmlarly attractive to writers wfic struggle under
difficult material conditions in Jlaosst African
oi, >rles. However, of equal i1f not greater value is
the international exposure that 1is assured the
winners: th® plays that reach the finals are recorded
in th© author®s own country to be diffused over all
tha radio stations of Africa and the Indian ocean
associated with the Concotirs. Many of these plays are
later edited by, amongst others, Harmattan in the
revue ThMtre Sud> One of the plays 1is produced on
video and th© winning play is produced for thO
and sent on toxir through several African and Eiaropean
countries. In addition™ the winning plays reach large
audiences at the Festival International at [liimoges
where, since 1988, a theatrical workshop called
Atelier Theatre et Radio is run. Here professionals
from many different countries meet and work together,
with special emphasis on radiophonic theatre.

The stated aim of the .SQncQurs__ 1TMStSM
Interafricain is two~fold; to make the authors better
known and also to ™amener le plus grand nombre
dauteurs a SS oonnaltre, & sTauthentifier. The
somewhat paternalistic ring of this statement in Jean
Delpierres®™ report on the 14th Coneours is better
underFtood if read iIn th© light of the preceding

paragraph;
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Com»e nous I"Mavons fait les armees prfecSdsntas,
nous engageons les auteurs a fair© table-rase dO©
tout c® ga“ils ont appris d"une culture
d"importation plus ou moins bien assimilee, pour
recherclxer la seule vraie valoxir: [TauthOnticit&*

20)

Delpierres®™ report calls for some coHiment. The
first section gives statistics relating to the number
of manuscripts submitted each year since the first
Goncourg. followed by the country of origin, the age
and profession of the authors and the number of women
writers» Delpierres then analyses the plays primarily
in terms of thematic content. A single-page report
aonsiders the comments on form and style made by
r&adars at the first romd of selection. Essentially
they criticise the reliance on iImported models,

stereotyped or archetypal character'™™ and the negative
influence of popular romantic icture-story type
novels.

The readers™ assessments are detailed in a table
of statistics. T-he manuscripts received from the
various countries for the 14th Concours are put into
five categories, ranging from good to worthless.
Overall, 4,6% were judged to be good, 12% fairly good,
12,3% mediocre, 37,1 very mediocre and 34% worthless.
Previous Gonoours reflect a similar pattern, whereby
the ""good” category ranges from between 6,8% and 10,3%
and the "worthless” from 32,3% to 38,8%.

This sort of judgement raises questions regarding

the criteria or critical canon by which the
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mantiscripts were judged, bearing iIn mind that the
ifeaders were not necessarily African. It 1is
iindoubtedly a concrete example of African writing
being assessed iIn terms of predominantly Eiirocentric
criteria.

These reservations notwithstanding, the thematic
analysis of the manuscripts reveals some interesting
trends. The importance of the category *"moeurs™™ is
particularly significant. This oategoxy includes
plots centering around questions of mariage, inter-
personal, inter-family or inter-social relationships
and acts of violence or natural catastrophies.
Statistics for the past seven Concours put this
category in the region of 70% whereas, by way of
cofttrast, political themes comprised between 6,7% and
14,7%. The other five categories are history,
religion-magie (sic), detective thrillers, poetrY-
fantasy and legends-tales. The general picture that
Omerges from this analysis is that the plots are
uncontroversial with little or no attempt to deal with
real issues in contemporary Africa.

It would appear then that, notwithstanding the
undefined critical parameters used by the readers,
there is some justification for the Concours® second
objective as defined by Delpierres, thau 1is, to
encourage authentic expression. A real need has been

identified iIn the domain of popular African writing,



bearing in mind that thlia majority of the participants
in th® Gonooure are non-"professiona

The concern to promote authentic egression is
concretised by an evaluative procediire whereby
manuscripts judgeci to be not quite good enough to go
forward to the second round of selection are broadcast
in the prograame "Premiere Chance sur les Ondes” and
others which show some potential are indicated as such
to the author in order to encourage him or her to
ASitinue writing.

Whatever the shortcomings of the Concours system,
it is noteworthy that many of today"s well-knov/n
writers first came to the public®s attention through
winning an award and receiving the publicity™ the
« 1ouragement and the material assistance needed to
continue writing, toong these can be cited Guy Menga
who won the Ffirst GonGQurs. Guillaiane Cfyono Mbia who
won awards in the second and third Ganccmrs and 1In
particular Sony Labou Tansi who won awards in the
sixth, eighth, ninth, tenth and twelfth Concours.

Mention must be made of another activity within
R.F.1. whereby writing from Africa and the Diaspora is
promoted. This 1is the creation of the ™Archives
sonores”, a collection of vrecords compiled by
Jacqueline Sorel, Georges Godebertan and their
technical team, together with members of C.L.E.F.
(Club des Lecteurs d"Expression Francaise”, Readings

from African, Caribbean eind Indian Ocean Island
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lit.OratiirGs are accompanied by coiaaents and
rominiOctoces by the au™thors themselves, so lending a
note of lively authenticity to the archives. Each is
accompanied by a booklet containing biographical and
bibliographical information. These record® are
invaluable to teachers and students and, while f.or e
long time they were not available coamercially nor
widely advertised, more recently a start has been made
to hAVe them produced on tape and marketed by Hatier
Intel™national, an important publisher of French text

books and language manuals.

At this point, mention must be made of Gabriel
Garran®s Theatre International de Lanoue Francaise
(f.1.L.F.) which has close associations with both the
Conooui:! Thjatral _ljitOrrMrioain and the F~gtiy”},
International des FrancoPhonies. Indeed, since 1985,
T.1.L.F. has staged many of the prize-winxiing plays.
Gabriel Garron and his team are xmtiring in their
efforts to promote French-language theatre. This
dynamic and innovative company sees in the creativity
of the Francophone world a revitalising source of
inspiration for French theatx"e. Their productions
defy the norms of classic theatre and confront
audiences with a vigorous and cha3lenging expression
of other ImaglnalrBs and other #»ms of dramatic
expression. A personal frici of many African

writers, Garran works in close association with the
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playwriflit. A recxiit, highly Ouccessful exaiifjle wais
th® stating in 19SS of Tchioaya V Tam®"Si®"s La bal Mm
I-Pipga.

Saaily, U Taa"Si diod shortly before the first
p#rformancs but, with two fellow Congolese, Marius
lelolo and Pascal N"Eonzi playing the leading roles,
it was widely acclaimed in both France and Africa. To
mark the anniversary of U Tarn"Si"s death, T.l1.L.T.
took the play on a tour of Africa during the course of
1989, performing in the eameroons, the Central
Afriean Republic, Gabon, Equatorial Guinea, Tchad,
lalB® and the Congo Republic.

Although financial and material constraints
pirevent T_1_.L.P. from touring as frequently as Garran
and his team would Ulike to, through 1its varied
activities it is indeed the "nomadic™ theatre that it
aims to be. Primarily concerned with offering
audiences plays from other zones of the French-
speaking world, 1t has staged African theatre In
Quebec, Brussels and Paris, Belgian theatre in Paris,
Canadian theatre in Paris and Belgiim, Indian Island
and Carribean theatre 1iIn Paris. It works 1n
association wich artistic and theatrical groups iIn
Canada, Belgium and Africa and participates Iin
international play-writing contests. One of its
objectives is to create a centre iIn Paris to bring

together writers and the public.
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aetivitiiss are not confined te
th™atrieai prodact-ions. Kie “Parloir™ has be®»
0 oncl lvsd, where a tOxt is read by a group of actor©
and this is followed by discussions with the audisnce,
all in th© presence of the author. Following upon a
**Parloir Africain et Malgache™, held at the Festival
of Avignon in 1986, and a "Parloir Africain™ held in
Bruxelles in the sajee year, O Saisona, O Congo was
presented In Pari® in 1988. Here once a week for five
weeks, an unpiOlished text by a Congolese author was
pr<"sented and Bernard Magnier of C.L.I.F. chaired the
debate which followed. She progra®»e culiainated in a
round table discussion of Tchicaya U Tam"Siwriting.
In 19Ff0 a “Parloir Kaghr”™bin'” offered texts frem
Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia.

Yet another inter—-cultviral exchange has been
developed in the form of theatrical training
workshops, the first of which was held in Rabat 1in
108S. Others ana planned for the Ccjigo, Mauritania,
the Cameroons, Tchad and the Central African Republic.
The aim is to expose national troups to European
theatrical techniques and to offer members of T.l1.L.F..
insight into the culture and theatrical practices of
the countries they visit.

In the context of French theatre as a whole, the
efforts of T.l.L.F. do not make a great impact,
despite the acclaim which their performanct®s have

rteceived in the Press. However, T.l1.L.F. represents
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an Onriching 1iit@rcultural meeting point ajM ItoO
acjrtiTities challenge a marro™Kr and chamrinistic view of
art, and language. In the words of Garran, ”La langue
n~est pas un patrimoine mais un espace

oontemporain.

The relatively small groups of writers, critics
and readers of African literatures find themselves
working very much in isolation and it is here that
various cultiiral and literary associations play an
+BMortant role. Generally their meiaberships are small
and their administrative committees are weiry often
associated with a university or a research centre.
Hew~er, a looJdc at their list of subscribers or
oositributors slions that they have international
support, with a circulation list including 1in
particmlar Belgivtm, the Netherlands, Italy and
Germany, the U.S.A. and Canada, the Caribbean and
Indian Ocean islands, most of Francophone Africa and
to a lesser extent Anglophone Africa. It must however
be conceded that these countries are generally
represented by a handfull of people, usually
academics. One such association which is of pome long
standing is the Association des Ecrlvains de Langue
Francaise (A.D.E.L.F.) I".D.E.L.F. boasts the
patronage of the President of the French Republic as
well as that of the Presidents of Francophone African

States, Ambassadors from Prancophone Europe and Canada
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aa<l va™io"A® MiIBiigtriea. Its Gomalttoe of Honour

Isafiiait parsorialities from th»s MIiEttnae

EraBOalge. and its aeabesre aire writers or aaadiemics of
s.ex (Ii«tinctioti»

Thio weight of «fov®j;raaental and essentially Freijcii
rajjresentation on comiv.teee and amongst members Bakes
N_D.E.L.F."s position not without controversy and it
has been acctised of imperialism or neo~imperialism by
non other than SskKou Traor®,“* However, its
eontrliwttion to the world of Fi“ench-language writing
is jJfeoognised by sucjh leading African writers as
jaog-aeg Rabmananjara, Sony Labou Tansi and Eachid
Miseujni® to »ention but three. One of A*D.E,I<,F,"s
pro.ii,ary objectives being to act as a link betwe«i
Frenoh*l4ngaa”™e w:ritors througho®ut the world, it
piubltshes raiffileer blfeliographies, has a CQnsidea?able
library, organises freqtieait colloquies, edits a paall
review entitled Lettres et Cifltures de Laineme
Francaise and awards 10 Hliterary prizes, which are
held in esteeia by most writers.

Less prestigious, but enjoying wider meabership
among writers, academics and researchers throughout
the Francophone world, is the Association potxr 1”Etude
des Littggratmree Africaines (A.P.E.L.A.). Although
A_P.1»L.A. has well-known Africanists such as clauda
Wautliier, Bernard Mouralis and Jacques Chevrier on its

central committee, its adainistrativa structure 1is
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Sriiffiarily French orientated, with only thr®@ of tha
twenty nmeffitoars of the Adaiinistrativ©O Council toding
from Africa* Nevertheless, A_P.E_.L«A. provides a very
valuable information service, keeping its subscribers
informed of conferences, new publications and research
projects. Each year it organises an important
conference in France which 1i1s well supported by
pairticipants from Europe and Africa.

C.L.E.F. Cltib des Lectexars Expression
Franoaisel 1is another association that enjoys
governmental support, priraazj.xly from the Ministries of
Cooperation and Developmeait and of Foreign Affairs.
Its objective is to make French-language [literatures
from Africa better Imown. To this end, anl wilA the
advantage of considerable fiinding, it creates
itinerant exhibitions <tta™ tour the Franoophone world
and i1t is responsible for editing the review Notre
Librairie. C.l1j.1.F. works closely with Radio France
Internationale and it is able to use French EmjDassies
and Cultural Centres to establish communication
channels. Although within France C.L.E.F."s influence
is limited, it stimulates debate around contemporary
issues among writers and critics iIn the FrancophCTie
world.

Hotre Librairie 1is particularly interesting in
this respect. This review makes no claim to being an
academic research journal. It aims at a more general

readership and as such it has contributed in no small
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way to making African writing awre widfely known and
feetter imderstood. An interesting feature of recent
years 1is the degree to which priority is given to
articles by African writers and critics. This
contrasts with issues from the seventies or early
eighties, where aost critical articles are by French
Africanists and the African voice is heard primarily
through interviews. Issues dating from the early
eighties have given iiaportance to regional surveys and
it publishes regular bibliographies of writing froa
Africa and the Diaspora.

The picture that emerges from the aforegoing
immstigation into tlie reception of French-language
literatiores, particularly African, by'"""the French
acadeiaic world and the reading public is that, while
tiiere are areas of dynamic activity, these remain for
the most part isolated. As yet, African writing has
made only a slight impression on the metropolitan
French Hliverai"y world. Perhaps the most concrete
proof of this can be had by looking at publication
figures.

Sylvdne Samba directs EDITAF, one of the few
Africain publishing houses in Paris. In an interviv
with La Semaine Africaine. he makes mention of
1 500 publishers in Paris of which only six are
African.”~” From another perspective, Notre Librairie
lists 79 publishiiig houses iIn France who have

published French-language African texts.” OF these
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only approxiaataly 25 can be said tio hav© editfed a
significant n«abOr of texts. Bttt perhaps the olearest
indication of the spacO that African literatxtt-e enjoys
in the publishing world can be had froa a monthly
bibliographical review such as Livres da France. This
review, produced by the Cercle de la Librairie, gives
details of the latest publications by all the major
and most of the «inor publishing houses iIn France.
®ae table below d<*Mails the nualoer of French-langxiage
titles from Africa, the Indian Ocean Islands and the
Caribbean, recordsd for t&e Months October 1991 to
feirery 1992 xmder the four rubrics *Po”sio”,
«+dSiatro**, “Rowan, Nouvalles, R8cit, Conte™ and "laoumn
en poch®” .

FREMCH-LANGUAGE UTERATURE OF

ISLANDS OR  CARIBBEAN  ORIGIN POBLISHED
BS"PWEEN OCTOBER 1991 - FEKEQARY 1992

Covintry of Ndatosr of books  iDxiblishsd
oriuin
Oct. - Dec. Jan. Feb,
1991 1991 1992 1992
Maghreb 3 4 1 3
siib-Saharan
Africa:
a Francophone 0 0 1 2 1
b Other 1 0 0 0 2
Indian
Ocean Islands 0 0 1 0 0
Caribbean 0 0 2 0 0
Total 4 2 8 3 6
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iis tlxese figures show, the total number of
Fr°"BCJh-language titlas froa Africa, the Indian Oceaii
Islands and the CaribbeaTi, published during tkis
period, repi-esents between 0,44% and 2,8% of the total
nuaber of publications listed lander the four rubrics
in question.

Another indication of th© interest, or lack of

accorded in metropolitan Prance to African writing
is given by th® lisl:; of best-sellerfe published in the
same monthly review/® over a period of eight months
from April 1tSJr African writing was reffresented by
T~iar Ben Jall!oun's Les{ veuat hmisimSs and MiSilln
Bs™alouf~s L-e\eardi{u des IxmiSres. whidti each figured
twice on the Idsl: of the ten best-selling novels*
Th*we were no African authors in the
" Issais/Documents® secjtion.

It 1s worth pausing to speculate as to the reason
for the lack of interest in, iIf not resistance to,
French-language writing from Africa, on the part of
French academics and the reading ptxblic in general.
Without conducting an iIn-depth survey of French
opinion, accompanied by a consideration of historical,
political and social factors, any conclusions reached
here must reaain speculative. However, there 1is
enough evidence to indicate some broad directions.

There iii"s perhaps two root factors, which can be
loosely termed “culttiral” and "“textual. The former

constitutes something of an impasse, whereby society"s
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ignoranas of African writing is perpstuatsa toy th®
majority of soclehy"”s informants (thos® detOnalning
the inforraation relayed by the mass medias and the
educational system) are themselves uninformed about
the subject. Added to this is the fact that French
national 1identity 1is integrally bound up with a
specific cultural and literary heritage, so that to
challenge the canon of the latter is to threaten the
former. Furthermore, complex and often contradictOLy
attitudes towards Africa, the aftermath of France-"s
colonial history, contribute to the problem.utie.
5"h@s® are often exacerbated by contemporary issues of
race. While the laws of censorship are not evoked
today as they were in the past, to silence the often
rnggreesive rebukes expressed directly or indirectly by
African writers, nevertheless it is certain that at
least part of the French [ iblic reacts negatively to
this sort of criticism, if only by choosing not to
read the works.

“Textual'™ fTactors relate to the dsmands made on
the reader by the African texts themselves; the
elements of language, form and image which challenge
familiar reading habits and aesthetic norms. The
frequency with which critics apply the tera "hermetic”
to African texts is a measure of the difficulties
which they pose for the non-African reader.

Yet the challenge that African writing represents

need not be seen as a threat to European cultural
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traditions. On th® contrary, as Morocaan B*n
Jelloun has laid, 1iIts Oxistenoe do®s honour to th#
French world of letter©. Much wauM be gainad by raor®
people @il.nH) th© @xpOridnoe related by Professor
Roger Payolla, when a group of students at th*
University of Paris 111 ~ la Sorbonne Nouvelle were
Qffiirad a module on literatures from Africa and the
Maghreb.”® They appreciated above all th® exposure to
a **d"ailleurs™, an welsewhere', that carried v;ith it
a new and Important vision.

0%e acceptance of cultural diversity and of other
world views calls for a flexible, multi-facetted
approadh. It is not easy to sbfgp aside iIn order to
consider objectively the acquired value systems and
mental processes that have s"r.aoM one"s understanding
of the hiiman condition. Nor is it possible, or even
desirable, to begin from a degrri z6ro. To meet the
<other*™ in a autmlly enriching excb.ange, there must
be a willingness t enter another iImaginaixrm. For
that, one noeda all the Jceys at one"s disposal.
Therein lies tha real challenge, that African

literatures represent to the Western world.
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Locha Mateso, La littjtrature afrilgalae ,
crliticms (Paris; A.c.c.T.- Khartala, 1986).

Thomas Malone, ™"La critique littferaire et les
problfemes du langage; point d© wvue d"un
Africain,” Prisence Afrioaljoa 73 (1970): 3-19.

Frants Fanon, "Racism© at culture,”
Africalne 8-9-10 (19S6); 122-31.

filie echoing of Ngugi Wa *rhiong®o°s

the Mind is not unintentional. Hig vigorous
call for resistance to European influences in
Africa and his concern for Africa-centered
educational and cultural structures, demonstrates
his affinity to the Negritude posts, despite his
criticism of aspects of th© Negritude ideology.

Bernard Mouralis, Littiratme at developpement
(Paris: A C C.T./Silex, 1984). Bernard Mouralis
has taught in several universities in sub-Saharan
Africa, iIs currently director of the
Collection A3 for Silex, a publishing house
founded and directed by the Cameroonian poet and
dramatist, Paul alceyo. ThO Gollaction A3 1is
devoted to critical worfcs relating to African,
Black American and West Indian writing.

In the following critique of the critical writing
of well-known Franclx Afrioaniscs, it must be
emphasised that tJie intention is iIn no way to
minimise the great contribution that they have
made in tli® TFfield of African literatures.
Critics such as Lilyan Kesteloot, critic-
historian Robert Comevin, Roger Chemain, Arlette
CSh™nain-Degrang® and many others, have devoted
the major part of their academic life to
researching African writing and to making tliese
literatures batter known and tinderstood iIn both
Africa and the Western world. For this they are
appreciated and respected by African writers who,
nevertheless, do not hesitate to challenge
theories which they consider to be controversial.

Jacques Chevriar, Litterature_aSare (Paris:
Armand Colin, 1984). The 1974 edition of this
work received an award from the Acadimie
Francaistt in 1975. Jacques Chevrier, who has
worked in several Francophone countries of
Africa, has researched and published widely in
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tha of freneh- languag® writing from
Africa. H® is >roffesor of C(3mparativ™S Literatur®
and African Litaratxire at tha Uni-varsitifes of
Paris 111 and Faris XIl and Assistant Diractor of
GIRCLEF fCentra d"Ettidss at &m R»olier.gha™/ur...3%&
Givilisations, .. mLan.gum____ it LiMlratarafi
g™aspresslon granQaigo) . HO directs thm
ccllection "Mond® nclr Foohe"™ at Hatier.

Chevrier®s title can be compared with that of
other significant critical works published sine®
the lut© seventiesb

Patridte M"*rand, S8wanou Dabla, Guide de
littdirat-are africaina (Pariss A.C.C.T./Haraattan,
1979) ; Hans 2Sell, Carol Bundy and Virginia
Goullon A N.ew Reader Quids to African I™Niter“tura
(coroprend la litterature ftfricaine francobhonil
(London; Heinemann, 1983)} Dorothy Blair African
Literature in French (CaiBbridge: Cambridge tr.P_,
1976); Christophe Dailly et Barth™1”my Kotchy,
Propos sur 1a litterattire nfecfro-africaine
(Abidjan: CIDA, 1984); lyay Kimoni, Destin de la
litterature nearo-africaine on probl8maticfue
d"une culture (SherbrokKe: Kaaman, 1985); B.
Lecherbonnier, Initiation & la lltt&rature negro-
africaine (Paris; Nathan, 1977); Guy Midiohouan,
L.:.IdeolQgle dans.la litt"rature nigro-africalne
d™QXPressiion francaiae (Paris: Harmattan, 1986);
Pius Ngandu JvTkashama, Cottiprendre la litterature
africaine 4crite o, lancme francaise: la po”sie,
le roman le th™tre (Issy les Moulineauxi
Editions Saint-Paul, 1979),

significant exceptions to this expression of a
global approach to writing from Africa are Robert
Cornevin®"s LIttSratures d™Africme noire de langua
francaise (Paris; P.U.F. 1976), Alain Rouch and
(38rard Clavreull<™s critical bibliography,

(Parisj Bordas, 1986).

An analysis of existing critical works relating
to African writing shows further evidence of a
predominantly globaliseapproach on the part of
the critics. one significant feature 1a th®
small nvimbar of existing monographs. They hav6,
for the most part, been Published in collections
destined for school or university use, offering
a limited number of studies on specific subjects
such a® oral literature or th© analysis of
~classic', first generation texts. An indication
of tha importance given to general critical works
as compared with the study of individual authors,
can be obtained from a survey of 2 500 French-
language tit3.es from sub-Saharan Africa published
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11.

13.

by Notre Llbrairift 94 (1988). Gensral critical
works, including tho»e of the Oarly aisctiC# by
Janheing Jalm, nifmbor 107; of tbos®, F are
devoted to poetry, 19 to th© novel and 15 to
theatre, bwt iIn each category they cover works
froBi throtaghout siito-Saharan Africa. By contrast,
only 27 titles deal with one specific country and
it iIs interesting to note that of those, half
havfe been ptiblished sinc3 1980. similarly, only
74 titles are devoted to a single author, 45 of
which have been published since 1980. A
DP.rtioularly striking; feature is that 62 of the
studies concern writers of the first generation,
20 being devoted to I1i"opold Senghor. Another
significant aspect 1is tiud importance given to
anthologies: 38 general anthologies of African
wri ;ing are listed, the great majority of which
have been published in France. By contrast, of
the 33 anthologies devoted to a single country,
26 have been published by African publishing
houses, mostly during th& ~70”s.

The general pict’ure that Olaerges from these
statistics is that, upUntil the last decade®
African literatures have been perceived in
global, non~differentiated terms by the majority
of crltisas.

Hot.re liibrairle 78 ((Janv. - mars, 1985). 1°his
iI-ireew, which enjoys tlie patronage of the
MniEtere__ des, Mfa lres _Etramgeres, and the
I-|idistén.,.d ,la. Cooj3.eratlg.n_et-~_JIY"

has published many articles by such well-known
French Africanists as Jacques Chevrier, Claude
Wauthiex®™ and Daniel-Henri Pageaux, Important
African wM"iters who have regularly partiaipated
include Gaya Makhele, Pius Ngandu Nkashma, Locha
Hateso, Tahar Bekri and many others.

lhe articles in question are?

Daniel-Henri Pageaux, “Entr@ le renouveau et la
modemitS,** 31-36; Jacques chevrier, “LO roraan
dans tous ses 6tats,” 37-46; Nicolas Martin-
Granel, “Le crier-4crir®," 47-55.

Es"kia Mphahlele, "Negritude revisited,” The
African .Ilmage (N.y .j Praeger Publishers, 1974)
82, 87.

So ty Labou Tansi, "Brouillon ds lettre a ceux qui
Inttent ©n faveur d”™una culture nationale ou
spectacle et contact de cultures-"

Africaine 1468 (14-20 jan. 1982): 2,10.
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14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

See in particulars

Denise Paulm*™ ba Miir® divQrMite.i.. aflsai siir im
ffiorphologla das oontag afr Eaifift (Parisj
Gallimard, 1975)? Genevifeve CalamO~Griaule,
BtImloaia et Lstmmm%, Ta ptpolt_.chmz lep .Dogon
(Parisi {all-iaaird, 19€5) and Lanaaae at cultures,
afrlcaines (Pariai  Maspfiro, 1977); Marcel
Griaule, Mascpies doCTons (Paris: Institut
d"Ethiiologi®©, 1938) .

Se® in particular;

IL# thiatr# .tn MrigHe... nQlrs. _»t. & .. .Mafegaisir
(Paris: La livre africain, 1970) &nd
ilttgigatureg d™MAgritme noire de lanque franoaifts
(Paris: P.U.F., 197i). Robert Cornevin was for
many years President of A.D.E.L.F. fAgsoGiation
dag Bcrlvaloi delLancms granpaisa) .

Author of Littirature nfearo-africaiiie
d”expression francaise (Paris: LO livre africain,
1956) and Mutation des >xavdiagg traditionnels
iLfyigaiM _,.dvi_,....Ia-lil;t.irturg,,mQden a  (Limoges;
fubl d@ Tralaes, U. de Limoges, 1977).

is underftood in the sense of llttirarltA,
as defined by Jalcobsony Todorov et al.

Bernard Mouralis®™ first critical studyj, Individu
et collectivity dans le reman n&Isrrp—africain
d expression francaise (Annales de 1 Universite
d"Abidjan, 1969) was an important landmark. As
the author stated in his iIntroduction, he tets
out to make a literary rather than a sociological
study and to view the novel in no other way than
“la traduction d"un® r&alitS selon uw mode
artistigae. * This ear]y work, undertaken when
the corpus cf African pros© was still limitfed,
makes an over-all analysis of the theme® of
collectivity and the 1individual as revealed
through style, form and image. However, the
innovative and widely divergent literary
discourses that have appeared during the past
twenty years have overtaken this otherwise
interesting study.

R. Cheinain, A. Ch™ain-Lecfranae PanoraBia criticfue
fle  la , . litfetotare _congol”iga _oontemporalne

(Paris: Presence Africaine, 1979) 129.

D. Matanga, ”Le romancier tin enchanteur
incompris,” La gemaine Africaine 1414 (13-19
nov. 1980) 8-9.
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21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

31.

Airlett© cai™ain, ""Quelle ciritiqu® adopt&a poMf la
littirature afrioain®,*” Racherche. pefCli-fe et
anlttire (mai-aoUt 1978) 33-8.

La ville aars. le roman afrioain (Paries
IN"Haraattan, 1981) ? L"Imaginalre dans la roman
afrlcaln (Paris; L"Harmattan, 1986).

Ssfi for Oxampl© A. Huannou, “Afrigu® noir®© @t
Maghr©ob dans [10s pxiblications am”ricainas,"”
Motr© Librairl©® 96 (Janvier-mars 1989) 66-9.

This article givOs an iInsight 1iInto the
glotoalising American perspective and in
particiilar the tendanoy to detach the Maghreb
from Africa and includ® it in Islamic studies.

Published in Henry Louis Gates Jr.ed. Blacte
Literature__and Literary yheocarv (New YorJsj
Methuen, 1984) 27-55,

See i1n particular Albert Gerard Essais d™histQir©
litt™rair® africaine (Paris/Qus8bsai
A.G.e.T/Naaman, 19S4),

Albert Gé&rard, “pr-“servatioin of Tradition in
African Creative Writing,» Research in African

Litaratures 1 (1970) 1 35-9.

De-upci™© Conorfes international des Litt“ratures
d"EXKirGssion granoaise, 18-20 mai 1989,
universJtS”~e Paris X1l - Val d© Marne,

Lilyan Kesteloot has lived for many years iIn
Africa and has taught at the Universite Ped™rale
of the Cameroon*» and more recently at the
University of Dakax in Senegal. Following upon
her authoritative work on the Negritude poets,
Kesteloot™s interest in African poetic expression
iIs evidenced by th® anthologies and critical
works sh© has published in the domain of both
contemporary and traditional oral poetry.

Andri Bokiba, L"Ecole etrancf&r© dans la
litt*rature africaine these dO© 30 cycle, quoted
by D. Matanga in *M© romancier un enchanteur
incompris,” ™ La Semaine Africaine 1414 (1980) 8.

This notion ~ich informs Decolonisintr the Mind,
was taken up again during an informal talk
delivered by Ngugi at the University’ of thO
Western Cape in October 1991,

Adewale Maja-Pearce, ‘cultural Half»C/astes,"
Presence Africaine 133-4 (1985): 49.
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32.

33.

35.

36.

37.

L8opold Sengbor, ™CoBOBe las lamanti»s vont boire
ft la source,” Po&liaeg (Pariss Ssuil, 1984) 155

Ixpress©<3 at a CGlloquivua held in 1975. Quoted
toy Jacques caievrier in “L"~crxvaiH africain
dsvant la langue frangaise,” Notre Libraifie 53
(1980)t 37-51, This article gxves a very good
overview of the different positions held by
Africans writing in French, from both the Maghreb
and sub-Saharan Africa.

Sony Labou Tansi, interview, *Je fais du thi.atre
par ambition,« Jeune Afrlcme 1297 (1985) 60.

Maria Gichon, “Francophonie; invitf® Dermanent ou
hd*k© encoiyarant,” Le francai© dans le laonde 245
(1991) 29-31. Ciehort stMnaarises a research
project undertaken by BILC, an important centre
of researcdi for the teaching of French as a
foreign language. The members of the research
team examined, 43 manuals, published dtiring the
past twenty years. Their findings showed that,
vJhile several of the newest methods majte
reference to the Francophone world, this remains
marginal . For the most part, the thematic
content tejMs to be reductionist if not touristic
and linguistic peculiarities are linked to
situations  requiring specific professional
communicative competence.

Claude Olivi8ri, “Tristes tropismes, ” Diaqonalas
18 (1991): 6, The~isteiice of this review is in
itself an interesting development. Begun in
1986, it is a supplement to Le franoais fens le
monde, probably th© most important journal for
teachers of French as a fojreign language and it
enjoys a world-wide circulation. Diraaonalea is
aim”™ at the Francophone world in gemeral but the
overwhelming majority of 1its articles are
concerned with Francophone Africa. Xt is edited
by EDICEF which publishes a wide ra.nge of school
text books for Africa.

Roger Payolle is primarily a teacher and critic
of French literature, being particularly
interested iIn the history of teaching French
literature. He 1is Professor of French at the
University of Paris 1ll-La Sorbonne and is author
of, amongst other works, an authorative history
of criticsm, La critique (Paris; Armand Colin,
1978) and of numerous articles in leadln"g French

la Franca. Litt€rature, etc) His interest in
African writing has led him to publish articles
in Prisanoe Africaine and KQtr.0 Librairis.
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Roger PayollO®, "La sagess© des barbar®s.
Enseifner les litteraturss maghrSblnes et
africaines dO© langu® fran aise,” Notre Libralrla
96 (1989) 36-9.

Schools iIn the Limousin region, around Lilaoges,
represent a significant exception to this. An
iffipocartait part of the Festival International deg
Iransopbojal”~® annual programae 1is devoted to
visits to schools and related activities. The
presence of large numbers of writers and
dramatists from all over the Francophone world,
the full two-week programme of theatre, film,
debates, worlsishops and poetry readings as well as
the strong Festival presence which extends over
th® whole year, exposes the young people in this
region to a dynamic and enriching multi-cultural
environment. It is possible that “outreach”
prograrames exist in other regions where there is
a centre of African or Francophone studies,
although certainly not on the scale of the
Limoges Festival, However, these examples remain
Isolated and marginal in relation to the coiontry
as a whole,

Bernard Mouralis, "Reflexions sur 1l"enseignement
des littérat\jres africaines,” Nouvelles du Sud
1 (Q985) 7-13.

This situation 1is mirrored in many African
universities today. The establishment in the
colonies of ©ducational systems based on European
models has been well documented by Bernard
Mouralis and others. Suffice to say that even
today, lafocentric programmes dominate school and
university programmes in many independent African
nations. A case in point iIs that of the Congo
where, after thirty years of independence, while
Latin and German may be offered in some schools,
little or no attention 1is given to teaching
national languages and literatures. At the
University of Marien Ngouabi, departments such as
that of African Literatures and Civilisation or
Linguistics and Oral Literature, are young and as
yet relatively small.

In the southern part of the continent, 1iIn a
multi-lingual country such as South Africa, where
the official languages are Afrikaans and English,
French is regarded as a minor discipline in most
if not all universities. However, a
guestionnaire sent to the 23 university French
departments in South Africa and neighbouring
Swaziland, Lesotho and Botswana, revealed some
interesting facts and trends with respect to the
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42.

iigportanae accorcleia to the stUidy of Hatiesg™
language African ItteratU3rcSi

Prom the 15 replies received, only 10 departments
offer any= undergraduate courses iIn French-
language African literatures. Of these, fTive
offer only one text or selections of poetry or
aontes. It is clear that the study of African
writing is a recent phenomenon, most departments
having introduced African texts from the mid-
eighties and the first PhD regisrration in
African or comparative Ilteratiires dates from
198i. Interestingly e»nough, of the Tfive PhD
students, four are uwun;l -irsity lecturers. There
ar’o, however, indications of growing interest in
the domain of African writing; several
departments indicated tlleir intention to
introduce African texts into their undergraduate
or Honoiirs programme in 1993, ==

Material considerations have militated against
the development of fully viable French
departments i1n the universities of Eululand,
Swaziland and Botswana. However, within the
limitations of their programme, they offer
significantly more African texts than the log--
established French departments of some of the
more prestigious and better endowed South African
universities.

As regards the seoondary school system,
relat-ively few sohools offer French as an
official subject. Replies to the same
questionnaire were received from only 10 schools
in the Cape Province, five of them beilng private.
With respect to schools administered by the
""White™ department of education, t"“re have until
recently been no French-language African texts on
tJie programme. However, a poem by Senghor and
one by Firolien were introduced onto the
Matriculation syllabus in 1991. In the so-called
“Coloured” education department, where French has
only recently been introduced as an official
subject, there has been a move to put African
texts on the programme. As yet, French is not
offered in the "*Black™ schools.

Authors 1In residence funded by the Centre
National des Lettres from 1988 to 199U

Sylvain BOTba (Congo), Jean-Marc Dalpe (Cntario-
Canada), Moussa Diagana (Mauritania), David
Jaomanor (Madagascar) , Moussa Konate (Mali),
Dominique Ngole-Ngalla (Congo), Laurent Owondo
(Gabon), Michele RalcotQ-jon (Madagascar) , Bernard
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Eafii-laouroty fivory Coast), Ousaane Moussa
Biageria Aianri“tanial Jaan-Claud® Fignole
(Hairti), Eifflsam® Genvrin (Reunion), Williams
Sassine (©lainaa).

Authors in residence funded by the Fondafeion
Bea\xmarchaig from 1990 to 1991.

Camille Aditadi Aaoxiro (Benin), Michel Marc
Bouchard (Quebsc-Canada), David Jaomanoro
(Madagascar), Pius Ngandu Nkashama (Zaire), Sony
liabou Tansi (Congo), Bodi Bunch Bodelin (Togo),
Saoussou Diawara (Mali), HSlene Kaziendfi (Niger) ,
Axalsi Wattika KasSIS (Zaire)

Int&restingly, statistics at th® time of the 14th
Concoiira show that tii© Caaeroons, Zaire and tne
Congo Republic had sxibaiitted the greatest nxmber
of manuscripts (896, 661 and 582 respectively)
and that the Cajteroone and the Congo Republic had
Sreoeivad ths greatest number of awards (14 and 12
respectively). The ratio of sutmissions to
awards for other leading participants were:

Benin (328;0), Senegal (aiOisS), Mali (292s6),
Sabon (251;1), Burkino Faso (249:3), Central
African Republic (216:3), Ivory Coast (203:4),
Tchad (159:4), Togo (151:3), Madagascar (127:3),
Mauritius (127:2), Niger (106:0). Unfortunately
no overall statistics have been released for
subsegixent Concours. However, the winners since
1988 are:

198S (15th Concours) : Moussa Diagana
(Mauritania), Ngwezi Katot Ed-au (Zaire), sapi
Gaatpez (Congo), Charlotte Rafenomanjato

(Madagascar), Henri Rakoto (Madagascar), La
Troupe Nationale Centrafricaine de Theatre.

1989 (16th Concoxirs™: Kossi Efoui (Togo) ,
Michele Rakotoson (Madagascar) , Koulsy Lartiki
(Tchad), La Troupe d*"Azize Asgarally (Mauritius) .

1990 (17th Concovirs™: Kangni Alemdjrodo (Togo),
-Tean-Luc Raharimanana (Madagascar) , Amid Beriouni
(Morocco), la Troupe Dissiale (Gabon).

1991 (18th Concoursl: Abdoul Karim Thiam
(Guinea) , Alain Lfeandre Balcer (Congo) , Ahmed
Tidjani Cisse (Guinea), La Troupe Seca (Haiti)
and the Prix Tchicaya U Tam"Si awarded by
A.C.C.T. was won by Ilias Driss (Morocco).

Jean Delpierres, P_articipation au 14d Concours
Thfeatral Inter-Africain (Paris: R.F_1., 1987) 20.
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50»

Saloriel Sarran, interview, La Croix (3
1>0v«1988)s 21.

Sekou cmeatlons _ afrlsalnes.,
francoplioiiie. lancnies natlonales. O.U.A. (Faris:
Haraattan, 1989) .

Sylvene  Samba, “L*Edition africaine: quel
avsnir?"” La Semalne Africaine 1669 (26 juin-2
Juillet, 1986) 6.

Notre Librairle 98 (uillet-sept. 1988) 179-82.

Livres de Prance (avril - nov. 199j.) . The tables
of best sellers ar© compiled fro® lists published
hj five leading French reviews; L*~Express. Livres
hebdomadaires, L*Bv. du 1ieudi. La Point and
Mouvel Observateur.

Roger Fayolle, ”La sagesse des barbares,' Notre
96 (1989) 38-9.
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GH&PQES gMm?
SaZPTIMQ CRIgldr.. PBESPBCTryEMS & SYMmEQIO
Mimg]

Contemporary African creative writing represents
the meeting point of innimerable, often conflicting
forces. It contains within it elements of African
cultxiral traditions and Western literary influences.
It also reflects the dilemmas confronting an African
who writes iIn a European language for diverse reading
publics, both real and virtual. Within Africa itself,
interface between the traditional and the modem, the
development of distinctive national identities and
conflicting political ideologies, give rise to
profound tensions that shape the creative imagXnsd.re,
Attempts to explain such writing in terms of a mfs
established set of criteria that have evolved iIn a
European or Western cultural enviromient have been
seen to be inadequate. At the same time, a critical
approach that Hlooks uxclusively to Africa for 1its
source and rationale ignores the evidence of Western
influence on African creative expression.

Clearly the multi,-dimensional nature of African
writing requires a Tlexible syncretic approach,
whereby the reader or critic makes use of all
available keys to unlock the text. Most importantly,

the starting point should be, not an external set of
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aftSthatic norms but the tOxt itself, wbioli wiil
suggest its own oritical parameters. These analytioaX
parameters must b© sufficiently wide to account for
characteristic features that relate the text to other,
larger bodies of writing and at the same time, must
focus on elements that distinguish the individual work
from all others. In order to reach £ :.yod a purely
subjective interpretation, the syncretic method must
be rigorous 1In 1ts approach: from a careful
consideration of the evidence, certain hypot eses can
be drawn which are then tested by applying them to a
specific case. In this, it iIs not suggested tuat
literature can be reduced to a science. While Jjn
criteria or principles may be identified, any critical
method which seeks to acccunt fully for the dynamics
of creative writing runs contrary to its very raison
d-&tr&i Gilbert Dxirand sounds a warning about the
danger® of a system which loses sight of the oreativO
act, for it is the latter that itself determines the
constituent, dynamic structures of the work and

ensures I1ts unigueness;

Il  faut d~couvrir les contradictions, des
disjonctions dynamiques au sein d“un acte
crSateur unique - non les rfeduire a un systems.*

In fact, the weakness of any method or school is
that 1t tends towards the simplistic blurring of

distinctive differences. Certainly, no definitive
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apprraali oan csontain the diversity of experienc# akS
expressive mode, originating £, countries as dffsrejit
as Senegal, Nigeria, the Congo or Burmidi.
"ldentifier une chose, c"est limiter ses
possibilites™*. It is in fact that which -"scapas
definition that distinguishes the great work of art.
In the Ilast analysis, it must be recognised that

YEbiguity is the hallmark of human creativity.

Any investigation of critical approaches requires
t ) be prefaced by a consideration of the role of the
litissrary critic - a debate in which writers have been
consciously angagad since the sixteenth century in
Europa, and which has become increasingly complex and
wide-rang-Ing. Most fruitful for the syncl”etic
critical model 1is the view that criticf’ s a
creative act 1in itself, with the critic playing a
dynamic role in the artistic process. Such a view of
the critic”s function presupposes certain important
principles.

As a participant, the critic abdicates a position
that has been held unchallenged until modern times -
the role of judge whose responsibility it iIs to
distinguish good Irom bad writing. The dangers of
erecting a subjective viewpoint into a set of rules
are obvious. The shortcomings of such an approach are
evident in the following statements regarding the roj.e

of the critic.
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The Nigerian critic and writer# Abiolo [Ir®le
maintains that one of the critic"s functions is to
establish a e"fraaienwork of valuations™ 1iIn crder to
distinguish <wi-ks of value. Yet the evaluative
criteria would seem to ereei-ge from an intuitive and
personalissd reading of the text. When Irele states
that "...the best criticism implies an affective and
intense participation iIn the creative act,”(32) ho
would seem to be suggesting an emotional response to
the work, rather than a dynamic contribution to >ihe
creative act. The Ovaluation of a work based on a
subjective, eirotional response cannot justifiably be
developed into a critical framework.

At th© same time, criticism is not something
exclusively intellectual, belonging to an educated
elite. It is an integral part of social reality. |In
the words of Es“kia Mphahlele, critical standards must
evolve from ""the organt”™ forces in the society rather
than the musings: of people at th@
top..... intellectuals stricken with guilt because they
live in the metropolitan capitals of Europe."®

The critic plays a pivotal role in the multiple
reading of a text. Far from establishing norms and
systems of classification iIn order to reduce th© text
to manageable proportions, the critictask 1is to
seek out paradox and ambiguity, which are crucial
elements of metaphorical expression. . This implies

more than 'decoding a message', as Makouta-Mboxikou
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sees 1it, or "intercepting tlee csreatiir®

orltic is integral to the author-readeir relationitliip,
whore th® text is not a pas«ive description of dife
world but a dynamic foros for confrontation and
chanefe. The critic contributes to this process, by
examining not only the text but also the socio-
historic context, the economic and political
realities, the choices made by the writer, whdij has
been left unsaid as well as what is said.

Two important preliminary tasks for the critic
then, are the contextualil:ation of the te>t and an
investigation of the specific reader-writer-critic
relationship, relating to the text iIn question.

Jacques Derrida has highlighted tiie difficulties
inherent iIn attempting to interpret le slgn& and in
particular, to identify its historical significance.®
Certainly, his reservations about  Fouceilult”s
commentaxy on Descartes and- the attitude of
seventeenth cmtury philosophers towards madness are
vsilid: viewed from across three centturies, interpreted
by means of literary texts and incomplete documentary
evidence, no conclusions about that society can be
definitive. In many ways, Africa is equally remote
from the Western world, not in time but in cognitive
space, and non-Africans need to recognise that their
understanding of African discourse is of necessity
incomplete. This of course does not preclude an

"outsider” from contributing to an appreciation of
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anotlier culture®s crea-tive output maiit the refsrenOe
points must be taken from within that culture itself
Referring to a foreign producer wishing to stage an

African play, Wole Soyinka says;

The burden on a producer is one of knowledge,
understanding and of sympathetic iImaginatior.

The contextualisation of a text that derives from
a culture foreign to ttot of the reader-critic
requires considerable effort. There is what Okpewho

calls the "ecology of art,” which the critic must come
to terms with, the "subtle but discemable 1link
between art and the landscape out of which it grows”
and which determines not only -the imagery but the
modes of expression.”

In contemporary African discourse, these features
are integrated in the text iIn a way that the Kore
self-conscious exotic elements of the first generation
of writing were not and iIn order to discern them the
critic must become familiar, iIn one way or another,
with the geographic, climatic and natural environment
from which the writing emerges. It is equally
important to understand the historical, political,
cultural and lingMii~“tic milieu. A literary text must
be read against a background of contemporary research
in these fields. This iIn itself is no easy task and

it is compounded by difficulties of a material and

ideological nature: the relatively small amotint of
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Brnterlal putelisfeatl lay Afrioan r?apCarcti«rs# tli®
unavailability of auoh that lia® been wwritteia an4 tiio®
false pre3Rises of much Western scholarship.

At the referential level, there will always be
obstacles to the foreign reader. Yet no text is fully
transparent axl all texts are open to a plural
reading. It is here that the element of sympathetic
imagination comes 1iInto play, for the critic must
attempt to pv'netrate the writer™s particular creative
universe. In order to understand the writer"s
intentions, conscious or unconscious, the reader of
African literatures 1is helped by the fact that,
perhaps because African writers feel the need to be
constantly defending and explaining what they are
doing, there usually exists a wealth of recoarded
interviews, which searve useful iIndicators.

Again, 1t is the very ambiguity of the narrator®s
voice, the relation of the fictional “I” to that of
the author, that distinguishes a piece of creative
writing as a great work of art. Speaking about Ijas
liaisons dangereuses. a novel by the eighteenth
centxiry French writer, de Laclos, and drawingf out the
iit™lications for the narrative in general, Todorov has
the following to say:

Il n"est pas 10 simple exposfe d"une action, mais

I"histoire du conflit entre deux ordres; oelui dii

livte Ot celui d© son contexte social...» Nows ne

savons pas quelle est 1la Vé&riti, nous ne
aonnaissons que les apparences; at nous ne savons

pas quelle est la position exacte de 1 auteur; le
niveau apprSciatif est dissimula. C"est oette
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QioigaSt.(@  profondfe, catt® ottvertxare vers des
interpretations oppos”™es, gui distingue le roman
da Laelos dO© rnoititoreux romans “bien oonstruits" et
le place au rang des chefs-d"oeuvre.*

Just as the critic plays a creative role in thO
realisation of the text, so too the reader has an
integral function. In a very real way, the reader
completes the creative act begun by the author; in
choosing to read the text, he coKoiits himself. He
enters iInto a pact with the author and this pact
carries with it demands and responsibilities.

For such a relationship to be fruitful
presupposes a sympathetic and informed reader,
something that has, from the beginning, posed a
dilemma for African writers. Jean-Paul Sartre has
defined 1in philosophical terms the irreGoncilable
tensions facing African and American Negro writers,
whether they write in a Etiropean or in an indigenous
language. Sartre demonstrates that writing, liJce any
other act, supposes a choice. The writer does not
write for himself but for an audience and he chooses
his audience. It Is this audience that deteirmines
what he writes. Yet, in the case of the African or
American Negro writer, this choice 1is profoundly
paradoxical, for there is a clear divide bet:"»een the
real and the viirtual audience. The real readers are
those who are literate and who have the material means
of procxuring the book; that 1is, they either can

afford to buy books or they have access to a source of
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&tapply, gtidi as a library, Tilis pmfclic Is amncie up for
th#V._most:part; ,- Wost.ern “rea“ders ve=fidi>-"a
limits elifctt. It is tligy wlna maMe thi©
p~tbllcation of the text financially feasible. Yet
these readers are the »ost alienated frcaa th® BlaoK
writer®s world and they are likely to be the least
syapathstic towards the Black writer®s intentions,
e reade™E to«rds whom the BlaoJ: writer 1is
really reseftting i® the vxrtual atidience, in JIf»iea »
in the dxfet.ois of Aaerican Gities. ®iss& «readiers»
,0reuStlikely e”er to the book? in ikfriea -toey are
for the most issirt illiterate and, in the struggle to
survive, aven where books are available, they are at
the bottoHE of the list of priorities. There 1is
furlsheniiiore, the guestion of language* It imposes a
partioalatly acute fahoios for the Mricim writer? in
order t© be publii®ied and read, the material realities
of supply and detaand oblige asst writers to write 1in
a iurop>aa» language, let the VJrtsual audi«Bae, even
when literate, has for the most part acquired only the
basic elements of tliis imported language, enough to
cope with official or administrative oomnainication but.
seldom sufficient to appreciate the nu”~ces of a

literary text.

The formulation of a syncretic critical method

requires that mainstream Western models be considered.
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to asmi-bain is wnt: t&ay filay tislp to resolve S€«®
Of tht© pareblea™ ©Boountorea iIn H»aerate3ftdtng ilfricatt
writing.

I1&e issues raiseia bj the notion of cJontext«ality
are caaplex gi4 it is here that Marxist theory mafee®
iIts »ost useful oontribiztion. While no aonslstent
theory of Afrisan Marxism has as yet been developed *
the teonn “African Maritism” Contaisis iIn itself aa
inherent "contradiction - loany writers, frooa both tlie
French and the English speaking zones of Africa,
express in their critical discourse their allegiance
to this ideology.

Not surprisingly, given the country”s history of
Marxist“inspired rule, some of the most explicitly
ferxist of the Franoophone critios are from the Congo
Republic. The historian and ethnologist, Theophile
Obenga, prefaces his work on I®bochi oral literature by

citing Gramsci, frcas his Letteratura e vita nazionalei

"Lee prSmisses de la nouvelle litt<8ratur@ doivent
Stre nioessairement historiques™ politigues,
populaires; ©lies doivent tendre t ~laborer ce
N1 existe dija, de fagon pol”~ique ou de touts
autre fa<?on, peu imports? 1"important est que
ceiutdO nouvelle littirature plonge ses raoines
dsins 1"humus de la culture popiiiaire telle
gazelle est, avec ses go™ts, ses tendances, etc.,
avec son monde moral et intellectuel, milae s™il
est aixiiirS et conventionnel,
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Obemga rejCefts sterile academls litarary
crith.cis®; a people”s cultural patrimony sust b®© seen

in an historical and political perspective.

En effet, ‘“dévelop;per” un pays, c"est Ile
construire matftrielleonent mais aussi.Ot surtout
spirituellement, humaineaent, bref au plan de
Ificonomie coime au plan de la culture. En
rSalit®, “econstruire” un pays, c"est libferer
toutes ses propres forces vives, lTingteiositS de
sfes artisans, 1"intelligence de ses cadres, la
crSativitS et 1"imagination de sa jeunesse, la
grandeur morale et calturelle d® toutes se®
etlmiss, de toutes ses potentialites humaines.
Il Ost entiSrement errone de ci-oire gue le
probl&»e culturel est Oecondaire een Afrigae
noire. C"est m&ae, au fond, Ile problé&&e
prioritaire, a condition dO ne pas ramener “la
culture*» t oe gu“fell® nest pas, oegt-a-dire a
une curiosity superficielle, ptiesgue mogueuse,
pour «les ohoses africaines traditionnellss”.

CD

The balief that a people™s socio-cultural history
iIs a key factor of Iliberation is a fundamental
principle guiding Obenga®"s research into the pre-
colonial history of Central Africa. It is the
principle which informs his work on the Mbochi oral
tradition. The thrust of his analysis of the poem-
songs is twofold; as a poet he 1iliumiTiates their
aesthetic qualities and as a radical historian he
shows how they relate to the changing material history
of the people.

A second Congolese critic, Jean-Pierre Makouta-
Mbcokou, s an outspoken proponent of a Marxist
ideology for Africa, although he himself 1is a

professed Christian, who has chosen to live in exile
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fy<»i tlie r8gi»© iIn the Congo. StekoutaHffisotsIBti
etitidi®es tb« West with acerbity and emotion, if not.
always with rigorous logic, for being the producer of
what h® terms, typically bourgeois literature. This,

he believes, has no place in Africal

Car il faut aussi le reconnaltre, la litt&rature
negro-africaine n”est pas une litt8rature
bourgeoise. Si nous difinissons 10 bom-geols
adatle, antre autres traits, celui cjui a plus
gu®il ne faut argent et da temps pour vivre, en
le prevalant souvent sur les efforts des plus
d&Jtunis, et gui le dipense parfois en fxitilits,
la littferature nfegro-africaine n"a auoune minute,
aucune page a depenser inutilement. Chacune de
ses lignes, en raison du retard que le monde noir
a sur 1°0ccident, a un but particulier, et doit
assumer et accoiaplir la fflission gui lui a ete
assignee

Itoéotita-Mboxikou is mercilei”s iIn his scorn for
Senghor®s rejection of Marxism, which he sees as the
reason for the resistance to Senghor®s cause on the

part of many Black writers;”

Au lieu de cela, il a choisi dSliber”ent d"etre
le prMicateur de la negritude narcissigue, en
tuant dans I17oeuf les 8lans revolutionnaires des
jemies NSgres. Au lieu de leur preparer ui?%
p€dagogie conscientisante, il leur a servi tn
soporifique «™i a failli les endormir pour
longtejnps, lui-mSme servant de paravent a I"acte
destructeur de 1"Occident.

But if, thanks to the influence of the Negritude
movement aiid to various religious persuasions, Black

writers are not avowed, adherents of Mairxism,
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nevsrti-li less, in Makouta-Mboiikou®”"s opinion, they are

nearly all sympathiserss

Connnent un oppriad pourrait-il honnSteiadnt 6tro©
inattentlf aux theses laarxistes relatives &
1"oppression, ™ la domination des faibles par les
puissants, des pauvres par les riches? Coment
un exploits pourrait-il 8tre 1insensible a la
dialectique: exploiteurs-exploiths, maltres-
esclaves, colonis8s-colonialistes? K8me les
O©crivains franchement anti-marxistes ne peuvent
itre insensibles a la philosophie marxiste en
matiere d"economie. (327)

Makouta-Mboxikous®s tendentious arguments and
sweeping generalisations reveal a more emotional than
scientific understanding of Marxism.Yet the main
thread of his argument is significant: Marxism shows
the way to a committed, consciousness-raising, change-
provoking literatxire. In this he egpresses hi®
allegiance with Tfirst generation French-language
writers such as Frantz Fanon, Cheik Anta Diop and the
Legitime Defense group.

The relationship of art and the artist to society
IS an 1issue that preoccupies both Francophone and
Anglophone writers, whether they profess to a Marxist
ideology or not.

As far back as 1969, Abiola Irele called for an
African literary criticism which would be
“sociological in its implications.” An important
argioment that his collection of essays entitled The
African Experience and ldeolocry demonstirates, is that

the originality of African literature lies iIn its
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refsrenc© to historical and experieBtial forces.”™ Enm
makes a cas© against the structuralist school”™ which
dcaiinated European criticism at the time a™ which saw
literature as a turning in upon itself, a refusal to
find its meaning in the referential world. For Irele,
“poetic values ... iare values precisely by reference to
social values.” (19) Such views are widely echoed
today. The Nigerian critic, Biodun Jeyifo calls for
an ethical consciousness of a political not mythical

“hature;

...-that superior ethical consciousness which
welds the life of the individual combatant to the
destiny of an embattled and battlinig
collectivity”

More reco.,c.ly, Chidi Amuta, deploring the
“theoretical anaemia” which he sees as the common
denominator of African literary scholarshipr states
tha thesis which informs his book on African literatry

tneory:

African literature and its criticism testify to
the historical contradictions that define the
African situation. In order to resolve these
contradictions in the direction of progressive
change, literary criticism must be predicated on
a theoretical outlook that couples cultural
theory back to social practice. In this respect,
literary theory and practice must form part of
the anti-imperialist struggle, thus demystifying
literary criticism and reintegrating it into the
social experience and practice of which
literature Itself is very much part.®
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Even Wole Soyinka, who is sharply criticised by
th© Marxist critics for his mystifying postulation of
the archetypal myth as the expression of man®s
struggle with cosmic forces, calls for literary works
of social vision. His theory is not expressed in
Marxist terms but it reveals the same concern for
literature™s particjpation in the reconstruction of
society, as can be seen in the following somewhat

laboured dsfinition of the work of social vision:

The intellectual and emotional impulse to a re-
examination of the propositions upon which man,
nature and society are posited cr interpreted at
any point in history, the effort, to expand such
propositions or to contest and replace them with
others more 1iIn tune with the writer"s own
idealistic disposition or his pragmatic,
i-esolving genius; this impulse and its
integrative role in the ordering of experience
and events leads to a work of social vision.~™**

On® of the contributions of the Marxist model is
its focus on art as praxis. This coxinterbalances the
mystical, romantic conception of the artist creating
in an inspired vacuum, Tfar removed from the harsh
realities of daily living conditions. Marxist theory
emphasises that thj artist, or writer, 1is a producer,
subject to economic and market conditions similar to
those of any other sector of society. Such a view is
particularly significant in Africa, where material
difficulties abound, aggravated by the transition from
colonial to neo-colonial economic systems, and “the

forces of nationalism and neo-imparifilism.
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However, th©O most valu]Ai}le conl-ribu”tion tiait 1:11®
Marjtist model makes tof?ards an African theoary of
literature 1is its demonstration of the dialGotical
relation bett™een art and society. Opponents of

M Marxism may reiect what they see as a mechanistic
correspondence between social forces and creative
works, claiming that this cannot account for
individual, original expression. However, the now
classic expositions of Raymond Willians or Terry
Eagleton present a nuanced position, which 1is of
particular relevance to the African situation.

A woEk of art, in terms of itt. form, style and
content, 1is seen as the product of a particular

history and, at the same time, 1i1s a Tfactor of

transformation:

A scientific criticism would seeJc to explain the
literary work 1in terms of the 1ideological
structure of which it is part, yet which it
transforms in its art; it would search out the
principle which both ties the work to ideology
and distances it from it.*”

Critics are quick to point out the dangers of
relating art to ideology. Indeed, one of the
weaknesses of “vulgar” Marxist criticism, as Eagleton
terms iIt, is to impose a prescriptive strait jacket on
creative expression. Raymond Williams clarifies the
problem in his discussion of Gramsci®s notion of
hegemony which, as a process not a structure, goes
beyond ideol(igy.-
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By raoognising ti®© forces of domiaance and
sxibordination which determine society and the way
people perceive thimselves and the world, hegamony
offers a more holistic concept of socl;0ty. It is, in
particular, a concept which reflects accurately the
forces that have determined, and continue to
detsnmine, the historical development of African
societies. Moreover, Marixist theory highlights the

aspegst of struggle which is 1Jaui-rent in creative

practice?
Creative practice is thus of many Kkinds. It is
already, and actively, our practical

oonsciousness. When it becomes struggle - th®
active staruggle for new consciousness through new
relationships that is the ineradioabla emphasis
of the Marxist sense of self‘-creation - It can
take many forms. It can be the Ilong and
difficult remaking of an inherited (detenftined)
practical consciousness: a  process often
described as development but iIn practice a
struggle at the X"oots of the mind - not casting
off an 1ideology, or learning phrases about it,
but confronting a hegemony in the fibres of thoO
self and in the hard practical sxibstance of
effective and continuing relationships. It can
be more evident practice: the reproduction and
illustration of hitherto excluded and
subordinated models; the embodiment and
performance of known but excluded and
subordinated experiences and relationships; thO
articulation and formation of latent, momentary.,
and newly possible consciousness.

Tos; emphasis here on the dialectical Interplay of
past and present forms and relations is important.
This view of creativity is morii flexible than that of
other exponents of Marsiism who, like Chidi Amuta,

interpret somewhat rigidiy Karl Marx"s idea, that "the
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tradition of all tHe dead gsnerations weighs li3se a
nightmar® ©n the brain of the living. For such
Marxist theoiiticiens, elements of traditional
practices are seen as evidence of bourgeois society,
which must te eradicated. Tradition is perceived as
false mythology, an utopean dream into which, what
Sartre would term "inauthentic” writers, seel< to
escape. Traditional inheritance is not seen to have
any positive, creative contribution to ruiike.

®ii1s standpoint is problematical for tlie African
cont@3£t, where past and present are imbricated at all
levels of society and consciousness. Furth»armore,
with respect to literature, the view that tradi;tiont’l
influence can be only detrimental, fails to raoognise
the iIn”ortanoe of oral composition in contemj*orary
Mrican writing. As will be seen later, the
consideration of traditional oral stary-telling
techni<iues is crucial for i1lluminating modem African
literatures.

In one respect then, the Marxist aesthetic cannot
fully account for African creative writing, for it
fails to take iInto account a fundamental featxire; the
importance of myth and the profound belief in
spiritual forces which pervades Africap societies, be
they urban or rwal. Indeed, Marxist theorists who
refuse to recognise the dynamic interplay of tradition
and modernity, are self-contradictory. Wi Im.

emphasising the dialectical relationship of cultural
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aotivity to society, tiiey eae this iIn only »yn«diroRic
and net diaciironic terms.

Iv@j1 whsra traditional societies have long bean
broken u.p, thought processes and language remain
marked by Hiythology or, more broadly, spirituality.
In African literatures, this is reflected in symbolic
language which cannot be reduced to purely material or
referential significance. Literature is not a social
soienae; it represents as much, a spiritual as a gsocio-
historioal mediation of human experience.

fiartbermore, Marxist criticism socords little or
no attention to the entertainment value of African
artistic egression. Indeed, 1In any society, people
listen to a story, or join in a song, because they
enjoy it. ®iey respond, not so much with their mind
as with their senses, to the rhythm of the music and
the harmonising of voices and musical iInstruments.

Traditionally, the Peul story teller would open
his session with the words; ’Mon conte est utile,
futile et instructif.. In over-emphasising the Ffirst
and last elements, th® Marxist critics have forgotten
the second one. For aesthetic pleasure, measured in
functional terms, is indeed "futile” but It answers an
undeniable human need for beauty and Hlaughter. In
their uncompromising view that literature should be a
means of righting social wrongs, the Mar”xist critics
have forgotten that beauty and imagination cannot be

reduced to a material form and they seem even to have
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forgotten how to laugh. They are far too serioms for
Africa. Tcdiioaya U Taro"Si"s description of the
Congolese people is true for large parts, if not all

of sub-Saharan Africa:

Les Congolans, sur les: deu¥ rives, sont un peuple
gai, goitviillsur, sou™“«"r * AFj pas sirieux. 1llIs
prennent la vie a’ ; VL 1 miIis® avec une espece
de legSreti. On jn“uiaila dira que la vie vaut
d*"Stre vScue, m<Sre avec (ies haillons. In VFirits,
nous sommes un peuple d"anibiaD5eurs®". Nous
aimons I antoiance. Nous “voas xm sens de la
convivialiti qui dSpasse les bornes, m&ne dans la
tristesse la plus noire. 11 n"y a gu"t voir
coOTnent nous organisons les veill8es-fun™bres et
les soHimes folles que nous dfepensons dans ces
occasionii. L*humour est d"ailleurs \ire
caractiristigue oninipresente, m8me dans les
oeuvres d"engagement politique plus violent.®

By way of contrast, Georg Gugelbexger®s words are
representative of certain radical Marxist critical
thought. Taken to their extreme, they suggest
undcKaifortable echoes of the worst aspecrts of Soviet

Socialist Realism:

... the more refined and successful in aesthetic
terms a work of art becomes, the more it lacks
moral and social integrity.™*

An over-riding concern with moral and social
integrity does not ensure readability. The question
to be asked is, why should "successful in aesthetic
terms” and ™moral and social integrity” be mutually

exclusive? Such a view of literature makes it
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diffitmlt to distinguish art from a political trmtié&@
or paBfjlileteerinf,

Nei“ertiialsas, by relating creativ'® exjjrespioii to
opsfi-eaded, chaaglng culforal and societal forces, t3a®
Marxist model im ptarticularly useful in illuminating
the function of art in the African context, where art
is traditionally rooted 1in collec-clve cultural
escperience. In general, an hermetiic, individual
itijfthology still has no place in Africa,

In introducing Henri Arvon®s work on Iferxist

aesthetics, Fredric Jajaeson says;

for a middle~class state, art a luxury, when
it Is not an investment; for a socialist one, it
iIs the indispensable sign of the reintegration of
a fragmented, alienated existence.”

The airtist, or writer, is crucial in this process
of reintegsration, Marxist positicns vary regarding
the role of the artist in society, and the degree of
fieedom iIn personal expression to be allowed iIn a
socialist society. In general, contemporary Marxists
would hold with the view that, as a member of a
particular society, the writer experiences the history
of a collectivity and recreates it in poetical terms.
In this way, reality is mediated through the personal,
experiential vision of an individual. A writer
therefore, expresses both individual and collective

experience.
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LmeiOn Goldioann®s ttieory of genetic
straoturalism, inspired by Lukacs®™ work, offers useful
insights into the role of the writer in society. For
GoldBiann, no important work can ever be the expression

of a single experience, fors

... le caracters collectif de la cr*eation
littSraire provient du fait que les structures de
I"nmivers de 1"oeuvre sont homologues atix
structures mentales de certains groupes sociavus
oa en relation intelligible avec elles,

Genetic structuralism, which analyses art forms
in teras of 'ﬂrﬁ degree to which they reflect the
strmoture”™ of a given society, leads naturally to a
favouring of realism and naturalisai in literature. It
also highlights an area of Mairxist theory which 1is
partieularly problematic,

judge art by the degree to which it reflects,
or even mediates, social realities, makes little or ho
allowance for .the individual artist™s oreative
ima.gina.ire. Indeed, Marixist theory is unooiafortable
with the concept of poetic inspiration, often
rejecting is as mythological. While recognising that
the artist recreates historical reality, no clear
explanation is given of this process®. Amuta®s way of
dealing with the question illustrates the difficulty
that it represents for Marxist theory. While
dismissing sccrilfully the peychoanalysts*®

understanding of the creative act, Amuta offers the
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#:~anatlon of tJiO piroesas iMdertaksn by thi®
aartlst or “mediating subject™. Media-blon is, tlie
reayciing of scMslo-historical SMperxenc© acscordiiig
thi@ laws of 1iaaginativa projection.'"”

Not only is this a somawliat laboured aeooxmt of
craative expression but, more importantly, at no stage
doss Atttita clarify his position regarding the nature
and functioniiig of the iImagiHation in the creative

process.

Wtereas conteaaporary Western Marjcists are ejsgaged

tia® taek OF defining the relatior™bi]) toetweeai
artistic production and adi“"ahced capitalist societies,
ft_frican Marxists are more eono”™ned with the artist”"s
responsibility in the struggle for liberation and
improved social and political, condilrions, alieir
emphasis is on th® corfflittted nattire of literattire, in
the s~se of it being coiigoiiousiy aligned with the
forces for change.

First generation Frenoh-langtiage writers, sutsh as
Fanon and the L6gitime Defense group, intearpreteid this
in a very concrete way, advocating literature as an
arm iIn the struggle for political liberation, 1Jhey
were impatient with the less radical ~Senghorian winjg”
of the Negritude moveaient, accusing those poets of
lulling the people with narcisstic dreams of a

glorious past.
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A difression 0 look at a paarallel tsituation in
goutJa Africa today, throvs interesting iigiit on this
issia®. In Somtli Afriqa recently tbe dangers sf
fixing literature in a purely referential,
denunoiative mode were captured iIn what came to be
termed "the Alhie Sachs debate” .~ Albie Sachs, a
prominent member of the African National Congress, who
had for many years liv«a in exile, deliver-ed a paper,
“preparing ourselves for freedom*®, at an in-houe© AMC
discussion which took place abroad in 1989* Sacshs
challenged the concept of “cultxire as a weapon for
struggle”™ and warned against the stifling effects of
a too narrow, prescriptive view of art, Shis gave
rise to wid@*-"3read and at times pole®tical debate
amotigst progretssive writers, critics and caltural
workers in South Africa. Fcr decadep, repressive
legislation had acted as a focal point for tlis
resistanca movements, drawing togethe® those who were
involved at many different levels iIn the freedoa
struggle. In the cultural sphere, resistance songs,
theatre and writing became an important expression of
solidarity. However, in such circumstances, the
expression of collective emotion 1is sanctioned over
and above pi-ivate experience and artistic expression
iIs threatened by cliche political statements and
sloganeering.

When 1n 190, political organisations were

unbanned and the focus of resistance bec.?ime blurred,
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writsrs and cultTaral organisatiwis were
foread to for new <airectlons. Sachs toffi raised
fundaiientai gasstions about asejribing a political
function to art. In the months Tfollowing tha
dissemination of his docimsnt, , debate stimulated
both reflection and self-criticism. This episode
illustrates iIn a concrete way the dilemma of
reconciling poetics and politics.

The 1is«ue is a coi™lex one and crucial for an
eunderstanding of African literature, “tfrican writears
ara caught between mainstream Western canon on the one
hand, which places great value on the 2ltt4rarft# of
creative writing, and on the other hand, the
ideological imparatives of Africa.

Afrioan writers are repeatedly asfeed their viOws
on acssmittert writing. The Congolese playwright atid
novelist, Sony Labcu Tansi, -whe is™lains his stance
with eloquence and finesse, giveis new dfeftnition ta
the concept of committed writing, when he states that
he iIs more engageant than ejigagri; his writing poses
questions more than it offers answers. |If writing is
to be a change-facilitating process,” then the form
vrhich that process takes must be carefully identified,
or else the writer risks being indistinguishable from
the politician.”® Es-"kia Mphahlele focusses upon i-iTH
difficulty:

In terms of social action he (the writer) 1is
irrelevant. The best he can do is make us aware
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of oiarsaelves as txuly are aitff caa bs* iChe
I~olitician defines the social situation in terms
of ilaperatives. Tile Tkrriter as teacher and
entertainer, in terms other than the
politician®s. And yet he arrives at something
rI]ike a set of iuperatives. That is the paradox
e is.”v’

Ii” Goamitment iiaplies social action, the creative
writer woul;i seeaa to be confronted with the impossible
task of integrating the essentially conflicting roles
ot the social activist and the poet. However, what is
needed is a redefinition of th® notion "committed
literature” . Engagement should be seen as a changing,
dialectical process, a personal response to contextual
irealities* It is more than ideological slogan®
wielding ©r overt conscientising of the masses.

LiJse liUkacs®™ “problematical hero”, tdie committed
writer esj”resses the eiiperience of an individual who
is in conflict with the 1ideology and values of a
dominant class. furthermore, the committed writer
assumes certain responsibilities; he or she accepts
the role of spokesperson for an exploited grouping
within a given society. In bearing pex®sonal witness
against iInjustice, the writer engages in a liberating
struggle. In this sense, committed writing 1is
polemical but the expressive mode may be lyrical, even
intensely private. Such writing aiay be subversive, in
that the values of the establishment are challenged,

perhaps even modified. It is by intellectualising
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psrsoml tastiiikKiny in tMs way ttoat it becomes
subversive.

The desire to t&moignmXt or bestr witnass, It t
leit-motif in French-language writing, nmning through
from the first autobiographical novels of Ferdinand
Oyono or Mongo Beti to ciDntemporary Congollese writing.

Today, thirty years after iIndependence, the
responsibility to testify against the abuses of the
oolonial administration has changed its foous* In
contemporary nao**eolonial sooietiest =the coitsmitted
writer now confronts iInjustice and corruption
perpetuated by African mast:ers. Jfeny portray their
protagonists, who reject the African versions of
exploitation and oppression, as alientated heroes
whose search is not to radically transform society but
to und”™cstand themselves and the world in wlaioh td'ey
live. The way in whicdi the writer pei*ceives his or
her relliatloiislailp with societ: |s crucial to African
writing and it reflects the r ~ ition of collective
responsibility, which 1is fvindamental to committed
writing. It is an 1issue frequently debated among
African writers., as a recent round-table discussion
between a group of foijir prominent Congolese author®
seirves to illtistrate ™ The 1interviewer, Daniel
Maximin, himself a Black writer from Guadeloupe®
focusses on the dilemma of reconciling the poatic

with socio-political issues. He asksj
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L*humour, Hla dirision, [1"0ngagement contr© 10
roaitre, les grands Rujets,... Est-ce que vous n@
souffrez pas d"un® certains absence de la
confidence, d"tine certain®© absence d© vous m8me,
de vous mSme parlant de vous? Du ~je” qui est si
peu present?

Sony Labou Tansi"s vreply 1is categorical and

unhesitating;

Le “je” est. collectifi
Daniel Maximin; Il n"y a pas besoin de plus?
Sony Labou Tansi; Non! nonl

For others, the 1issue 1is more nuanced. The poet

Maxime N'D'sbSka relates the personal 1" to a sensfe of

a wider fraternitv;

J ai dit quMm,l fallait abattre les frontiSres da
’je'".  Faire tomber les bastilles du ’je”, c"es"c
chaque fois rechercher une plus grand©
fr2iternits8* Quand on pens®© gue notre pays a
encore des probldraes iInter-ethniques...Dans ma
pot"sie, il y a toujours cette contradiction, ce
d8placewent du ”je" au '"nous". C"est une
contradiction que je n"al pas encore rSsolue.

It is significant that for N"DSbfeka, '‘nous'™ does
not relate to some abstract universal concept of
humanity but to the harsh reality of ethnic conflict
in the Congo.

Tchicaya U TamSi, who was scathing of those who
seek to convey a clear political message by means of
—-Creative wr-iting,. iIs unequivocal iIn hia affirmation of

the poetical ~I™:
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Daras D® <pi®© j~8eris, le »je" «st jjennanait.. Le
”je” exists mais on n® vent pas le voir car on
persistO 1 nous lire i travers des stereotypes.

A timely word of warning against formulating a
theoretioal mould into which all African writers can
ba neatly fitted.

These different replies illustrate the various
ways in which the notion of coHcaitiaent can be

In Africa, conmitted writing implies a
sense of respoifiablity towards one"s  fellow
comttrypeople, an awareness of social realities and an
aaceptancO of the vocation of porte-"~parole on b”alf
of tv ISO whose voice is not heard.

In this sense, it can b®© said that commitment is
a characteristic feature of African writing. However™
the poetical form that this commitment takes cannot be
circumscribed nor prescribed# without running th® risk
of simplification and distortion. The uonstant
dialectic between the poetic 71” and the historical
**we’” Is one of the most dynamic mainsprings informing
contemporary African artistic expression.

The notion of speaking on behalf of those who do
not have the means to expresi themselves, raises
certain difficulties with respect to tha writer-reader
relationship in Africa. The debate revolves around
the issue of writing in European lancmageK since, as

reality would have iIt, this constitutes today the most
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sigaifioant tiuaiber of putalisJie® litsraKy “Qjcfep from
Africa.

Writers in Etiropean languages Gompris® a
relatively small elite, In many ways the evolnes of
the colonial period. For them to aat as porte"
parolm, presupposes that they are able to identify
with the majority of their compatriots, who have had
little or no formal education and have little or no
experience of life outside of their immediate milieu.
That they should share similar preoccupations and
perspectives is not self-evident» Furthermore, it
assumes a reader receptive to W™ progressive,
conscientising message of the literary work. misj,
howevar, 1is. not always the case; there are indeed as
many reactionary or apathetic members of the working
classes as ther® are among the bourgeoisie.

Moreovelr, the majority of the peasantry and the
city working classes®™ have iIn fact little or no access
to literary texts, given the price of books and the
poor distributi;3n networks. Protably the most
telling factor is the high illiteracy rates and the
limited mastery of European languages, which
effectively isolates the modern writer from th®
people. The struggling working classes do not have
the linguistic skills, nor indeed the time or interest
to read the poetry of Tchicaya U Tam®"Si or Ngugi~s
Petals of Blood. The social concerns of the Marxist

critics have mad® them acutely sensitive to these

119



and yarious soltitions been offered,
Ngugi M& Thion®fo has posited most vigorously ttie
importance of aducating the people. He holds that it
is thSi responsibility of the state, of writers, of
aoadeaaics, of teachers and of social or aommunity
workers, to encourage and help develop amongst the
people a renewed appreciation for cultural practiGOs.
In his vim, to write 1iIn a European Jlanguage
Kr"infocame th® forces of neo-aolonialisa and
alienation, and the only solution is to develop
Mrioan languages.

Itoilt many would identify with Ngugi”s
ideological stanoe, practical realities nmilitate
against ailaandoning French, English or Portugu#®# as
the vehicles for creative expression. Otois 1is
recognised by even Chidi Amuta, wh.o on this point is
in afre~ftent with/Zhe lets radioal ~inweigu, and %
«ti® majority of Fr? ncopbone writers.

Notwithstanding these difficulties with respect
to reaching an audience which remains virtual, the
Mairxist model maJces a useful contribution to an
African literary theory by confirming the
inappropriateness of elitist or i1vory-tower art.

However, there are inherent dangera 1in an
aesthetic which establishes criteria in terms of
class.

Indeed, the notion of class struggle, which und«rpins

the Marxist theory, has been overtaken in contemporary
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fim:

mcieti&s throughoiat tlie world, by ismumB siaeh as the
ool<a wair and th® nuolCai- ancts raa&, etlino-racial
oonfllet:, and women"s rights.

Finally, there is another important domain where
Marxist theory has a contribution to make, this time
at the v.extual level. Marxist critics are often
accused of ascribing undue importance to the content
or message of a literary text and of not analysing
mjffisiently features of form and style. This may
indeed toe true of some of the most radical positions.
However, central to Marxist theory is the notion that
form and content are integrally, and more importantly,
dialeciically related*

Henri Arvon concedes that Marxist aestheties Iis
foroed to admit the priority of content over form.
However? this is to interactive relattoaship, where
content may be modified by form. Furthermore, form
ilJce content, 1is determined by ohanging societal
relations and forces.

Thi® dynamic conception of foirm breaks with the
rigid formalist theory, which reduces literature to a
system of structures. Whnt 1is equally Important
however, is the idea that there is to be found in the
beat works of art, a fundatmental unity of form and
content.

It must be recognised that the prescriptive and
ideologically aligned stance of many Marixist

theorists has an impoverishing effect, and to evaluate
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litaratur© as a T“echange-orient.at®d aotivity'” as doas
Sugelb®jcgelrr is to devalue the meditative,
interpretive aspect.

However, the contrxbution of Marxist theory fojr
und-~rstanding African writing ia an important one. It
focusses upon the dialectical forces of individual
liberty and social change. It has shown conclusively
that African works cannot be read out of context; that
the writer, the reader a"d the tejst ar© inejrtricably

bouHd up with historical realities.

A syncretic literary approach, that is centered
in African realities, must take full cognisance of the
oral tradition. |In particular, the techniques of oral
composition are undoubtedly one of the richest areas
for investigation, in order to identify elements that
permeate contemporary writing. Indeed, any critical
method which 1ignores such factors will fail to
understand important expressive and formal features of
African writing.”® As long ago as the early sixties,
in his search for what constitutes the africanit$ of
a text, Janheinz Jahn saw the necesfsity of identifying
the topol, the stylistic elements and ""thought forms™
that find their origin in oral literature.More
recently, many critics and researchers in both

Francophone and Anglophone Africa have turned their
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at—tentiC™ii to tJi0® sral traditioa; Moliajaadon Hane aacl
Ebwil a Mpang Ngal, Kofi Awoner, Harold Sciheul? a»id
Jeff Opland to name but a Howev”, as yet little
research has been undertaken into the use of orality
as a tool for the literary analysis of African prose
writing.

It is understandable that Western critics should
overlook the orality factor for, while all written
cultures have their roots in an oral tfadtion, in the
West the power of the written word has for so loi®
held sway that only fragments of oral cultiires remain*
In Africa however, where few of the indigenotis
languages have as yet been tranfiscribed and where only
a small percentage of the peo> *jave aoguir”™Bd mininial
reading and writing skills, I cultural traditions
are very much ~live. Indeed, the interaetipn between
oral and written forms of escpression is a question
attracting considerable d”~ate among contaaporary
oralists. ™

In Africa the dynamics are particularly intricate
for, in a single country or region, the whole range
from orality to literacy is represented. While the
older generations in the isolated rural areas still
exist In a state of pure orality, amongst the village
and town dwellers some degree of schooling has created
a situation of diglossia. Written communication with

administrative bodien; takes place in one of the
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official languagfes bat cultural tra<3titions are
preserved in thO mather tongue.

®ils 1s not dissimilar to thO situation in
Yugoslavia, where Milman Parry and Albert: Lord
conducted their vresearch iInto oral composition.
However, it may be argued that African novelists, and
in particular those who writ®© in an acquired language
such as French or English, occupy a special position
on thO orality-literacy spectrxini. Not only are they
highly literate but furthermore, they have chosOn a
genre that is by definition literary, and which doefi
not exist in the oral tradition. However, they live
in a transitional period and it is important to gniage
e ex"tent to which this is reflected in their pilose
writing.

Indeed, it raises the question of whether there
can in fast be such a thing as a transitional t”ct.
Gan the novel be read iIn terms of anything other that
literary convention?

In answer to this, the following extract from
Sony Labou Tansi®s novel, Les Sept Solitudes de Lorsa
Lopez. which was published in 1985, provides a good
illustration of writing that defies the conventional

canon of prose writing

Tout sourire, caressant le paguet de
remerciements qu-ils lui avaient priparg8, les
visiteurs arrivaient par groups hilares.
Certains chantaient 10 morceau des morcCa\ix, non
pour son sens, mais pour sa profonde beauti, poor
la paix que le chant procurait, pour 1%espoir
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gn"il faisait naitre, pour cette dilicietis#
ivresse Ot cette S8lectrilcite du tormerre des
tormarres gu”il donnait a I"toe affligee, Lorsa
Manuel Yeba tirait des coups d"arguebuse auffiie
nous en tirons pendant les f8tes du poisson ou
pendant la Toussaint. Les coups caviardaient les
priferes d"Sjrmano Yozua. De toutes les
directions, arrivalt un monde noir qui huchait,
crialt, cliantait, jubilalt, convergeant vers
Inhabitation d"Estina Bronzario. Beaucoup
n"fetalent pas invit8s, qui venaient seuleiaent lui
serrer la pince et lui remettre en main propre le
petit quelque chose gue Je ne pouvais pas
mestpdcher ds vous fair© tenir S cette occasion-
ci la derniere peut-8tre. (I11)

In the following pages, such writing is looked at
in its contemporary African context. A close
examination of the dynamics of expression in African
societies, shows that it is iIndeed possible to trace
the clear influence of oral traditions on literary
expression. Because the focus is primarily on the use
of language and linguistic forms, the discussion will
of necessity remain within the parameters of one
linguistic zone, namely Francophone Africa. However,

many of the findings may be applied to writing from

Anglophone or Lusiphone Africa.

As early as 1iIn 1974, the Senegalese critic
Mohamadou Kane pviblished an article in the Revue de
Litt*rature Comoaree. entitled "Structures; sur les
"formes traditionnelles™ du roman africain,” where he
stated explicitly the importance of the oral tradition

for the contemporary Francophone novel. Several
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aspedss of tliis iirortant article suffesfe a fruittui™”
avsjive for fiirtlier 1investigation, although Kan®©
himself did nat develop his 1i1deas and, as will tO
seen, he appears later to discount the iImpoirbanc© of

traditional fo3isns. However, in 1974 Kane stated thati

1"originality du roinan africain doit " tre
cherche®© plus partioulierement dans ses rapports
avec les foraes de la Ilitt8rature oral® de
I1"Afrigue, (S37)

Kane goes on to enumerate briefly six major forms
inherited from the oral tradition. He identifies such
features as a single action, the focussing around one
central character, a thre®“Stage temporal structure or
the use of dreams to express man®s communication wito
the spiritual or natural world. However, his study is
based on a very limited number of texts, all works
from the first period of African prose writing, the
most recent being Les soleils des ind”Dendances.
pviblished in 1968, Not all the characteristics which
he highlights can be considered distinguishing
criteria of the contemporary African novel,
particularly those of the past decade. Other elements
mentioned by Kane remain significant however, such as
the recurrent theme of the journey, the mixing of
genres, the use of proverbs and the dominant voice of
the author.

In Kane®"s these d"Stat, which was published as

Roman africjain_. at tradition in 1982, he studies
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certain taxts frcm ttiO perspective of traaiti™m in
order ko show that the appareiit conflict bet¥e®i
traditioin and modernity is false,” He examines the
African novel with respect to its evolution, Iits
divears© orientations and its relationship with
traditional literattires, and he demonstrates how
tradition and modernity are part of a continuous
process, which leads to a new synthesis. However,
the tfexts sttidiesd are again chosen almost excltisively
frcaa th™ first period of African prose writing, with
only very brief allusion to certain conttaaporary
nov<e, lists. Furthermore, while Kane"s stated objective
is to avoid the form-contert dichotomy, his analysis
iIs essentially thematic. Re does not study
s;fstemati«ally the influence of oral thought patterns
on prose coii®osition. Indeed, 1iIn a more recent
article, Kane seems to retract from his belief that
oral forms contribute to the originality of the
African novel.”™ The dominant presence of the author
and the single, principal character are now seen as
inherited techniques which weigh heavily on the

novelist:

Hares sont les romanciers gui 6chappent S cette
presence abusive [of the author as well as of the
main character]’herites; de 1"oralit®. (B82)

Whereas twenty years earlier, Kane had shown the

inadequacies of European inspired critical approaches
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with rega3crd to African writing” ke ncm akK"sss an ribocit=
face and reproaches African novelists for not taking
cognisance of contemporary, primarily French,
structuralist theory and discourse analysis. He
distinguishes two characteristic traits of the African
novel; concern for realism and committed, if not
militant, writing. These he sees as a sign that the
Afrid.,;.! novel is swimming against the current, *dans
une iIndifférence totale des interrogations sur la
signification de I ecriture Ot du structuralisme. ” (S3)
Kane views the place and the role of tradition in the
Ovolution of tlie African novel as a source of paradox,
even conflict. In so doing he reduces African prose
writing to a dichotomy of choice and is lead to make
the following judgement of a contemporary writer from

Zaxre:

Il faut cohvenir que Mudimbe, pour avoir
singuliSrement rMuit sinon anSantit la part des
formes traditionnelles, a pu plus fTacil”ent
ouvrir son oeuvre aux formes modernes d"ecriture
romanesque. (86)

In the place of criteria that will 1lluminate anc
explain what 1is specific to African prose writing,
Kan© measures the African novel by the loosely defined
criteria of "formes modernes” or ‘'facteurs de
depassemsnt at d© renouvellement,” against which he

finds it wanting.
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Brief Crartiou; should be ®ad© of oldei” do«2toral
theses on th@ sYbject of oral tradition aiK® tos#
aonte;i™orarY novel. That of the Ilvoirian writer and
critic, Amadou EonS, wa& published in 198S under the
title of Du recit oral au roman. Kon” confines his
research to the heroic genre and sets out to show that
certain modeim novels have evolved directly from that
traditional form. He then links the transfoarmtion of
th© oral heroic genre to changing historioal
eircum”™tances, Koni looks at eleven traditiohal
heroic tales that have been transcribed into French
and identifies characteristic elements or ’to]Joi”
relating to three aspects; subject loatter, the hbro
and certain typical characters, and narrative
techniques. He then applies his findings to three
novels which he terms "historical™ (Nazi Boni”s
Cr8t?usctila des temas anciens. Paul Hazouaot™™s Bocmieimi
and Jean Malonga®s Maende de M"Pfoumou MV iIMmmio) and
to ten other modem novels, published between 1959 aixd
1976. Having discovered certain foirmal eind thematic
similarities between the traditional and the modern
texts, Kon8 deduces that the latter have evolved from
the former and he goes on to explaixi the points of
divergence in temvs of the changing socio-political
context.

As was the case with Kane, while Kon8 recognises
tlie importi>nce of traditional oral story-telling

techniques, Jie does not pursue the many crucial
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aspects that relatd®0 to modeni prose-~wrlttnf.
Ftirthermore, his Tisld of reference does not extend
beyond the novels of the mid-seventiess d so does not
take account of the iInnovative writing of the
eigh; . "xes.

Another interesting doctoral thesis, this time by
a Congolese, Bernard Nzoutani-Loumwainou, looks at "la
representation de la tradition a travers la prose
congolaise d"expression fran™aiss.” Louawajaoti sets
out to trace those aspects of modern Congolese fiction
that link back to the past and also those that break
with traditional orat\ire. He 1is primarily concerned
with direct borrowings (such as proverbial esgpression
and traditional themes) and with certain story-telling
techniques (such as frequent digressions and the
episodic structure). While he does not investigate
any further the cognitive processes involved in oral
story-telling, and their possible iInfluence on
contemporary creative expression, he gives interesting
insight into the traditional meaning of many of the
images that appear frequently in modern Congolese
novels.

Yet another doctoral thes-is submitted to the
Sorbonne in 1985 by Sylvain Macayo-Tchitcmbo, entitled
”L*expression de la tradition orale dans les oeuvres
romanesqu™js et poetiques de Tchicaya U Tam"Si et de
Tat-Loutard,'™ attests to the growing interest in this

important domain. Again, however, the investigation
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noi: go bev'otia tjie gpestlon of "vorirovfed:* foWFfSF
to look at the creative process at a deeper I@val.

Brief Hiention should also be made to Stmday O.
Anozift™s work on the West African novel, Soclologi”™ da
roman, Although AnoziS confines his study to novels
published between 1947 - 1%/, his work has the
advahtage of spanning Anglophone and Francophone
writing. An advocate of the structuralist model of
literajcy eriticism. Anozie sets out to discover the
”thematid striicture pattens”™ of these novels and
relates them to the determining realities of their
sociological and historical context. In his chapter
Ol “d“tarain.ation traditionnelle”, he looks at the
influence of the oral tradition, but primarily 1ih
terms of thematic content. Witii respect to stylistic
“borrowings”, he observes that certain folkloric
elements are used by writers such as Achebe, Bh8ly-
Quenum or futuola, as ~ form of "embellissement
artistique.” Indeed, in gr teral, AnoziS views the
influence of trac” tion on modern writers in a negative
light. Moreover, his schematic presentation of
thematic and temporal structures, in the style of
Propp and the formalists, sets restrictive parameters
to his iInvestigation.

Mbwil a Mpang Ngal, a notable writer aiKkl critic
from Zaire, approaches in a different way the subject
of orality and the contemporary novel. Ngal chooses

not to present his ideas iIn the form of an aaademio
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does Biat go beyond til® question of *IBoro\ired™ forms,
fo look at the creatlva procegs at a defip«e level.

Brief aontion should also be made to Sunday O.
AnoKiS<”s work on the West African novel, Soclolocrle du
roman.” Jilthotigb AnoziS confines his Ol:udy to novels
ptiblished between 1947 - 1967, his work has the
advantage of spanning Anglophone and Francophone
writing. An advocate of the structuralist model of
literary criticlem, AnoziS sets out to disoover the
e"thematic structure pattens™ of these navels and
relates them to the determining realities of their
sociological and historical context. In his chapter
on "d&te~ination traditioiinelle”, he looks at the
influence of the oral tradition, but primarily in
terms of thematic content. Witii respect to stylist.ic
“Jorrowings', he observes that certain Tfolkloric
elements are u,sed by writers sue”™ as Achebft, Bh8ly~
Quenum or Tutuola, as a form of "embellissement
artistigue.” Indeed, 1in general, Anozie views the
influence of tradition on modern writers in a negative
light. Moreover, his schematic presentation of
thematic and temporal structures, 1in the style of
Propp and the formalists, sets restrictive parameters
to his investigation.

Mbwil a Mpang Kgal, a notable writer and critic
from Zaire, approaches in a different way the subject
of orality and the contemporary novel. Ngal chooses

not to present his ideas in the form of an academic
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srit,lcal study but through two novels, whidh together
fora a diptych.”® In the first, Glaig.batista X)) ou
Lo.viol.du Alscpurs africaln, the main protagonist,
GiaBbatista  Viko, iIs a \Westernised African
intellectual who 1is profoundly alienated within his
milieu. He is a professor iIn an Institute and an
established poet and essayist. However his efforts to
write a successful novel are fruitless and to overccme
his inhibitions and frustration he looks to the oral
tradition. His aim is to [liberate wfesterni&ed

discoTorse by the itagic of orality:

Mais nous avons et8 trfes tSt arrach4s et plonges
dans celui (I"tinivers) de I%ecrit. Nous avons
besoin de le redScouvrir. L""espace acoustique ou
plus exactsment audio-visuel. Celui du conteurl
Quelle richesse indsfiniel Quelle liberte dans
1"evolution du reciti Aucune rigidite pareille
S oelle du roman! Veritable cercle infernal,

I "espace roinanesque! Je r8ve d"un roman star le
modele du conte. D"un roman oii 3/opposition
entre diachronie et synchronie s”estompe: oli co-
existent des elSments d"ages differents. D*un
univers cinetigue: qui engendre un ordre et
s"engendre de lui. Cette fecondation du roman
par I"oralite que depuls deux ans je m"efforce de
r8aliser. (A3)

Giambatista®s project 1is considered by the
authorities to profane sacred African discourse. He
and his disciple Niaiseux are condemned by a tribunal
to a purifying immersion iIn nature. Errance. the
second novel, traces this expiatory journey to the
sources of Africain culture and at the same time, the

novel investigates different forms of narrative
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4isoota3"5e. At thO eixd of ttie search, tSie dialeotics™i
forc&s of traditior and laodsrnity are reconciled.

The two novels constitute an allegorical
treatment of the conflict that arises within a dual
cultural heritage and the search for original cr«c‘tive
expression. The narration 1is articulated at twc
levels, for the protagonists®™ theoretical debates,
concerning the author®s relationship to the novel, are
at the same time a critical assessme)it of the te3ct
that is evolving. The borderline between poetics and
criticism is virtually abolished.

Giambatista Viko®"s search for new fora and
meaning 1Is more existential than aesthetic. He is
concerned with escaping the restraints of the time-
space dichotomy which polarises the author and the
reader and he yearns to re-create iIn the novel the
spontaneous ijraaediacy of oral narration. To aehievis
this, he believes the writer must conscioUiSly search
for forms of expression which convey thought patterns
inherited from tradition. He or she may use certain
images that relate to a specific cultural heritage, or
create a sliyle of proverbial speech that is inspired
from an inner core of traditional cognitive processjss.

Whille Ngal®s novelistic form of critxcal
discourse suggests potentially <*h avenues of
exploration for African writer it iIs not his
intention to formulate a consistent African literary

epistomolgy. He portrays, in fictional form, the
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novelist cdn”sidusly taming to orality in order to
recreate Oxistentially a certain mode of liarration.
ffiis distingtii®iies him from Kane who, through the
study of a limited ntmiber of texts, identifies in the
novel certain oral elements that the novelist uses
tanconsciously, being the spontaneous expression of a

traditional inheritance.

Giambatista Viko”s agonises over the dilemiaa of
th® toiter-reader relationship which, he believes, in
the novel loses the immediacy of oral narration. This
focusses on a prablffila that has for several decades
preoccupied Westerij critics. Whereas Oiambatista
seeks to establish a form of direct narratoar-aitdieace
conimunicatlon, French writers from the timje of
Flaubert have, 1in reaction to nineteenth century
Romanticism, sought increasingly to eliminate the
strong presence of the author in the text. Flaubert
dreamed of a ™ure” narrative form that would exist
independently of contextual factors. This was taken up
and developed by the structuralists, who advocated
that a literary work should be studied as text alone,
as an "acte de langage', with no reference to the life

and personality of the author.
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It is useful to considei- the stmacturalist theory
of literature at this point because it highlights soae
of the fundaaeutal diffCGrences that exiiSt between the
oral narrative and a wholly literate view of the
novel. The most impoartant contribution made by such
critics as GSrard Genette, Claude* Bremond, Roland
Barthes and Tzvetan “fodorov® was to refute the
traditional form-content dichotomy and to give new
meaning tc the notion of structure. Instead of seeing
form as some soi*t of envelope into whicai the content
iIs poured, the structuralists showed form to be a
dynamically integrated structiire with its own content.
However, they were not as much conceimed with the
referential meaning of a text as with the description
of its constituent elements and the relatiotiships
between them. The narrative would be examined and
defined iIn terms of the essetuzial, determining
structure. In their attempt to develop a ™science of
literature” in keeping with other scientific resoarch,
they sought to discover what constitutes the
Iltterarlte of a text. They applied their method to
such works as Marcel Proust®s A la Recherche du Temos
perdu or Gustav Flaxibert®s novels or Les liaisons
dangereuses by Laclos and in so doing, they offered
important Insights into the way these narTratives are
shaped.

However, while this approach may be fruitfully

applied to certain Western texts, it has serious
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shortoomlnfs when applied to a.frica.n prose writiiig.-®
The concept of a narrative as a totality, in which all
parts are contained in embryo from the beginning, and
are ordered by an internal legality, cannot aacotont
for the constant digressions and the apparently
fragmented structure which typifies African novels.

The notion of fixity, or of rjiativity to a fixed
point, has been explcKied by Foucault. What is needed
is a theory that can account for relations and
laultiplicity. The excsssive emphasis placed by
Genett® and others on geometric structure 1is
r*uc3tionist and fails to explain other, less tangible
bwt nevejrbheless powerful elements. As Derrida has
demonstrated in his critique of Rousset™"s study of
Corneille, jDsauty, which is "valeur et foroe” cannot
be subjected to rules and formulas.The
structuralists make aharacterisation and m™niiig
subservient to overall unity, 1in particular, by not
relating the narrative to the extra-literary reality
of the referential world, this critical approach
encounters problei™ with respect to contemporary
African writing, for it must ignore or dismiss as
”non-literary" such important aspects as, for example,
committed writing or a clear didactic intention.

The structuralist theory highlights also the
question of the relationship between the narrator and
the author. Genette picks up on the distinction made

by Plato between pure narration or diegesis, where the
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istwthor speaks in liis own nam,, and mimiesig, vbepe tbe
author seeks to givO th© illusion that it is another
who is speaking. Genette considers the eedistance” of
th© author froa the text and he analyses the textual
and linguistic implications of the author"s relative
presenca or absence.The terms in which he refers
to the function of thO author indicate clearly that be
considers the author"™”s presence problematic. He
advocates prose that be '"eroancipe de tout patronage
narratif/* e*sans intrusion d"auteur._*- Yet Genette
also recognises that “le ricit pur,™ the total absence
of the author, 1is iImpossible and would produce a dry
and impoverished taxt.®

Writers and critics of this period clearjly feel
uncomfortable with the apparently irreconcilable
dichotomy between author and narrator, language and
writing. In Le deare zero de I"ecriture. Roland
Barthes sums up what he considers to be the ambiguous

nature of the novelistic tradition.

Elle a pour charge de placer le masque et en meme
temps de le designer. (G2)

In a similar vein, Nathalie Sarraute gives
critical content to the techniques used by the
novelists of the "nouveau roman™ tr*adition. The title
itselt of her collection of critical essays, L"ere du
soupcon. is revealing."™*" Sarraute seeks to eeunaajSk™

the author who "hoodwinks*” the reader iInto accepting
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tfee conventions of his neo-realistic fic*fcional world.

Because, iIn 6en®tte"s opinion, the novel has
never succeeded in resolving iIn a convincing and
definitive mannser, the problem of the delicate
relationship between ™"les exigences du rScit et lee
n~cessitSs du discours,*” he anticipates the "ueath”™ of

the narrative:

Peut-gtre le r8cit, dans la singularity negati\fe
gue I"on vient de lui i1>connaitre, est-il dejft
pour nous, cooittme 1"art pour Hegel, une chose dn
passe, qu”il faut nous hSter de considerer dajis
son retrait, avant qu-elle nTait- comMliStefflent
deserts notre horizon. (Figures_2 69)

In contrast to this group of French writers,
African novelists express ro such misgivingsaThey
move easily and without scruples between the worlds of
mimesis and diegesis, at times assuming the role of
omniscient narrator, or intruding into the text or, by
a process of sublimation, speaking from within the
consciousness of the protagonists.

The structtiralist method of critical analysis
grew out of a purely literate and cartesian cultural
context. It therefore cannot adeguately account for
the specificities of African narrative discotirse,
which derives from a tradition that is still strongly
oral. Clearly, an African literary theory needs to
look at such factors as the author-reader relationship

and the episodic or vertical narrative str?acture in
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the light of oral Barrativs tecdmlcjHes, Such an
approach is able to explain apparent stylistic or
formal “flaws*™ and ”inconsistencies”™™ iIn the African
novel.

The structuralists »ade an important contribution
to literary criticism iIn Tfocussing on underlying
structures, which are reflects, at the Ilevel of
discourse itself. This helps to illuminate the
strvictiiring role of images, as will b®O seen in the
analysis of Tchicaya U Taa”Sis prose writing,
BowevBf, as Derrida demonstrated, structuralism is
xmable to account for the force of a narrative. It
cannot ej™plain the dynamism of the contOTporary
African novel, a dynamism which is intimitely bound up
with the writer-reader, narrator-audience

relationship.

A fimdsjJdiental difference between a purely
literary concept oi narration and oral story-*telling,
concerns the way in which the text 1iIs received. In
the oral tradition, the story is recounted to a live
audience that responds immediately to the story
the way it Is narrated. The Hlisteners®™ active
participation influences the narrator®s presentation
and helps to shape the narrative. By contrast, a
reader reacts to a written narrative as an individual,

usually in solitude. The text is fixed in its lanigue
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il filial foins and aify »cKamanmi€at.ion” he may tew
with the author eaaanats© frop his own miafl.

Savigifsr, soMie interesting perspectives are gi“Ven
to the role of the reader by such diwrse critics of
the WA-tmrn literary tradition as Gaston Bachelard,
Jean-Paul Sartre ai”™ Tzvatan Todorov. EHeir
contribitition to critical analysis helps to close the
gap between what mt-J se<t to be 1irreconcilable
coneeptioBS of thfe awthor-readar relationship. In
thejjT different way? each of these critics emphasises
the notion of a pluralistia reading, that is™ of
msltiple interpretationj, limited only by the number of
reader?” for any one text, ®his non-prescriptiie
approach is a distingtsishing featiire of moders Western
literary eritisisiB, which ixrea&s away frosa the
aesthifftic canons of the eighteenth centtiry arad the
lat®“ positivist schools of thosaght. It will be
useful to take a brief at what the multiple
reading of a tesrt implif e i respect to the role of
the reader. fhis will help to understand tlie
coiaplexity of the author-reader relationship for texts
that straddle both the written and the oral
traditions. ‘

Gaston Bachelard"s psycho-analytic approach will
be considered in more detail later, in the context of
the discussion on the role of the imaginaix”™ 1in
creative writing, Us will be seen, for him and his

successor, Gilbert Durand, reading involves the
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release of the dyxiamlo djaagiaation, a dialecrfeieal
interplay between the writer, the text and the reader-
Hathalle Sarraute represents iIn many ways the
rational, analytical approach that Bachelard refuted
lost strongly. Yet in her writing, she too, like
Robbe-Grillet and Claude Simon, demands the active
participation of the reader. A conscious effort is
required, to pick up the subtle nuances, xo0 trace the
complex;, secretive play of tropism&s that make up her
nairrative.® She poui®S scorn on the sorr of novel
that lulls the reader M"to the complacejit and (B,“r.ive
ob&ervation of a idealistic, Vslice of life" narration*
Jean-Paul\ Sar*;r™'s theories of literature
r-epresent the concrete application of his philosophy,
for he develops in literary terms the fxmdamental
concept of existential choice. OFf particular interest
here is Sartre®s analysis of the author-reading public:*
relationship, for he shows this to be central to an
understanding of the act of writing. In Sartre®s view,
not only does the writer choose his public and his
subject but the reader too makes a free choice. He
chooses to enter into a "pacte de gSn‘rosite” with the
writer; he chooses to believe and iIn so doing he
completes the act of creation. In Ou“est~ce cme la
littferatvire?. Sartre expresses in characteristically
clear-cut terms the concept of the reader*"© active
role; "La lecture est creation dirigee”™ and again

"1"oeuvre dVart est une tSche a rempllr."”
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Tzvfttan Todc .:iv, wbo aspous”™ tha straotmriillst
view that lit®rary criticism Is a 'sciance” but wlio
eseapes som®© of the rostxic3tive limitations of a
purely structuralist approach, recognises that any
8noixc4 contains or produces two realities, on the one
level there is the story as enacted by the characters
but there is also th® narrator-reader relatiin, the
discourse by which the locuteur seeks to influence the
auditenr,” Again then, the active relationship
between the reader and the writer is recognised.

While such a rapid siirwey runs f.ie risk of over-
simplification, it nevertheless serves to indicate the
limitations of, to use Roland Barthes®™ own wr>rds,
prescribing some sort of "degrft ESro” in writing as
the hall-mark of a true »"8crivain” as against a mere
user of words or ”6orivant”. Not to recognise that
the writer chooses an audience and se”s to influence
the reader iIn som© way, is to relegate literature to
a sterile vacuum, unrelated to the realities of human
existence.

With respect to African writing, the complicity
of the author 1is evident and this not only with
respect to the strongly comiuitted writing which marked
th© first generation of writers and which remains a
significant element of much contemporary prose. A
sense of the author communicating directly with the
reader manifests itself in a variety of ways, some

overt others more stibtle. Often the author
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intervenes directly, coitmenting upon the characters or
the action, inviting the reader”s response by means of
rhetorical questions or conspiratorial "winks”. - At
times, anticipating the reader®s xmfamiliarity with a
particular term or custom, the narration is
interrupted by an explanation.

In the early novels, the exotic element is often
deliberately developed to cater for the tastes of the
largely Western audience upon whom the African writer
was dependent. In contemporary prose, explanations of
this sort are rare and instead the author asstrmes that
It Is the reader™s responsibility to become faailiar
with the historical and socio-political context.
Often a particularly moving pifice of description
reflects clearly the author®s intxmate knowledge of a
particular corner of his or her native land. The tone
of personal reminiscence is an invitation to the
reader to see it through the eyes of the author. This
more subtle manner of communicating with the reader
and eliciting a rv*sponse iIs reflected at the tonal
level, which may be nostalgic, humorous o* angry.

When such narrative discourse is viewed from the
angle of the traditional art of oral story-telling,
the aStive and all-pervasivc presence of the author is
put into its true perspective. The ways in which the
oral narrator®s technique iIs adapted to prose writing
can best be examined iIn relation to a specific text

and this will be done iIn Part Two, with respect to the
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novels of Tchieaya U Tam"Si. Suffice to say here
that the traditional story-teller®"s overriding
concerns, the need to entertain his audience and to
convey a message of some didactic importance,
contribute significantly to an understanding of the
dynamic tensions that characterise so much of
contemporary African prose.

A clearly African referential world and the
special author-reader relationship are distinctive
features of African prose writing and the well-
disposed reader will willingly make the required shift
of perspective in order to contextualise the novel or
short story. Imagery however represents a more
ambiguous domain®, where forces that determine the
Tyhritee;™"s specific i1imgln™ire may rrt be easily
recognised. Only too often, an African writer 1is
hailed by Western critics and readers because his or
her writing seems to satisfy what are essentially
Western aesthetic criteria.

Certainly, contemporary critical approaches have
shown the way to a pluralistic reading of hhe litei-ary
text and in this sense perhaps, all interpretations of
imagery in African discourse are valid. However, when
the novels of a Tchicaya U Tam®"Si or a Jean-Pierre
Adiaffi or a WerewfF e Liking are read froFv the
perspective of their specific cultural and historic
context, it 1is clear that the dynamics of their

figurative expression are very different from those of
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Western wricing. Their imilti-dimensional images®
function very differently from the notion of
metaphoric Qlanguage that 1is pivotal to Westex™n

aestheticse

v

In the following section, an attempt will be made
to identify thO factors that shape what tvill be called
the 1aeo-image, which is the creation of the metoliymic
mind. Consideration will firstly be given to the way
in which African languages are structured and this
will be followed by an investigation of those aspects
of traditional culture which have bearing on the
subject of cognitive processes. It will te
particixlarly important to look at the dynaBiics. of oral
composition, Tfor orality, albeit a relatively yoUTjg
discipline, has the advantage of a solid basis of
scientific research.

Before proceeding with this empirical
investigation however, it is appropriate to esiiplain
what is understood by the terms metonymio aAndi and
ideo-image.

The metonym establishes a relationship based on
an association of ideas rather than on shared lexical
items. Put differently, the metonym is a semantic
relation, based on the contiguity of. two ideas, or

sensations, that is, their coexistence iIn the same
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Kigjital aontsKi:."™® For example, iIn the es”ression
drank an ©xcellant bottle,” there is no comaon lexioal
link between *"bottle” and "wine”. The metonym depends
on the notion that wine is contained iIn a bottle.™®

The metonymic mind which manifests itself in the
ideo-image, functions in much the same way: it
associate® elements which have no immediate lexical
link. These elements may be complex, in that they may
contain more than on® idea. In the language of the
line ists, the signlfiant has one or many slgnlfiem,
blit in the metonym they are in a relationship of

1iprocal exclusion. By contrast, the metaphor

on a degree of intersection between the

s -." So to describe someone in a state of great

Y(ETen faced™ is metaphorical, since there 1is

a conaaon «i,einent of greyish colour and even the notion

of death. The relationship established by the

metonymic image however, rrajylseem quite arbitrary to

anyone imfamiliar with the poetic discourse of the

writer in question. A concrete example will best
illustrate this.

In Tchicaya U Tam"Si"s poetry and prose, salt is
an important ideo-image. It contains many layers of
meaning, or signlfxants, and by a process of metonymic
association, It comes to represent qualities that are
not directly related to the lexical meaning of salt.

Le s&l represents inspiration, the spiritual <Juality

that predisposes one to give of oneself; it represents
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force an4 action; it iIs associated with liglit and witii
life. These (ualities give life 1its ming and
savour, just as salt gives savour to food. The ideo"
image le sml works by an associative relationship of

ideas.

Et le sel en guise de liant
pour que l1l"edifice du corps soit dSfi
a la hidetir grave du tocsin

(La veste d™inttrieur 80)

Lm &el, lie all of U Tam*"Si"s major tdeo-images,
rgre™=""’;ts a combination of both traditional
associations, which are closely linked to his specific
historical and cultural heritage, and also of
connations relating to his personal experience or, to

use Gaston Bachelard®s term, to his unique imaglnaSre,

A crucial factor of the metonymic mind and the
evolution of ideo~iiEages, is the relationship between
language and thought processes. Language is more than

merely the end product of thought, or the final

expression of a thought process. Language itself
influences, even determines, certain thought
processes. As modern linguistic reseilarch has

shown, it 1is evident that mother tongue speech
patterns and modes of expression are important factors
in the development of cognhitive processes. An
understanding of a writer"s particular linguistic

environment will help explain his or her specific
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of conosptiaalising the world and to& way 1iu,
wliicfe expearlenee or poetie vision 10 ooiMuiiicatod»
The«e cognitive processes, Tormed during eariy
childhood years, shape discourse even when writing or
coaraJinieating in another language. In order to
understand the poetry of Taty Loutard, or the prose of
Calixthe Beyala, or the theatre of Bernard Dadife, it
is essential to see how, although they write in
Fr~cth, their particular linguistic environaent
influences their mode of expression* Theilr writing
can be distinguished from that of a mother tongue
French spealcer, not necessarily on a s”™nantic levii®
but on a deeper structural level.

Linguistic environment varies Tfro® cauutry to
coxantry and from one generation to another bttt
nevertheless, there are certain factors common to
enough sub-Saharan African language®© to warrant naltiiag!
some general observations. , In investigating certain
linguistic factors specifie to Afsriaan languages, it
iIs important to recognise that the languages of Africa
fall into several broad families with distinctive
structural patterns. This ?*tudy will therefore be
restricted to the Bantu family of languages which,
while they cover a wide geographic and deKtographic
area, share some fundamental characteristics.

It will be necessary to begin by considering
existing critical approaches based on [linguistic

factors and following upon this, new avenues, for
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aresearoJa will ba sugges-fcscl.  Drtma litnguage will i:”en
b© lookr?1 at as an i1llustration of how the particttlar
etniatures of Bantti laj»guag<es allow for tmiofu® fowtts
of expression*

Leopold Senghor was among the Tfirst to try to
identify the distinguishing factors of Africjan
creative expression. He drew attention to the
concrste nature of African languages. This t >d to his
defLnitton of the “analogical image”. In his wereh,

mcle msssage of the image is conveyed by:

la siji“le nomination des ohoses. C"est ce qui
fait I popsie de enfant noir. le roman de Laye
Careira, ccmm des Contes d”Amadou Coumba de
Birago Diop. Ce pouvoir du verbe apparalt dSjS
et, mieux KFffAre j™ai essaye de le montrer
ailleurs, dans les langues negro-africaines, i
presque tous les mots sont descriptifs™ qutil
s"agisse de phon~“tigue™ de morphologie ou de
semantique. Lo mot y est plus gu™image, il est
image analogique sans mésie le secours de la
motaphore ou de la comparaison. 11 suffit de
nommer la chose pour qu-apparaisse le sens sous
le signe. Gar tout sst signe et sens en meme
temps pour les Negro-Africainsi chaque etre*
chaque chose, mais aussi la matiere, la forme, la
couleur, I1"odeur et le geste et le rythme et le
ton et le timbre, la couleTir du pagne, la forne
de la k6ra, le dessin des sandales de la mariee,
les pas et les gestes du danseiar, et le masque,
que sais-je?®

An agrrge iIn French [linguistics, Senghor 1is
better placed than most to make a comparative study of
French and African language structures. His focus on
the concrete iImagery of African expression, which is
based on noun Tforms uncluttered by adjectival or

metaphorical structures, shows how, by simply naming
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an object, asanlng 1is directly coffiaunicated witiioiat
any further [linguistic intermsdiary. However,
Senghor®s poetical language lacks scientific precision
and is at times mystifying.

More recently, other critics have postulated a
critica] approach based on a more coherent linguistic
analysis; of the text. Zadi Zaourou from the Ilvory
Coast made a stylistic study of Aime cSsaire"s Cahier
A™Mun retour au pavs natal, in which he set out to
establish new directions for the analysis of negro-
africsn poetry.**

m laourou®s approach is in the tradition of Bally
and tHe Prague school but, in adapting th”ge European
theories to African criticism, he distinguishes two
furtiiier functions of ths word: 1its symbolic and its
rhythmic functions. Without spelling it out,
Zaourou”™s method of stylistic analysis relies heavily
on an understanding of the oral tradition. He goes so
far as to say t-hat the symbolic dimension of the
image, which derives from a specific metaphysical and
ethnological context, is beyond the reach of anyone
from outside that culture or without a specialised
knowledge of it. Jean-Pierre Makouta-Mboukou of the
Congo too, postulates that African creative writing is
intimately related to tradition and the mother tongue
but he does not show in precise terms how linguistic
factors determine style.® He recognises that

specific linguistic, geographic and sociological
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contexts result in a paetic language tliat iImposes
scjmetliing of a iDaryier, preventing tlie non-in.itiat«i
reader peastrating the te”™ mxA fully
understaaaing thfe E*sssage. Makouta-Mbookou judges th-e
Nallty of Afrioan writing in Frencli in tents of
wiietjeer 1t successfully transposes or re-creates
Bother tongue expressions iInto Frencli. such an
aifjroaQh stop® short of adequately explaining tfcd
etylis™tic. specificitiefi of those-African i!Ct:ltwes tie"
have coiaplet© uiasteiiry of the French language ari#="hose
writing contains bo signs of "transla,tion!" frora their
iIBOttjer tongm®©, in Tfavottring the message to th;0
detriment of the te”, Makouta-"Mboukou reverts to the
traditional distinction foetwreen form and meaning”
hicdfcl runs caounter to th® contemporary mxrterstaodimg
of th,*sign as an insoluhle rapport betws™n signifier
and signified.

4 third lifrican writ”™> the e”egalas# liakhily
Sassama, also bases his styli,~tic analysis of African
writing on a toofwledge of culttiral context.*® 1/s
judgemental than Makouta-Mboukou, he postulates that
the various attempts laade by African writers to find
an Innovative form of expressionhe be examined from p.n
aesthetical point of view. However, neither Gassama#
Makouta-Mboukou nor 2aourou develop their linguifc.tic

analyses Into a systematic critical approach.
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LUce all systeas, tte purely lingxiistie approacb
has 1its limitations. Nevertheleiss, there are tw
featxjres of the Bantu family of languages which are
partieulgirly relevant for a study of figurative
expression and which distinguish them from Indo-
European languages. These are tone and nominal form.
It is contended that it is these features which allow
for concise, lapidary speecsh patterns, as illustrated
in proverbial language or, in the case of creative
writing, iIn the ideo-iroage.

The noainal systems of Bantu languages allow for
a subtle and highly economic play of assosation and
connotation. For example, nouns are scsie’daat loosely
gp™ouped into as many as 15 or more classes according
to their r-eferential value and they are distinguished

prefixes- For example, the names of tiree® belang
to one class, human beings to another, animals to
another. By sobstituting the prefix, the noun may be
moved fr®ta one class to another allowing for a subtle
play of ambituity or irony. For example, by prefixing
the name of a human by the prefix belonging to the

animal class, rich innuendos of meaning are created.

Furthermore, Bantu Ulanguages are based on a
complex system of noun and subject concord, whereby
the prefix that determines the noun class is reflected
in the verb and associated linguistic elements. This

creates strong rhythmic and sonorous patterns which
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are exploited skilfully and with great effect by both
the oral story-teller and in everyday speech. The
aother tongue speaker of these languages develops €in
ear which 1is finely tuned to the ausicality of
language and 1its capacity to convey meaning. The
significance of this with respect to creative
expression is evident.

In comparison to Indo-European languages, the
Bantu languages generally have a remarkably rich
vocabulary. This is particularly time for the
concrete evocation of the natural and huiaan worlds.
For example, whfle there may be no generic word for
"tree”, there are a score of lexical i1tems which raiiie
the specific trees within that [linguistic zone.
Similarly, Thfeophile Obenga details the ten or so
different terms or expressions in Mbochi which are
translated by tlie word “child” or “enfant” in a
European language. Each stage 1in the child"s
development, or the diff*?rent circumstances of his
life, have a specific name, indicating, tile importance
attached by the Mbochi peoples to this period of human
existence.”

Where a single word in a Bantu language has a
precise referential content, it often requires a whole
phrase when translated into a Exiropean language.
Returning to the Mbochi example, two of the words for
childhood are obosi, which emphasises the fragile

physical aspect of the child, and ondzesi, which
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focusses on the intellectual faculties of the child,
the as yet undeveloped consciousness. Similaxly, for
the tiny baby of three days to a week, oxiyama
indicates the age while atephe expresses the fragile
nature of the baby. There are yet other wort 3 for the
beby that is beginning to sit up, for when it begins
to walk and for when it reaches the age of three.

The verb system in Bantu languages is equally
complex and able to convey a wide variety of tense,
mood, aspect and implication. These different forms
are indicated by suffixes which, as with the noun
classes, allow for subtle rhythmic and sonorous
effect.

The rich, concrete nominal and verbal forms make
adjectives somewhat redundant and in fact, there are
few adjectives iIn the Bantu language family. Vivid
and precise description iIs achieved by the
Jjuxtaposition of two elements, so tliat the qualities
of tlie one are transposed to the other. It is enough
to name the second, referential element, usually taken
from the natural world, for the relevant qualities to
be understood; no wordy explanations are necessary.

A single example taken from Obenga®s work on
Mbochi traditional "poewes-chants™ will illustrate
this. It iIs ”La yaa osia (Ngondo)™®™ or as Obenga
translates it, "Cantique des cantiques mbochi.” The
poem is a celebration of love, recited by the young

people while the play a flirtation game called
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In order to convey the image of a beautiful
yoang girl"s well-shaped, strong [I®g@, they are
compared euccessiveiy to the tsinga., a fish with a
well-proportioned shape, to the great oktrelm tree and
to the sound of a troop of wild boar when she walks.
The association with the okwele tree suggests two
important notions. It Is the tree vVed for making
drums and it is red in colour, iranediately therefore,
the girl is associated with dance and with sensuality.
The association 1is reinforced when hei face 1is
described as a distant forest on the horizon.

To appreciate the subtleties of , a
description it is clearly important to be f/ i“iar
with the referential world that is evoked 1in svidh
detail. However, of even greater interest for thee
purposes of textual analysis is a comparative study of
Obenga®s translation, for it focusses on essential
structural differences between Mbochi and French. In
Mbochi, Imbondo ma otsinga places in direct
apposition, with no furtlier commsnt, the two terms of
the comparison: imbondo (legs) and otsinga (Ffish).
In his translation Obenga, who is himself a poet and
has published in French, makes no reference to the
fish. He gives tes jJambes si bien moulees™ as the
closest rendering of the Mbochi phrase.

Again, it is sufficient iIn Mbochi to name the
distant forest on the horizon for the sense of

openness and light to be conveyed. In tha French
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tiral j5latlon> Otoenga fOels thO ne@d to eai™Maini
visagd® ®gt calm© et net / C suee la ligne d"horizon
d"une fordt lointainel™*

This ©Oxampl©® 1illustrates how a coaparative
linguistic approach gives a much claarer understanding
of th© African writer"s poetic expression. Tho
jJjuxtaposed noainal 1aages in the poetx'y of, for
example, Tchicaya U Tara"Si or Jean-Marie Adiaffi, can
IO direotly related to a particular cognitivO prooess
by which it is sufficient to nara® an object for its
essential characteristics to be understood. Unhlilce
th© free, non-rational association of iImages found in
surifeal 1st poetry, African poets consciously choose
the image®© that will serve as a texm of comparison
althouy!3, as it can be seen, the way iIn which ideo-

images evolve is a highly complex: process.

The second distinguishing factor of Bantu
languages vrhich is important for an understanding of
creative Oxpression 1is their tonal structtir®, as
distinct from stress patterns. Not only does tone
convey a particular cadence to the language, it also
has semantic significance in these languages. Many
words with the same linguistic form have two or more
meanings based on distinctive tonal patterns. This
feature ha-3 allowed for th© development of drum

language, partjucularly in the Central African
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countriBS where dOiise forest makes ooilraliuTiioatioli
diffioiilt.

Pew scientific studies of drum language have been
made and, as it appears that little remains of this
dying art, 1t 1is uncertain whether much will be
undertaken. However, useful reference may“be mad® to
a publication by J.F. Carrington, who worked as a
missionary during the early 1940°s at the Baptist
Missionary Society near Stanleyville in the fonaer
Belgian Congo.Although Talking drixiss of. Af-riga
relies very much on Carrington®s personal
observations, and despite a strongly Eurocentric vie®
of the Afrioaii peoples with whom he worked, it offers
some valuable insights iInto the manner in which drum
language functions.

The technique of drum language 1is based on
beating either a pair of danims or more offttoiily, a
single iinevenly hoi.,owed-out wooden log drum which
gives a high and a TON note. The messages are not
merely coded signals, like some sort of laorse code.
The drums truly speak, in that they use a language
that reflects semantically the language of that
particular group. However, the drums can convey only
the tonal quality of the word, not phonetic
distinctions. This means that words with the same
tonal value must be distinguished by some other means,
Carrington gives the example of songe (the moon), koko

(the fowl) and fel# (@ kind of fish), which all have
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1*3%

<»

tHa© sam® tcjnal pattern that is™ (highf liigb). fTaUcina
nmims 33-4) When one of these words is used on the
diTm, it 1Us accoapanied ty a phrase which
distinguishes it from the other words witli the sama
tonal pattern. The aioon s "defined” by, ’the moon
looks down at the earth*”; the fowl is, ""the fowl, the
litt.IG one which says kiokio”; the fisn is, “all the
fele-fish and all the mboku-fish.*”

Ceurrington goes on to show how these dnm
definitions are revealing of daily realities in the
life of the people. For example, the plantain is
defined as, “the plantain which is propped up,” This
refers to the fact: that the heavy buncshes of the
plantain will overturn the plant in a tropical sto»
unless they are propped up by a stout forked stick.
Similarly, manioc is defined as, ""manioc remains in
deserted garden.” This apparently enigmatic phrase
has a concrete explanation, for the manioc takes a
full year to grow and in the hot rainy forest region,
the garden is covered with a thick growth of weeds by
the time the manioc roots are ready to be haivested.
Such an example is yet another illustration of how, iIn
African discourse, apparently hermetic or "surrealist”
imagery has only to be contextual ised for its meaning
to become clear.

Names are an important element of drum language.
Not only does each drxmmer have his own name "signal™

but also traditionally, each male member of the group
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TOuld liave a ootoplex, three-part maitte. This would
Ideritify him firstly, by a personal characteristio,
then by part of th® person®s father®s dmm name and
finally, by a phrase representing the name of the
village from which the person®"s mother came. The
example cited by Carrington is illustrative of the
vivid aoncret® images used for drum names. The drum,
name of Boyele, a drum maker from the Lokele village

of Yafolo is given as:

a. loola lokokl bolongo la: the spitting cobra
whose virulence never abates, son of

b. bol@mbo ko la yeto ya likongo bokana wa the
bad spirit with the spear; motJier®s town

C. Jjbato baetka la loola lokoki lIwa baJjiat&nd&t
Yangonde, 1i.e. the men who were as the
spitting cobra whose poison never abates,
related to the baEna people.

fTalking Drums 41)

Such drum names may be analysed according to
social theme and function as well as stylistically.
What is significant for this study of the image is the
cognitive process which gives rise to the names. They
are based on a salient aspect of the person or of his
environment. They reveal a quick, often mocking eye
for essential, <?istinctive traits and these abstract
qualities are expressed in concrete terms. There can
be no mistaking the sharp, poisoned tongut, of Boyelel

The manner of transmitting a message by drum 1is

of interest. The long defining phrases and the need
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to repeat tliem several times to ensure that tlio
message has been received means that it may take up to
twenty minutes to convey. In these African cultures,
repetition, as in music and dance, 1is not tiresome or
boring but an inherent feature of expression.
Carrington makes two  further significant
observations with respect to drum language. He shows
that it consists of stereotyped phrases, or recognised
conventions for distinguishing words of the same tonal
value. IDhis is reminsicent of the formulaic language
described by Parry and Lord, as will be seen when
ttteir formulaic theory is discussed in more detail
later. Furthermore, the drum language tends to
perpetuate words that have fallen into disuse in the
spoken language. When he asked the exact meaning of
a word, Carrington often found, it was not known and
the reply wmild be; '"These words were giv&i to us by

our fathers sind we do not understand what they mean.™

The figurative expressions of poem-songs and drum
language illustrate how the linguistic structures of
the Bantu Qlanguages are exploited iIn a very
specialised way- The resultant form of communication
Is remarkable for its concision and at the same time
for 1its vivid, concrete Iimagery. PJhether 1t be
language that structures thought, or thought which
structures language, clearly there is an intimate link

between the lapidary form of the language and the
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aognitiV-,V patfexarms oe procjesses of twte-Yeafc’ VvV ®i48 ?
can be Gonfl;recd i1f other visual art fo-raw are

oousidered, s"ueh as dance, music and tiie plastic arts.

Dancing, which is insap®vrable from axieic, is an
art form that constitutes an integx®al part of life
throughout Africa, be it in the relatively tmdisturbed
world of the 1isolated villages or in the modern
cities. It has its origins in traditional commimity
life and while it has adapted to ecmtan™orary
conditions, 1its expressive function remains deeply
rooted in present-day consoiousness. Xn his aceount
OF 50 years of music from Gongo--Saire, the jo\tmalist

writer SyImin lemba presents his philosophical
understanding of the role of music, by means of an
imagined dialogue between a guitar and an accordeon.
The guitar explains to the sceptical accordeon how

music lies at the very origi <of oonmiuniaation:

- Elle mt la, prfesente des les pramiSres
manifestations de la vie sociale. La musigue est
essentiellement langage. Langage de 17esprit
quand 1"homme, par accxmulation de sensations
diverses et multiples apprend S hiSrarchiser les
messages gu”il re<?oit de ses sens, trouve an
guelque soirte sous forme de plus-value
inteilectuelle un modele supSrieur d”™expression
poxxr ecou3er le trop-plein de son plaisir
intelleetuel ou de sa douleur. Langage du corps
quand, de tout son itre, [I™homme accixrde ses
rytlmes interieurs avec ceux de la nature. L"art
c'est, comBte on dit, [™homme ajoute & Ila
nature
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IM his sttTvey of t&e traditiontal litearatsiires OF
tbe Mbeohi people, Ofcenifa refea”® to dano®© a® beinif tlie
”liistoir« vecme dm tout un pOuple en sa longu® dxirge
existentiellO. (Littferatur©  traditormelie 25)
Certainly there can be few parts of contemporary
Africa where traditional dancing has been entirely
forgotten* Music and dance are therapeutic and
binding of the collectivity, be it the aiembers of a
Congolese village or a crowd toyi-toying at a
political gathering in South Africa. Moreover, the
stylised gestures, the mime, even the rhythm, convey
a they aocpress something of how human being®
peKmive thenmlves and their world. Traditionally#
diffluent moireents iIn the year are marked by a
paartisulsr dance, often accompanied by specific
musical insfeinments. The seasons, various
agrieultural aotivites, religious or sooial oseasions,
call for a distinctive dance language, by whieto the
every-day event is transmuted iInto an artistic

expression of life perceived as a dynamic process.

Chanter et danser, poetiquement, artistiiiuement,
fait partie de la haute creativite de 1l esprit
hmaain, d"autant plus que la vie quotidiennej,
1*"immediatete est amplement assumee, transcend80
dans une perspective d"ouverture, face a
I"avenir. fLitterature traditionnelle 25)

It must howevGr be asked to what extent
traditional ceremonies and customs influence modern-

day life in Africa. The Congo Republic is no doiibt
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JrepTeeserrtativS of most. Gent.”porairy African societleSi®
where tiie xm™brs is mthe only reiisaining wifl&ly
practised tradition. However, according to Professor
August Miabeto, who teaches and researches Congolese
oral traditions at the Marien Mgottabi University in
Brazzaville, "le souffle de [IToralitS" remains
("itbedded In the people®™s unconscious mind and speech
patterns.

®o illustrate this. Professor Miabeto ref”~s to
the traditional palabre, where disputes and questions
of village law and custom were debated collectively
under the authority of the chiefs. Prooeedin™s dmring
the palahre were conducted almost entirely by means of
chanted proverbs and figurative expressions, to the
aacompanimenic of drum rhythmssg More than mere
decorative accoii)animent, this ""discours tambourine™
was significant at two levels, for the rhythm itself
conveyed meaning. This ing™licit language was inspired
from natural sources = bird song or the wind in the
leaves. Natural sounds had meaning and this was
conveyed in the drum rhythms. In other contexts, druK
players “conversed™, as a rhythmic dialogue was
estabiished between them. Miabeto gives the example
of the drums announcing the arrival of an important
personnage. Miabeto maintains that, although the
precise social functions of the drums has all but
disappeared and the palabre africaine no longer

exists, nevertheless the notion of communicating by
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means of rliytha and sound remains- An in—cieptli
invfastigation of this inust be left to the socio-
linguists but it would not be irrelevant to point to
a vestige of this drm language that has permeated the
musical world: anyone attending a jazz concert will be
struck by the "dialogue”, often engagingly hximorus,
that strikes up between players, and between a player
and his instrument. Music and dancing, then, are a
form of coded message by which emotions, values or

ideas are represented in stylised and concrete foxé&.

Since Arican art was first ~"discovered” by the
West, there have been many theories put forward about
its status and meaning and, Ulike 1its literatures,
African sculture and painting have often been
acclaimed in terms of 1nappropriate aesthetic
criteria. The well-known ethnologist Mar-cel Griaule

makes this point when he says;

On peut dire que I%istude de I1"art noir en
particulier, a 8t» subjective; elle se confond
avec celle des reactions provoquees dans 1 esprit
des EuropSens.®

One of the continuing debates in this domain
concerns the notion that African art is functional or
of purely ritualistic significance. Isadore Okpewho
contests this thesis and strongly argues that a factor
of pure entertainment inspires not only the oral

*5tory~ teller but also the dancer and the artist.
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Most wquM concur with the middle position, that views
African art as being neither purely aasth.etic nor
entirely functional, and having an iiiortant symbolic
function. Symbols represent the concretisation of
abstract ideas, or in the poetical teras of Senghor,
they eire  ”les signes ssnsibles de forces
spirituelles.” The rich and varied forms which the
plastic arts take iIn Africa, from jsiasks and wooder
carvings to weaving and musical instruments, convey a
message. They are a visual, tangible conimient on the
relationship betweem human beings and their universe.
mBhe intention is not to represent nature or peopl® in
a lifelike way but to convey an essence, hence the
distortion of form, Xn reducing the object to its
~"sential nature, an effect of great force Iis

achieved, as Kwame mcrumah explains.

It is in the moral-philosophical preoccupation in
terms of which this portrayal was done which
explains its [African art] typical power. It is
this also which explains the characteristic
distorition of form in African art. In the
portrayal of force, whether as forces of the
world, of generation eind death, or the force of
destiny, it was essential that it should not be
delineated as something assimilated and overcome
and this 1is the 1impression which the soft
symmetries of lifelike art would have given. It
is to avoid this impression of force overcome
that Africn art resorted to distortion of
forms.@®

There are two aspects of traditional African art
which are significant for a discussion of the
metonymic mind. Firstly, by reducing the object
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observed to its essential charaoteristics or nature,
a concise, t,tylised fora is achieved. While harmony
and line are clearly iiliportant, the purely decorative
element is minimal. Secondly, the work of art, be it
a mask, a sculptixre or a rock painting, iIs a form of
visual language. Shape, pattern and colour have
meaning but this symbolic language is not to be
understood as some sort of linguistic code.
Calame-Griaule®s studies of la parole among ihe
Dcgon people offer some valuable insights into ths,
status of art and language in a traditional, purely
oral, society. For the Dogon, the notion of parole
includes all forms of expression, be 1t shape,
gesture, music or the spoken word. For example, the
decorations on an everyday object such as a hair pin
have ontological significance. They may symbolise in
meticulous detail beliefs relating to /kma, the
creator of the universe. This symbolic language is
not a form of writing, with conventional signs
representing linguistic elements. Such a "‘code” would
be a closed system, whereas the visual or plastic
symbol may signify different things iIn different
contejcts. A chevron motif, called "di” (water), 1in
various contexts may mean '‘tlie path of the word,”™ or
"weaving,” or ‘'‘germination of the seed,™ or 'snake"
and so on. In fact, it is the undulating movement
conveyed by the chevron motif which 1is the common

eluent of these different concepts or objects and
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wMdti ®™lafns why they fali into ttam smtt# ~f»bolio
category.

fhese iInsights into the way in which plaSkie art
foras convey meaning are revealing for the literary
arts, where similar imperatives to determine the
way in which the image functions in the text. Objects
from the real or natural world are named, without
ornamentation. They are juxtaposed without the
inte3VMo«ilary of ecafifvarative clauses or texplanatory
markers, in this way, their symbolic significance 1"
conveyed directly and with force. LiJdce the masfc
the toteaa or the fertility sculpttire, the ideo-image
iIs a sign, meaningftil to those who are able to r#ad
it.

The impl .actions of this are important for, just
as many objects of African art have ritualistic
Significance, understood only by the initiatai, so too
the i1deo-image is not iImmediately understood by the
reader who 1is unfamiliar with the socio-linguistic
context of the text. One would hesitate to go as far
as Jeein-Pierre Makouta-MbouJcou, who states that no
non-African can TfTully understand African writing.
Nevertheless, it must be recognised that, to take
Tchicaya @ Tam®"Si"s poetry and prose as an exaa™len
there will often be an element of the ideo-image that

a non-Vili cannot appreciate.
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Returning now to th©O verbal arts, ther®© is an
aspect of traditional African culture which 1is
undoubtedly significant for the way in which the world
iIs viewed and experience is communicated. Many
African writers mention the formative effect upon them
of the veill”e, that Moment 1iIn the evening when,
gathered around the fire, secure beside mother or
grandmother, the child listens to the stories and the
jokes recounted by the elders, before finally drowsing
ofr to sleep.® -

Word games, puzzles or riddles™ which ar® used as
a prelude to story-telling, constitute an important
element of this oral culture. Children in particular
enjoy this form of "brain teaser”™ or epigramatic
tongue twister. The riddles play on an association of
ideas or images, requiring imagination and mental
dexterity to solve. It is this t aining ground that
teachQS the child to see and make associations between
the real, physical world and private experience.

The skill of playing at riddles is interesting in
tejrms of both image and form. A common structure 1is
the posing of an enigmatic question to which an answer
mu3t be given. Thfase riddle?, both traditional and of
individual creation, are hermetic for anyone
unfamiliar with that culture. This particular aspect
of the oral tradition offers an important innight into
cognitive processes that determine ideo-images. In

her detailed study of language and the Dogon people,
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Senevidve Calame-Grlaul® maltas a slgnificaitt

observation with respect to word games. They are:

... le fait d"une reflexion constamment a I afftit
da ™signes”. Dans cette d&iiarche, le signfiant
est mis en rapport avec le signifi® dans la
mesure dit il peut Stre associS a une s”rie
d autres signifiants qui lui ressemblent et dont
les signifies sont unis par des rapports
symboliques dont la "preuve” se trouve dans la
rfealit® raaterielle. Nous retrouvons le rSseau
compliqu.”™, mais precis, des correspondances qui
enserre le monde et lui donne, aux yeux des
Dogon, sa justification/?

CaXame-Griaule notes that correspondences or®
perceived at the phonetic level and that effects of
assonance are considered to be semantically
significant. She cites as an exeimple the enigmatic
formula ginu ixinv glnu nini meaning “le foyer de la
maison, c”est la respiration de la maison, ™™ The
phonetc resemblance between nipu, the house aind ninu,
the human being, is not foirtuitous, for the one is
perceived as being structured iIn the image of tha
other. This is characteristic of the Dogon culture,
where complex systems of correspondences are
established between human beings and their
environment.

Another riddle belonging to the Dogon people and
explained by Calame-Griaule, illustrates how these
word games establish symbolic relations between the

real world, natural forces and cosmological beliefs.
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In this they serv® to tOach the child about his

universe;

“mH bk s*b dt1*Ye yh kom&:” diilo-go pkrago vd
- kukumi

- "I have tied up lay father®s horse in the house,
it’s tail iIs outside"

- ""smoke"

Calame-Griaule demonstrates how this proverb
explains the rain cycle: the cloudii are symbolised by
the smoke, the sun by the fire inside the house; the
horse represents Nommo, the Tfirst creature created
after the «arth, the sky and the water, according to
Dogon mythology; here the horse suggests the idea of
water and its tail suggests rain. The proverb will be
explained to the child as an illustration of how the
sun warms the earth and forms clouds which fall as
rain. rEt-hnologife at lanaage 462~3)

Two riddles from Obenga®s colleotion give some
idea of traditional word games from the Mbochi people

of the Congo.

P& ko pm ko?
" Kusu pe ipaa pe ipaa.

Ici la for8t 1& la fors8t?
“ La tortue avec sa double carapace.

Eudzindzi e dingi itolli?
- Lend&li la dada 1 dingi onoo,

Une liane qui encercle la source, gqu-est-ce?

- C"est la barbiche fie papa tfui encercle sa
bouche.
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of iIn-terest tore are tim phonetic and rhytlanic
affects, thO lapidary form and ths referential world
of natiare.

In his discussion of the psychodynamies of
orality, Walter Ong makes an interesting comparison
between the mental processes irhich determine the
syllogism, that fundamental concept of Greek logic,
and the riddle, which belongs to the world of orality.
®1© syllogisia is self-contained; iIts* concltasions are
derived from its premises only. By contrast, persons
not trained in this form of reasoning go beyond the
fStittarettt.s themselves, to find the solution in their
experience of real-life situations. They tend to
resist not only defining iIn abstract termms®™ but also
the concept of a closed set, which syllogistic logic
represents. Far them, life and experience are open-
ended and to woil.Ye problems on© daaws on knov*ledge
which goes beyond the words th«Ki.selvet#.

Similarly, to solve a riddle, '"canniness" is
needed, knowledge that 1is sometimes subconscious.
This knowledge derives from a close observation of the
forces that determine life. It is a faculty for
seeing the symbolic rapport that exists between
abstract ideas and the material or natural world. It
iIs this faculty that is particularly relevant to an
understanding of the metonymic mind.

Ong"~s observations are confirmed by Jean Cauvin,

a Catholic priest and teacher who spent eight years iIn
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Mali with th© MinyanKa peoples. HO Isarn”™ their
language and shared their life, observing and
experiencing at first-hand their traditions and
culture. In his book La parole traditionnelle, he too
distinguishes between syllogistic or conceptual
fte thought and what he calls la p@ns6e iImagaante.”™ The
former, the concept, aims at pure intelligibility,
which can be defined in abstract, without reference to
humankind or real-life situations. It seeks to
discover the universal rather than the particular,
The pens&& Imageante, by contrast, expresses second or
figurative meaning by establishing t”e relationship

between two concrete situations.

In effet, si la pensee conceptuelle est plus
prfecise et mieux adaptee a la description
"objective” des fTaits de la nattire (pensfee
technique) , la pensee imageante seitible plus apte
a rendre compte de I"hoirane, de sa prise de
position dans le monde (affectivit8), de ses
relations sociales; c"est que I™homme n"est pas
r™*ductible aux lois de la logique conceptuelle ou
de la technique. Il est essentiellemi™t social
et libre; et toute affirmation sur I"hoitime est
toujours a reprendre, toujours B nuancer, ce que
peirmettent les images et les differentes touches
quelles apportent dans la description de
I"homme. ga parole traditionnelle 32)

Such a world view, that perceives knowledge as
being open-ended, that understands the fundamental
ambiguity of truth, that refuses abstract definition,
is particularly significant for an appreciation of

African writing.

172



CatiTin draws out anotJdaer implicatioft of these
differing mind prooessas, which is important to th«
discussion of the 1deo-image. In tJlie literary
tradition, there 1is a cl&ar distinction between
denottttive and connotative meaning <.nd it is possible
T.0 leave mach Ji.said. The rma”ider will read between
the lines is free & his own associations.
In tlia oral tradition howelrsr, the meaning of the
image depends upon precise?. rul«s™ rules that derive
freon the functioning of the real world and which Will
be UBderst™ood by the speaker and listeners who share
a common cultural oomtgjcfc. The message is for theit
ijuite clear; there is no unspoken meaning or “reading

betwean thiS lines”. N

eontffloaporary African writers may have dxstanced
themselves in tim”™ and space from the oral traditioa
but there repfaains one aspect of their writin® that
confirms a firm link with traditional Osfpressioii and
whei-e the pensile litiagsante is clearly illustrated.
This is proverbial expression.

Proverbial language is a fundamental feature of
all African axpression. Theophile Obenga states at the
beginning of his chapter on Mbochi proverbsi “On
crolrait gue 1la langue bantu mbochi est Tfaite
miigixement de proverbes (...) tant leur ®tiploi est
frSguent, et dans toutas les circonstances de la vie

paysann©." fLitt8rature traditionnelle 280) Even
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wljen Afriesiis fes™ress thesEaselvs™® 1In aa Etsafgpaii
languag«> a slgnifisantly niigli incidexioa of prO¥e»la®
cmn tes o.bs«r™\w«i.

Proverbs have many of the starucftural
characteristios of the word geime, albeit on a more
extended scale, and their meaning is more coa™lex.

Obenga®s words with respect to the Mbochi proverb can

be applied equally to other cultural zones of Africa.

on peut dire que le premier but du provt”™”
mbochi est de dire la sagesse, d*"annoncer
1*experience s”culaire de la communaute mbochi,
d*exprimer sa "philosophie” profonde.
&ttirature tradltlonnelle 280) L

*Phe proverb condenses often complex moral or
philosophical concepts in a concise, lapidary fora,
usually based on a concrete iImage, drawn from the real
World. It therefore can be vised with aptness in
varlom situations of family and social life, calling
upon the authority of the ancestors to coiifirm an
opinion, to justify, excuse, blame, encoxirage or
defend. The message, although based on a concrete
image, may be enigmatic, even hermetic for a foreigner
to that culture.

The Xhosa expression ™aze netholi” is an example
of this. The phrase means literally, “Mother with
calf,” and it is used to express approval for a
rightful or fitting situation. It conveys sometliing

of the notion of "Congratulations*® but with wider
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aj>plic3atiofi. At a scshool prize-giving” oeremony, for
instance, «MaiB netholi™ es™iresses recognition for the
aehievsment of both the prize-winning scholars and.
also the mothers and teachers, who have contributed to
this happy situation.

Often the correspondence established between the
abstract idea and the real world is reflected in the
phonetic eff«scts. TWO more examples, chosen somewhat
arbitrarily, this time again from the Mbochi
tradition, illustrate the characteristic features of

proverbial expression.

- Ba. sie 11 sisi ski <fmaa?
- *Can one criticize the eye when the eyebrow is
present?"

Khe eye and the eyebrow symbolise friendship or
Scinshipi One canjiafc speak 1ll of others in froist of
a frieiid or relation, for all will be reported beoife.
In this proverb, th# images signify at two levmls.
The concrete picture of the hiiman face ana -ae close
proximity of the eye and eyebrow, make the general
meaning of the proverb immediately acc€:ssible but it
also functions at a more profound, metaphysical level.
In many African cultures, esoteric relationships are
seen reflected in the structures of the human body.@"
Thus the eye and the eyebrow have special connot.ations

for the Mbochi 5"aslcer.
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% Kondzi king!

~ "If one goes to find food in the forest or
elsewhere one necessarily runs risks"*

other words ™"nothing ventured nothing gained”].

This proverb has been chosen because it
Il1lustrates the highly condensed foria of which the
Bantu languages are capable. In fact, like many other
proverbs, kondzi kingi is often taken as a person®s
name. The musicality of the expression makes it both

striking and memorable.

In oral cultures, the word has a special status.
It iIs to be 0OJ"ected that where one 1is entirely
rfeliant on the spoken word for eommunication, one is
partiaularly attuned t& innuendoes of soiind and
rhythmic pattern. More than this, the words may take
on mataphysical or sacred significance, in the West,
hermetic or cabalistic expression iIs characteristic of
particular literary *%schools” or periods, such as that
0 ? the surrealists or the writing of the early mystics
like St John of the Cross.

In traditional African cultures however, the
frontier between profane, and symbolic or enigmatic
expression, 1is difficult to establish, for there is no
clear separation between the spiritual and the
material, between tne metaphysical and experiential.
The word expresses a certain vision of the world, by

which human beings are perceived as being at the
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centre of a complex system of correspondences. In a
world where nothing 1is gratuitous, words are the
symbolic expression of a holistic universe. It is
important to take full cognisance of the power of the
spoken word in traditional cultures, for it has
bearing on the role of the written word 1in
contemporary African writing.

Once again”.Calame-Griaule®™s work on the Dogon
people provides valuable material regarding a purely
oral society, although it must be emphasised that the
findings of ethnologists like Calame-Griaule can serve
only to suggest possible avenues of iInvestigation into
contemporary African prose. She, like other
researchers into traditional cultures, points out the
great difficulties facing anyone who does not belong
to a particular culture. Given even excellent mastery
of the language and an intimate knowledge of the
people, it is impossble for an outsider to appreciate
fully the many Ilayers of significance contained in
words, sounds or iImages. Nevertheless, certain
generalisations may be drawn which will be
enlightening for modern African writing»

The Dogon, like most Sudanese peoples, perceive
language as being a divine gift enabling them to
decipher the systems of signs which constitute their
world. By means of words, tiiey are able to establish
symbolic links between their daily life, the natural

world, the «cosmos and their metaphysical and
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cmtoloflcal bediafs. It is sufficient to name a tiling
to establish this linkc and furthermore, to assert soae
soft of ©ontrol or Influence. The word is the form of
the Noamo which allow? the vital force or nyama to be
actualised or directed.

So it is for example, that at a funeral, the
language of ritual appeases the soul of the departed.
Words have a healing power or can cause illness, even
death. Certain formulas have a protective power,
csause fecundity or sterility, or inflUiSfce the natural
elements to produce rain.

The way iIn which these vrelationships are
formulated is significant for the discussion of i1deo~
images. The names of objects are juxtaposed without
any need to describe, explain or elaborate, for their
relationship is implicitly understood. Such language
iIs denominative not discursive. The word 1is reverred
for itself; its tonal and sensual value, and its
incantatory power. Even silence, being the absence of
words, 1is significant.

Such an understanding of the role of language
puts into cori“ect perspective the following remarks
made by Sony Labou Tansi. Speaking of the magical

power of the word, he says:

Le Qlangage est [la marque distinctive de la
superlorit8 spirituelle de I1"homme sur les
elements non humains dans I"univers; son laissez-
passer a I"Etre Sup«lrieur.
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Or a™aini

m Afrique nous sonxaes tous des sorciers du
verb®; gu“on parle ou bien gu®on ss taise, on
parle toujours, on dit.@»

In his discussion of the psychodynamics of
orality, Ong observes that oral cultxires encourage
fluency, fulsomeness and volubility. The spoken word
iIs a harmonising force, ejcperianced internally, not a
visual and thus external entity. This is born out by
anothet African writer, Abiola Irele who, In his essay
entitled “African Literature and the Language
Question,®” speaks of the traditional African®s feel
for language. Ideally, one sees to make every
uttaranoe as far as possible memorable.

It clearly emerges then, that the word has a
special status and significance in African traditional
life. To conclude the discussion of the way in which
language forms and structures, reflect the
experiential world, a final reference may be made to
the ethnologists. In an article, Genevieve Calame-
Griaule made some valuaisle observations of the way in
which the Dogon classifications of the natural world
reveal their way of understanding and interpreting
their world."

Calame-Griaule examines in some detail the terms
employed to distinguish different types of insects.
These terms, which may be of a metaphorical or

metonymic nature, link insects to other categories of
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the natiEcal or cultural world. For example, among
lactephtorical type names, she cites “mouche magonne
harpe-luth” (fly that vibrates in flight), or "herhe
mouvette** (because of its form) . Among the metonymic
names, based on associations of contiguity, Calame-
Griaule mentions col8opt™re de la fleur du haricot,**
after the plant on which i1t feeds, or “coleoptere de
I1"excr®nent du cheval,*" after the animal with which it
Is associated for 1its food, or ‘'sauterelle de
I"hivemage” after the season whssr it makes its
appearance. In thifes way, names of Insects express
their relationship to the natural world.

More than this however, the insect world
reproduces in minuscule the world of human beings?.
Series of names may be grouped around a key eluent in
the culture of the people. Calame-CGriaule takes for
her example the blacksmith, who playss a fundamental
irole iIn traditional, pa, *.cularly Wsst African,
cultures. In the case the Dogon people, a
distinction 1is made between the blacksmith who is
t>elieved to descend from the Ffirst mythical
blacksmith, and ordinary blacksmiths of more recent
origin. By their names, insects reflect fhis, and
also various elements of the blacksmith®s universe;
his tools, fire, the colour of the metals with which
he works, even the art of pottery, whitlh is the
speciality of the blacksmith®s wife. According to

Ca3ame-Griaule, in this tradition names are never
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’innocent” but are revealing of a particular way of
thinking or of Interpreting the world.

Th® Dogon systems of classification are
particularly complex - not all African traditional
societies have developed patterns of correspondence to
the same degree. Nevertheless, work don©® by
ethnologists amongst traditional African societies has
revsaled elements of African ontoloc/y which are
crucial to an understanding of contemporary creative
expression. The precise form and manner in which
these beliefs are enacted vary from society to society
and they will be considered again moi“e specifically in
Part Two, with respect to Tchicaya U Tam"Si*8writing.
However, it is worth indicating briefly some basic
aspects that have bearing on artiste expression.

Firstly, like the Dogon, most peoples of sub-
Saharan Africa place hximankind at the centre of tiieir
syetems of reference. This shapes their code of
morality, their philosophy and al®j their societal
structures. Social relationships are indeed the
cornerstone of communal harmony and cohesion.
Furthermore, it may be said that they are peoples for
whom the sense of touch 1is iImportant, who express
themselves through physical contact, and also who
dramatise their feelings openly.

Secondly, the traditional African world-view is
holistic, in that all phenomena are perceived to be

interconnected. Mankind®"s own close relationship to
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tha natural World and its cycles is disturbed at one*™®
peril.

MO presence of the Suprm®© Being is indicated
through the omnipresent world of the Spirits, who are
in direct coinsmtmication with human beings. Closely
allied to this is reverence for the Ancestors” who are
believed to intercede in th® lives of the living.
Life ig loved and celebrated for its own sake, not to
escape divine wriith or iIn atonement for human
sinfulness.

Such ontological beliefs and praotiaes are
illuminating tor the semiological analysis of creative
writing. Images and names, both common and proper,
reflect the way in which the world is viewed atid
es™ained. The symbolic value of a word or name is
not entirely the creation of an individual poet™ " ®
imagination; it relates to a system of correspondenoeis
deeply 1imbedded in the traditional oulturs of Ildat
people. This is true not only of oral expression bwt
also of contemporary writing, which iIs situated on the
constantly shifting groxind between tradition and
modernity, between inherited thought patterns and new

ways of understanding the world.

Having considered symbolic representation and the

power of the spoken word in traditional African
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so0I0O"tiCsr it is -Gifft now to foeus mOr® spfeGifleailf
on literatTor® itself and in particvtlarj on oral
literatur®. It is not intended to Onter into tiie
defecate as to wh™~ther oral expression may be teraed
”literatiare” in the purist™s sense of the word"s
derivation froia the Ilatin littera. Here literature
will be taken to mean creative expression, using the
vehiol® of language, be it written or spoken. In
order to understand th© processes of oral composition
and the dynamics of what we have called the nietonymic
mind, it is illuminating to look at the research don®
by oralists such Albert Lord, Milman Parry and their
Successors>.

The findings of these researchers, 1~o0 have
workedmainly in Eastern Europe, can be compai®ad with
Harold icaieiib’s work amongst the jSticsa and Zulu
peoples of South Africa. As yet, little detailed
research has been done on oral con”osition in Africa
and even less has been published, so that the findings
of the following comparative study are neoessarily
tentative. .. It is not possible to do more than
identify general principles and potentially productive
areas of research, iIn order to pinpoint the influence
of specifically oral techniques in the writing of a
particular author.

Parry and Lord examine in detail how the
Yugoslavian “teller of tales™ or guslar performs,

while 1In his book The Xhosa Ntmomi. Scheub describes
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IJis Xhosa atBmd tratiitlon.@® W&at #»ergei from tiiess
studies 1is that, while oral traditions differ in
detail, 1In one important respecjt they are similar#
Essential to both is the fonttulaic expression or what
Scheub terms the ""core-cliche”, which strtictures the
tale and shapes its development.

Before examining more closely th<jss oral
traditions, the parauneters of the investigation must
be alearly established. The oralists are concerned
with oniy oral performance, an art form that reflects
very different psycshodynamic forces from those that
determine the written tale. For the purposes of this
investigation into the eontemporary African novel, $
study of oral composition and 1in particular, of
formulaic expression, is therefore of importanoe only
insofiir as it gives some insight iInto a particular
psycshocognitive mentality.

Purthermore, it IS the way 4 whieh this
mentality manifests itself iIn certain stylistio
patteims that is of iInterest, and the content or
themes of the oral narratives are here of secondary
importance. No attempt is made therefore, to looJc at
oral tra“ditions according to the classification of
theme.

In this way it is possible to avoid the pitfalls
of the formalists, as exemplified by V0Iadimir Propp,
Chklovski, Eikhenbaum and others of the Russian

forma. list school. In their study of Russian fairy
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tales, they dO ik give adequate recognition to smofe
iittortant factors as  context, conditions of
performance and narrator-audience interaction* Their
laorphologiGal analysis presents a  typological
classification of the3mes, whereas a stylistic and
semioldgical survey focusses on the relations between
events, and the way in which they are strung together
in the narration. Scheub®"s work is particularly
interesting iIn this vrespect for, rather than
attetttpting to classify the infinite variemts of the
Jatsosd, he demonstrates the high degree of flexibility
that exists in the tradition.

Albert Lord defines the formula as, ~a group of
words which 1is regularly employed under the same
metrical conditions to express a given essential
idea.” /Singer of Tales 4) The iImportant element of
this definition Is the emphasis on rhythm, which Lord
shows to be intimately related to sofmd patterns. It
is the sound patterns and the rhythm which fijs the
formula iInto a transmitted and preserved form.
Furthermore, 1in a purely oral tradition, thought

processes are determined by such patterns. Loi-d says;

Man without writing thinks 1in terms of sound
groups and not in words and the two do not
necessarily coincide. (Singer of Tales 25)

Harold Scheub significantly identifies a similar

mechanism in the composition of the Xhosi ntsoml. He
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calls tills eli”ent the "corC~iitage”, whioH lie defines

ass

--- a rsmeabered eluent of the atsomi tradition,;
the stable element; it is recalled during the
production by means of a complex process of
cueing and scanning, whereby an artist digs into
her rich repertory of ntsoml images and brings
into performance appropriate images and image
segments which combine to Tfinish the created
work. TXhosa Ntsoml 3)

The nucleus of the core-image is the core-clichS,
which "eedes the form of a song, a chant or a saying.
Scheub makes the point that it 1is the easily
remembered rhythmic forms which assur™-, the
transmission of the core-v—"liches and which ao- as cues
in the process of recalling core-"images. fXhosa Ntsoml
%)) Interestingly, confirmation of this
fomaulaic style of expression comes from the
ethnologists. Calame-Griaule i1dentifies in the Dogon
tlg& or poetic expressions, certain homeric-type
epithets which have become emptied of meaning but
which are retained for rhythmic purposes.These
concise formulas convey a striking image in only two
or three words, thereby requiring considerable
knowledge of the Jlanguage and 1its grammatical
structures. Furthermore, words are chosen to link up
by similar sound patterns.

Undoubtedly, for those who are exposed from an
early age to such a tradition of tale-telling, the ear

will be attuned to the rhythmic patterns of narration.
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Them® r?,iythiiic patterns constitute more than a
stylistic device. They are a detsnaining factor in
the process of recall and related thought processes.
The core-cliche and the formula play a dynamic
role also in structtiring the development of the tale.
The themes, or recurrent elements of narration, are
what Scheub has termed 'core-images™ and he shows how
the skill of the narrator lies in the way she (for in
the Xhosa tradition it is usually women who are the
tellers of tales) strings together the different
thematic elements. His work finds parallels in Lord"s
examination of the way the Serbo-Croatian tale is
stmctured. Themes may be sxibstituted, added or
omitted, elaborated or simpl™™" d, so that while the
essence of the story does not ,ige, It Is re-created
in a different way iIn every performance. Again, it is
the way in which the narrator links the elements by
means of repetition, parallels, balance and

opposition, that measures his success as a performer.

As described by Parry and Lord, the Serbo-
Croatian guslar underwent a long apprenticeship 1in
order to learn the techniques of composition and tale-
telling. In this, the guslar resembles the West
African griot, who is a professional story-teller. In
Central and Southern Africa the practice is somewhat
different, for everyone 1is a potential performer.

Scheub iIn fact ~ that most, i1f not all,
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ntembers of an audience also perform themselves,
starting as quit®© young children to tell tales,
perhaps to their parents or friends, and patterning
themselves upon performances that they have witnessed.
The techniques of composition are acquired
progressively, through practice and correction or
suggestion from the audience. Those who have a
special aptitude for performance will become known and
respected for their skill.

Th© process has important implications regarding
the narrator-audience relationship, for the successful,
narrator must elicit and control the audience™s
pcirticipation. This sense of a collective activity is
significant. Both the Parry-Lord oralists and
Africanists such as Scheub emphasise that the
performer sees him or herself as a preser®er of

tradition.

Proper social responses within Xhosa traditional
communities are idealized and dramatized 1in
production, and the need for order is fulfilled
by the structural patterns which define and

support custom. Dramatic catharsis becomes
something more than a psychological purgative
associated with entertainment: in the ntosial

tradition, it purges the audience of anti-social
views and attitudes antithetical to Xhosa
tradition, and it is simultaneously a method of
internalizing proper and productive social
relf»tionships. (Xhosa Ntsoml 173)

Both Lord and Scheub emphasise that the oral
narrator does not change the thematic elements and

that his artistry resides in the manner in which he
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performs the tale, adapting his presentation to suit
the contextual imperatives of time, place and
audience. He [links together remejnbered themes,
patterned by conventional expresssions and song. This
leads to one of the main objections that have been
raised against the Parry-Lord formulaic theory, for it
seems to suggest too mechanistic a form of creation.

What, one may well ask, of the artist®s originality?

The notion of originality is a touchstone of
modern Western aesthetics. This is underscored by the
fact that “borrowings” from an undeclared source risk
the censure of plagiarism. Western critics who have
unguestioningly applied this criterion to African
literattire have been dismissive of works that appear
to have contributed nothing new, being merely the
retelling of an old story. The criticism levelled at
Amos Tutuola®s Palm Wine Drunkard is but one example
of this.

In his 1introduction to Lord"s The Sinaer of
Tales. Harry Levin pinpoints the need for re-assessing
this criterion, which Western critics are inclined to

believe to be of universal application;

It may be that we ought to re-examine the concept
of originality, which is relatively modern as a
Shibboleth of criticism; there may be other and
better ways of being original than that concern
for the writer"s own individuality which
characterizes so much of our self-conscious
fiction. (Singer of Tales X)
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Lord hiaself advises that, 1in the domain of
aesthetics, we should not seek to judge but to
understand and 1indeed, his reseaith serves as a
concrete exaa™le of how, by listening to and studying
creative expression In its true context, one arrives
at a deeper and more accurate understanding of it,

Sean in the context of performance then, It is
clear that the core-clich8, core-image, formula and
the3»e have a traditional rather than aesthetic
significance. In fact, as Lord points out, through
habitual usage, the meaning of a Tformula becomes
vestigial, connotative rather than denotative. He
gives as an example, the expression '‘drunken tavern*"
which has coae to mean merely ‘“tavern'”. Yet because
of its acoustic pattern, it is maintained and the
audience recognises and xinderstands its role in the
narration. In the case of Scheub®s core-cliche, be
It a song or a proverbial saying, the audience shows
iIts appreciation by joining in or answering. Tho
interplay between traditional elements and individual
artistic talent 1is sxibtle and complex. It is
difficult for the Westerner to grasp the 1idea of
fluidity, of an essence existing in multiform. In the
context of orality, the concept of the "original™ and
its "variants" makes no sense. Each performance is a
recreation that exists only for the duration of its

performance.
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Before -turning to modera creative writing to
examine more TfTully the rapport between traditional
narrative techniques and the ideo~iffiage, an oral text
will be analysed in order to focus on certain striking
stylistic featxires of oral composition relative to
this discussion. The example is a single poem-song
taken from Th”ophile Obenga®s Mbochi collection and as
such, can give only a glimpse into the rich artistic
reso\irces contained in any one oral tradition. The
choice 1is necessarily an arbitrary one, chosen from
one of the vary few published collections of oral
texts from the French speaking zones of Africa.™
These collections are themselves arbitrary, for as yet
there exists no substantial r=>cord of any one African
oral tradition to rival those of Parry, Lord and
Foley, amongst the Serbo-Croatian peoples of
Yugoclavia,

Furthermore, it must be remembered that the
transcribed poem given below can be only an
impoverished version of the original poem-song, which
would normally accompany the 1ikango, a sacred,
liturgical dance. The written form cannot recreate
the musical accompaniment, the gestures, the facial
expressions or the dance rhythm, beaten out with 1:he
feet and hands. Finally, =s with all tremslation,
much of the connotative and sonorous power of the
original Mbochi 1is inevitably lost. However, Obenga

is both historian and poet and, while he at times
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allow# lilBsalf a rather free translation, h® succeeds
in transmitting much of the musical and evdcative

qualities of the original spoken text.™

Ambi ma nyaa ayuru a pendl a ndzoyl mo

oyi 1
Nganga no di li dzwe no ophemba

No ngombi o yii la nda

iJcani ba akulu akulu ba bina lkango ma akaphl
Nganga no di 11 dzwe no opembs. 5
No ngombi o yii la nda

a kosi AO onoo o leri alongo
A tindi wa okwerB okoo wa a kweri bvuma
Nganga no di i dzwB no ophemba
No ngombi o yii la nda v

Bini abia ba phanda bini ophanda e

Lo pfa bvusa ba ikambi le phi ebvuo dua angwzga
Nganga no di li dzwe no ophemba

No ngombi o yii la nda

Oyaru mo iboo olombi ekona 15
Ngangm no di Ii dzwe no ophemba
No ngombi o yii la nda.

L&s selles des femmes

Les selles des femmes sent plus volumineuses que

celles de I"el™hant [t/0]
Maitre, c"est vrai que tu t"en vas en voyage
Mais & qui as-tu confie ton art?

Les kani de taille uioyenne dansent I"ikongo e-

sautillant [t/0]
Maltre, c”est vrai que tu t'eii vas en voyage
Mais & qui as-tu confiS ton art?

Quand or. se blesse S la bouche, on est oblige de

I8cher le sang [t/0]
On 1"envoie couper I°okoof il a abattu le grand
arbre bvuma [t/0]

Maltre, cMest vrai que tu t"en vas en voyage
Mais a qui as-tu confie ton art?

Vous pvmdant que les autres se procurent les
talesmans, vous ne le faites pas [t/0]
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It (JuaBd votis serez dans le besoin, yons yous
mettrez encore ~ la recherche des ngangal
rt/o]
Maltre, c”est vrail gue tu t"en vas en voyage
Uais & gui as-tu confife ton art?
Une femrae dans un haineau est un olombl obligeant
Maitre, c"est vrai que tu t”en vas en voyage
Mais I qui as-tu confix ton art?
(LItterature traditionnelle 73)

This poem-song is part of ancient Mbochi
tradition, that of an agrarian culture, as Iis
reflected in the natural J™Nagery of its referential
world: t+e elephant, sugar cane, the fromager tree and
the olombl Tfish. It is a sample of traditional oral
poetry that 1is particularly ri”™ in terms of both
stylistic features and tJiematic allusion. of
partimilar interest is the number of proverbial
expressions and sayings, Tfor which Obenga gives
invaluable explanations for the non-M3oochi reader. L™
alluding to the infidelity of women, the graphic
comparaison of ”les selles des feltraies” to those of the
elephant is typical of the earthy, caustic humour of
peasant peoples, espfoniialljr, Obenga points out, ”’si
I1"on sait comment 1*Slephant su comporte a ce sujetl”
Similarly, like the olombl fish, which is small but
very tasty, a young woman in a small village is the
object of much amourous attention. The adjective
ekona, which means ‘“brave, valiant, obliging,”
describes the fish but clearly indicates the qualities
of the woman. Less immediately accessible is the

saying, "Quand on se blesse a la bouche, on est oblige
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saying, 'Qttand on &e blssse & la bouche, on Ost oblige
de Ifteher 10 sang, ” Obenga explains that the mouth is
tlie best place to be wounded, tor blood can b®
linked and thus the along or "liquide vital” returns
td the human body instead of being wasted on the
ground. By implication, the blood of the kani or
chiefs is precious, for it is the sacred blood of the
initiate.

k typical feature of African oral performance is
the ambivalent attitude shown towards the chief.
While his power and position is acknowledged, a
discreet jibe will poke fun of a weakness or foible.
Here Idie ohie™f, who is small of stattire and suffering
from a oomplev: because of it, is portrayed as spoiling
the noble lIkango danse, as he hops up and down. 1In a
Very concise way, the proverb 1links the Ilack of
physical height to a moral or spiritual deficieney.

The question-answer form of the poem-sonf is a
common Tfeature of oral literatxire. Here, the
rhetorical question challenges the absent nganga.
Walter Ong describes this dynamic interaction as
agonistic, a form of verbal and intellectual combat
expressing human str*iggle and conflict.

The musicality and the rhythmic patterns of this
poem-song will be evident even to a non-Mbochi
speaker, despite the absence of musical acaompaniment.
The rhythm is created primarily by various forms of

repetition and these are worth examining more closely«
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The single, strongly consonantal word n8anga,
repeatedly placed at the beginning of a line,
establishes a forceful beat which would undoubtedly be
echoed by stamping feet and clapping hands. It is
part of the recurrent phrase which structures the
poem, the rhetorical question that challenges the
absent nganga and v/hich has metaphorical significance,
Th® ophmmbaf meaning journey or walk, here signifies
also death, which is an uninterrupted jouimey. Ngombl
Is the word for a Mbochi musical instrxaxient, a sort of
zither. And so, to whom will the nganga pass on his
art? However, here it iIs a question not of musical
but of magical art; the powers of the kani, his
exploits, his sacred person.

The rhythmic pattern, then, underscores the
essential significance of the poean-song. The almost
liturgical or incantatory repetition appropriately
emphasises the kani and the nganga, two of the most
powerful members of Mbochi society. The repeated
question, wh.1"h acts as a refrain, marks the
progression and shapes the poem~song, by means of
strong, rhythmic motion.

Assonance 1is central to the musical and rhythmic
effects. The noun-prefixes of this Bantu language,
which lend themselves to rhythmic exploitation, are
used with particular effect iIn the phrase Afeani jma

akulu a.mlu ha bxna lkango ma akaphi. (line 4) The

195



mocsJcery of akulu aJdmlu to describe the small stature
of the aksMx is unmistakable.

A comparison between th© Mbochi po©m~song and the
French translation illustrates the concision of the
African language. A striking feature of Obenga™3 work
Is the way he often has to use a long line or more, to
translate two cr three words of the original Mbochi.
The contracted linguistic structures of the African
language aru particularly effective for placing two
ideas strikingly iIn contrast, thus communicating the
symbolic content by means of juxtaposition rather than
explanation. So it is with the image of one sent to
cut the paltry okoo or sugar cane, (line 8) and who

fells the mighty bvwm or kapok tree.

These techniques of oral creative expression
provide valuable insight into contemporary African
literary discourse. It is not suggested that African
writers today are imprisoned in traditional poetic
modes, but reading their work in the light of oral
narrative techniques illuminates feat\ires of the
imagery which are, in many ways, formulaic. Again,
this 1is not to say that the ideo-images are
traditional or stereotyped or- that they have no
original imaginative power. However, they resemble
the formula or core-clich8 iIn two ways. They are
firmly embedded in a particular cultural context,

familiar to those who share that tradition but not
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immediately aecessibl® to an outsider. HALirtfcieriftor,
they pattern/ structtare and mrk the progression of
the narrative or poaE. To take the analogy any
further would be to limit and deform tlie poet”s
discourse. The i1deo~images of a writer such as a
Tam*"Si are laulti-dImensional/ being the complex
expression of both a collective and also an individual
identity. In this they are the creations of his own
poetic universe yet they reflect psychocognitive
processes similar to those that are manifest in

formulaic expression.

Formulaic-like 1imagery, rhythmic patterns”™ the
Juxtaposition of opposing ideas, enigmatic traditional
yangs; these are the dynamics of a specific creative
process, the reflection of mind patterns
characteristic of oral composition. Writin<g deiaands
very different cognitive processes; Walter Ong
maintains that writing has transformed human
consciousness more than £finy other single hiiman
invention. As he says, a literate person cannot
fully recover a sense of what the word 1is, for a
purely oral people within a culture untouched by the
knowledge of writing. The literate person will always
have a mental vision of the written word. In Oralitv
and Literacy. Ong examines the psychodynamics of
writing, which he shows to be an essentially

autonomous discourse, independent of time and place.
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It offers the possibility of oorreation/ foir
esgpresaing precise, analytic thought and it leads to
increpsing *introspectivity'.

What does this mean for a transitional culture,
where oral traditions remain strong and where, in the
span of a single lifetime, it is possible to mow frca-
a state of primary orality to complete literacy?

Albert Lord states categorically that, while
there obd indeed be a period of transition between
oral and written style, there can be no such thing as
a transitional text. To the question of whether there
can be a single individual who would think or compose

in a marmer that combines the two techniques, he saysi

I believe Wbat the answer must be 1in the
negative, because the two techniques are, |
Roiftit, contradictory and mutually exclusive,
once the oral technique is lost, it is never
regained. The written technique, on the other
hand, is not compatible with the oral technique,
and the two could not possibly combine, to form
einother, a third, a ™"transitional” technique.
(Sin”er_of S"ales 125)

Lord goes on to support this position by means of a
formulaic analysis of compositions by [literate
performers.

However, Lord"s standpoint is tjiat of technical
composition and he does not Investigate creative
expression at a deeper, psv 3ognitive level.
Clearly, 1In the consciousnoss ot an individtial or of

a cultural group, there can be no clear divide between
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cognlt.iv@ processes., In the transition from orality
to literacy, tliought patterns are both shaped by, and
in turn determine, the different modes of ex*jression.
Such cross-influences remain particularly significant
in Africa, where the division between the lettered and
the illiterate are not strongly upheld by® class and
social divisions. ThO situation is not as it was in
medieval Europe for example, where writing and reading
skills were the preseirve of the monasteries, the
clergy, the patriarchal families or even some wealthy
merchants. The ordinary people remained T™irtually
untouched by the existence of written texts.

Lord recognises that a situation of diglossia may
indeed exist iIn a given society, that oral and
literate techniigues may co-exist, but in different
domains. Today, a guslar may wall be capable of
writing for thu purposes of coamiunication at an
official or technical level.

John Foley takes the question of diglossia
further. In The Theory of Oral Composition, he makOs
a stirvey of contemporary scholarship in this field.
His own belief in the importance of the “the complex
interaction between the two modes of communication and
representation™ has led to the founding in 1986 of the
journal Oral Tradition. The objective of this journal
iIs to provide a forum for continuing discussion of the
’grey area*”, of the influence of oral tradition on

written literature, as well as being an organ for the
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devalopmsnt of reseaxch ia the domain of Oral Tlisory
In general.

Orality and literacy may well be two different
techniques for two different uses. Yet stylistically
it is possible to 1identify elements that are
manifestations of inter-related psychodynamics. It
would indeed be strange if theve werti to be no mutxial
influence. It s In the light of this that a
seffiiological and stylistic analysis of modern prose
writing from Africa wust take 1iInto account the

underlying cognitive processess of the metonymic mind.

Vi

Having examined at some length the ways in which
speech patterns and cultural heritage may determine
the poetic discourse of a modern writer and, iIn
particiilar, the formation of ideo-images, it is useful
now to consider the work done by Gaston Bachelard and
his successor, Gilbert Diirand, on the formation of
images within the ImaginalrB or imaginary mind.

Bachelard was fascinated by Freud™"s work on tJ©
relation between the unconscious mind and artistic
expression. As a psychoanalyst, Freud was interested
in literary works because they represented, in his
view, the 1imaginary satisfaction of unconscious
desires. He and others, such as CSiaries Mauron or

Charles Baudouin, analysed literary works in order to

200



identify the writer™s personal aythological tmiverse.
fbis tliey maintained whicli would help them to
understand th® workings of his subconscious mind and
therefore his life.

Bachelard®s concern was not to study human beings
through their feintasies and neuroses but he believed,
nevertheless, that the systematic study of literary
images was a means of analysing the psychologi® of
literary imagination. In reaction to some of the
erudite critics of his time, who placed undue emp”Esis
on an essentially intellectual understanding of
creative writing, Bachelard hoped to contribute to a
renewal of Hliterary criticism. He emphasised the
“valeur passionnelle”™ of the poetic image which cannot
be reduced to the fixed form of an intellectual
symbol .

It is as well to preface the discussion of a
,critical method based on psychoanalytic principles by
recognising an important limitation; to essplain myth
and image in terms of the human psyche risks losing
sight of the literary text. For example, to relate
Stendhal s imagery to his early childhood experiences,
as J.P. Weber attempted to do, subjugates creative
expression to biographical events.”™ Ftirthermore, in
the absence of a detailed and intimate knowledge of
the writer, the critic cannot avoid making an
arbitrary, even subjective selection of significant

experiences iIn the writer"s life.
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Bachelaird and Durand however, did noi: limit
themselves to exploring the iaiaginsry mind of a single
writer. They believed that an individual poet"s
imagary 1is deeply rooted 1in ui-jiversial, archetypal
images. Bachelard speaks of uile realitS identique
et universalle de I"imaginaire. His method was to
investigate the poetic discourse of a cross-section of
poets, French, English and German, primarily of the
Romantic period, and he showed in fotar separate
studies, how their imagery related to the archetypal
images of earth, air, fire and water*"” Dixrand™ s
mYthocritxga.e takes this classification further and
establishes constellations of iImages, made up of
sch&m&sft sirchi™types™ and

An inherent weakness of such universalist
theories is that they blurr the cultural specificities
of different people and societies, FurtheiTnore, all
categorising tends to be reductionist, and a system
based on the alchemistsfour elements caimot fully
account for the diverse sources of inspiretion
informing both Western and African creative
expression. Notwithstanding these limitations,
Bachelard and Durand offer some valuable insights into
the nature and functioning of the poetic image. Of
particular interest 1is the notion that a writer"s
imagery is fundamentally coherent and that it relates
back to what Bachelard calls ’les sources oniriques.”

He believes this profound region of the writer”s
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iaaginary mind to be part of thfe collecrtive
uncon&Gious. The analysis of an individual poet"s
imagery or symbolism will reveal that they have their
roots in a vaster, more ancient, symbolic imagination.
In the words of Durands ”le chef d"oeuvre ouvre le
mythe personnel sur une mythologie collective
ressentie dans les profondeurs d"un peuple.”
(Strucpires anthropo3.ocaicrues 218) This -cheory is
particularly significant for African creative
esgpression, where images such as water”™ the tree, or
bloody cannot be dissfc »ated from traditional
ontological belief.

Bachelard®™s major contribution to the reading of
literary texts is the way in which he showef the iinage
to be a dynamic process, not a static idea. The
poetic iinage Is in a senre only a starting I»oint. He
believed that the image exists in the unconscious mind
before it takes the form of an idea. It emerges into
the conscious mind iIn the form of a continuously
dialectical process, involving the intellect and the
imagination. This dialectic leads to a synthesis, or
to patterns of correspondence, that are perceived
within Ihe depths of the iImaginaire. For example,
Bachelard demonstrates the link, imagined not
intellectual, between le ventre and concepts of the
cave, the furnace of le forgeron, the mother, birth,
sleep and death. These images cannot be understood

objectively and rationally. Fiarthermore, Bachelard
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eham the Ima™Ixmirm of ttie reaitsr to be an essential
eleaent of the process. By responding wita ecEipathy,
and emotionally rather than intellectually, the reader
brings tiie image to completion.

In L"eau et les rfeves. Bachelard"”s analysis of
the water iImage, which he considered to be one of the
»ost powerful, 1is particularly interesting. It
illustrates both the relationship between the
individual and the collectj.ve Imagiimire and also the
dynamic, dialectical nature of the image.

Bachelard is not concerned with plttoresque or
supei-ficial imagery; his aim is to discover the roots
of ”la  force imaginante, ¢ what he calls
”1"imagination mat™ielle.”™ This is the imagination
that experiences 1images 1In their elemental _."om

before they have been intellectualised;

Ces images de la matiere, on Jles rSve
sufestantiellsnmt, intimement, en eeartant les
forme"s® les formes perissabiea, les vaines

images, Ic ”“evenir des surfaces. Elies ont un
poids, elles sont \an coeur. fL"eau et les reves
2)

Further on he says:

L*imagination n“est pas, comme le suggere
1"€tymologie, la facult§ de former d63 laages de
la rSalite; elle est la faculte de former des
images guil d”passent ia realiti, quJ cbaat&at la
rfealite. Ells est une faculte de surhumanite.
Un hoitimle est un hoisore dans la pr«”ortion dQ il
est un surhoHwe. On doit definir xm homme par

ensemble des tendances qui le poxissent a
ditpasser I"humadne condition. (23)
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Bachelard attempts to trace images to their
deepest source and he then groups them into what he
calls "complexes”. For exaEtple, certain water images
relate to the ilaaginary journey, the crossing, tj
barque which carries one across the river to death.
Bachelard identifies these images as being signs of
the "oomplfexe de Caron”. The "complexs dOphlie™™
groups together wat™r images expressing melancholy, le
nSant or suicide by drowning. In a particularly
insightful chap ur, he shows how the poetic
imagination experie/ices the femininity of water.
Water contains the notion of birth and regeneration;
It T presents mater*nal milk, the souarce of life; it is
ptofouiidly sensual. Water is also inextricably bound
up with the concept of purity and of cleansing;
pollution 1is experienced as a sacrilege committed
against nature. In Bachelard"s terminology< the water
image is an expressiononly of tlie material
imagination but alsot dyatamic iImagination; it
contains the dialectic forces of calm tranquillity and
also violence. It has both healing ar,d destructive
qualities. When violent, It expresses cosmic anger.

Bachelard was wording within the framework of the
European literary tradition but his exploration of
fundamental images, such as that of water, Iis
illuminating when applied to African 1imagery and
symbolism. The paradoxical, at times esoteric,

language of Werewere Liking, Calixthe Beyala, or Sony
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Laboti Tansi defiet. rational ej”~lanation and here
Baohelard®s philosophy offers valuable insight into
the working of the iaaginary mind.

This can be particularly well illustrated by
looking at Tchicaya U Tam"Si"s writing, wer™, wateix is
one of the key idso-images. There 1is one imports int
reservation to be aade however; where Bachelard looks
for the source of the Imaglnalire in the depths of the
himan psyche, Tchicaya U Tam"Si"s water imagery finds
its source in traditional ontology. His ip-.troduction
to one of the legE.nds iIn Lfegendes a?ricaines 1is
significant in this respect. In Af“ican ontology,
water is one of the i,irimary elements for it contains
**la force viv-ale” and it is a key iailage In legends

relating the begir? ing of life or of the world.

--- I"homme resoit d"elle ce qu"il fTaut pour
etancher sa soif de grandeur, de merveilleux
courage. Dans ses profondeurs, 1%eau garde tous
les a*steres du commencement. L"eau est source
da vie. Pour s"en convaincre, il faudrait lire
cette legende qui, sn pay*H batek”™, veut que la
fenane soit fecondee lorsqu®elle va puiser 1"eau
a la source. C"est I habitacle de tous les
g8nies, les meilleurs et les pires! C est
pourquoi I"eau, comme le feu, est violente et non
violente. fLeaendes africaines 85-6)

Such a perspective is fundamentally important for
a reading of U Tam"Si"s poetry where the water ideo-
image is a synthesis of related iImages such as the
rain, sea, blood, the menstrual cycle and the moon.*”

It is an ideo-image that acquires Jlayers of
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significance, from 1iIts appearance 1iIn hie earliest
poems through to his later collections and his pros®
writing. The following exampl®s will illustrate the
complex relationship that exists within the poet-s
im&ginaire between the heritage of the past and

individual experience.

La plaie quon lave au courant de I1"eau

Les songes plongent pris en d™faut

Mais 1© chant se recrfie sur I"esquif.
""Sauvetaae” (Le mauvais sang 25)

This short extract contai ts most of the
traditional ontological beliefs related to water; its
cleansing properties, its syiabolic role as the source
of life, its dialectical role in the voyage of life
through to deatli. In the context of the whole poem,
however, these connotations acquire new perspectives.
Water is the source not onxy of life but also of
poetic inspiration ('Les songes plongent.."", "le chant
se recrfe©..")? the wound washed by the water
represents -de spiritual absolution and renewal of a
people betrayed and destroyed by colonial
exploitation. In a preceding verse, blood suggests

sanctification, betrayal, sacrifice and revenge;

Morts dStromp6;s, morts sanctifies,
bientSt le temps sera sang sur flammes
rendez-vous done vendez-nous VoS Smes
pour que refleurissent les trophies!
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The <sauvetaga” of the title represents the
rescue or the spiritual salvation of the individual
and of a people; of one who “betrayed” his country by
leaving it and of the ancients, who allowed themselves
to be conquered. The water is that of the ontological
river of life and also that of the Congo river.

A poem taken from a later collection, La vests
d intferieur. illustrates how the water ideo-image
becomes increasingly complex. La veste d™int™ieur was
published some time after Epitome and Le Ventre,
where U Tam”"Si had expressed his disillusion and
despair at the betrayal of Patrice Lunwuitiba. **Les
eaux croupies” opens La veste dTint“rieur and
establishes a new mood. In U Tam"Si"s poetic discourse
thus far, ‘'eaux croupies'” bas come to signify
disillusion and death. However, in La veste
dMinterieur a new dimension Is added to the water

Ideo-image. The poem begins:

On s"essuiera 1"Sme

nous nous s%cherons les pieds

Tout sera verdoyant

I*~au dSipartagera le ciel et la terre

The message here 1is of hope and of new
bee innings; of emerging from the stagnant waters of
despondency, of wiping may false illusions. Itie verb
"d"partagera'™ conveys the sense of both deciding
between, and separating, opposing Tactions. Water

then will play a conciliatory rcx®. it offers a new
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vision of harmonyf for when the eleaants of wmtm*, aiir
and earth ar® 1iinited, theris will hm growth and
fruition, both physical and spiritual.

The poem ©Onds:

Il y a Tib*riade® dans chaque hance d"eau
Je dis prsnst c®ttO t®rr® par la main
afin que tarissent les eaux croupies

@t le male av®c un®© barb®
plus affolante que ce nid dans cO© coeur.

Her& the spiritual dimension is deepened and the
message of renewed hope in fraternal love Iis
oonfirmad. The allusion to contemporary, political
realities in Africa 1is clear but the greater,
metaphysical dimension is not lost. In many African
ontological systems, th art of Ww*.*king clay, of
combining water and earth, lies at the very beginning
of creation. Interestingly, for Bachrlard, clay or
dough are important elements of ths material
imagination. In modelling forms, 1if& is created and
an ideal equilibrium is obtained betweeji the two
elements, between liquid and solid. This act of
creation satisfies a profoiond impulse and represents
spiritual and metaphysical liberation.

At this point In U Tam"0i"s poetic discourse, the
water ideo-image ha acquired layers of meaning that
go beyond the original ontological signifiaancO. He
has taken an element rich in traditional connotation
and has consciously developed it into his own, multi-
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dimensional slgnifiOr, which reflects both the
collective and the personal and whose temporal
dimension spans the mythical past and the socio-
historic realities of the present.

Before leaving the discussion of the water ideo-
image, a short extract from U Tam®"Si"s prose will
illustrate how the accumulative significance of the
ideo-image informs the whole of his creative

discourse, be it poetry, the novel or indeed theatre.

Id, I7eau est la seule fumure, mais elle lave
1*humus, I emporte ailleurs ail c"est loin de la
mis™re du village. Souci du labouretir.

En arrivant, sa mdre lui fera un rfecit de cette
sort®© en caressant ou en se souvenant de la barbe
du mais ou de oette odeur gui fait saliver guta
le mais sur pied aprSs la floraison. Flear sans

feclat gue cell® du roils. S”che et laids.* fCes
257)

This passage comes near the conclusion of the
novel, where Gaston 1is approaching tlie end of his
agonising journey, which represents both a personal
and a collective cleansing process. The spiritual;
initiatori>  journey iIs described in language
particularly rich with metaphysical connotation. In
this passage then, water 1is primarily a cleansing
element, a symbol of rebirth intimately associated
with renewal of the land. The profound inter-
relatedness of water with the woman is expressed in

the reference to Gaston"s mother. The dominant figure
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of his childhood, she represents warmth and security
<«

and furthermore, as the provider of food, she is an

integral part of the natural cycle, a symbol of Mother

Africa.

Significantly, as In ”Les eaux croupies,” water
iIs associated with maize. As one of the staple food
crops of Africa, the immediate significance of the
maize 1image 1is clear. However, in U Tam"Si*38
discourse .Its recurrence signals not only collective
but also more persoiial connotations. The image of the
dry maize plant, capped by the tassle of pale,
1I?i”Mgnifleant flowers, with 1its distinctive smell
" the hot sxm, bearing a cob with a strange, sillcy
Y/, expresses vividly remembered sensations, dating

- -=a poet”s childhood. Here, reference can again

be to BacJhelard, who says of the role of msstory

in material iImagination;

Mais le pays natal est moins une Stendue
quune matiere; c"est un granit ou une
terre. un vent ou une secheresse, une eau ou
une lumiSre. C"est en lui qvie nous
matSrialisons nos reveries; c"est par lui
gue notre rSve prend sa juste substance;
c"est a lui que nous demandons notre couleur
fondamentale. (L Eau et les r8ves 11-12)

From these examples, the importance of
Bachelard®™ i1 contribution to an understanding of the
ideo-image can be seen. In attempting to

psychoanalyse "la rSverie litteraire,.he shows the
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way tO a more profoiandly coimotative interpretation of
imagery. This 1is particularly helpful #or African
writing, where the past weighs heavily on the present,
and vfhere the individual expresses also the
collective. Bachelard plunges into the individual
psyche to discover the miiversal, archetj”al image.
In African writing that deeper dimension emerges from

a traditional heritage, the mythical past of a people.

In exploring various critical approaches to
discover their contx"ibution to a syncretic method
wh| , It Is argued, is the most adequate to encoapass
the distinctive elements of African writing™ it
toecomes evident that the various threads converge and
find their poetic ei”ression in what has been called
the 1deo-i1mage. In conclusion therefore, 1t is as
well to try to ,highlight briefly the essential
characteristics of this multi-dimensional signifier.

The 1deo-Image 1is the concretisation of an
abstract idea, expressed usually in terms of natiiral
Imagery relating directly to the African world. In
poetic discourse it works by juxtaposition, iIn concise
metonymic forms, reflecting the cognitive patterns not
only of African languages but also of traditional
artistic expression, be it the plastic or the verbal
arts. The ideo-image becomes a form of short“hand in

the individual poet"s creative writing. It develops
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profresslvfely, acguirinf Hlayers of meaning which
reflect both the collective consciousness and personal
experience. As the na®e implies, i1t is as much a
poetic as an intellectual response, both the
unconscious expression of a cultviral inheritance and
a conscious choice of denotative elements capable of
conveying a message of contemporary significance. The
most powerful idOo-imag«( contains an inner dialectic
which enables it to express the profoundly paradoxical
nature of the hwasan condition.

3%e ideo-image is evident to differing degrees in
the poetic discourse of different writers. Not all
develop the same degree of demsely figvirative waiting
as do fchicaya U Tam"Si or Sony Labou Tan™/si or
Worewere Lining. Yet all contottporary African writers
occupy a position somewhere midway on the sx3ale
between pwe orality and total literacy; all retain
strong., profound [lini:® with their traditional
heritage. A semiologioal dhalysis of the ideo—-image,
which takes as 1its terms of reference the oral
tradition as well as the contributions made by the
major contemporary theoriev of literary criticism,
wil3 illximinate the complex intearweaving of the past
and the present, of the various eleaents inherited
from a dual, or multiple, cultxiral heritage. More
than anything else, it is this very complexity which

charactarises Afri6an writing.
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AM 3:M?BCM3PCFION TO WE CUL™gRM. MILIEP QF THI C
EEPTIBLIC

At an international symposiixm organised by the
French Ministry of Culture at the Sorbonne in February
1983, Professor Joseph Zi~Kerbo,. the historian froin
Burkino Fasso known for his HIstoire de [IMAfricnia
Noire, presented a cogent exposition on the pivotal
role of culture 1iIn the process < a nation"s

development, culture, he said:

apparait oomms matrice dans le paiSse comae
projet dans [I"ayenir. La nation e*& une
coMiraunautS  qui pousse sur des tiacines
eulttirelles, singulidrement la langue,*

Africa has experienced in a particularly acute
way the confluence of traditional cultural practices
and modern, foreign influences. Often the effects of
this encounter are destructive but at the same time,
new and dynvmic fields of creativity have opened up.

Literature is one of these and creative writing
is amongst the richest and most rapidly evolving
spheres of a modem African nation"s culture. Yet,
more than any other art form, a nation"s image of
itseJf, as expressed iIn 1its literdtxare, reaches

audiences that are for the most part not African,

220



-

In Part One, consldt“ration was given to the
problems that this situation creates, whereby African
literatures are often misunderstood by readers formed
in different cultural environments. It was argued
that it is iIncumbent upon the reader and the literary
critic to become as familiar as possible with the
historical and socio-political context of that writing
in order to understand the dynamics of its particular
symbolic and linguistic universe. Thi& can be a
formidable task, compounded by the fact that the
relation of the writer to his or her society is a
dialectical process that cannot be reduced to
measurable time and space”™ as documented by the
historians and the ethnologists. Being neither
historian nor eliJinologist, the literary critic
perspective is quite different; it 1s the cultxiral
milieu from which the writing emerges, and which is in
turn modified hy that writing, that must be
investigated. Accordingly, in order to provide the
necessary basis for a critical analysis of Tchicaya

U Tam"Si"s worlc, this section will focus on those
historical or ethnological factors which provide an
understanding of tthe Congolese cultural milieu.

What follows then is not a comprehensive history
of the country that 1is today loiomm as the Congo
Republic but an attempt to foreground the significant
moments that help to explain the people®s sense of

identity and the forces that shape the imaginairy mind.
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The dialectics of the historical- process will te
illustrated by a constant movement between the past
and the present, in order to show how the contemporary
society from which a host of distinctive writers has

emerged is inextricably bound up with its past.

Any reading of a piece of modern Congoles® prose
or poetry would be incomplete without some knowledge
of the pre-colonial history of this region. This has
been dociimented by, amongst others, ThSophile Obenga,
Martial Sinda, Dominique Ngoie-Ngalla and Georges
Balandier. They have revealed the existence of great
kingdoaas as powerful and as sophistocated as those of
Mali and Ghana in West Africa. The southern region of
the present-day Congo was part of one of the best
organi.sed and most flourishing of these kingdoms, that
of the Kongo, which covered ov&r 1 50G sq to. aad
which stretched "X into the present-day Angola as
far south as Len(?ta, or Loanda as it was called. The
kingdom was founded during the 9th and 10th centuries
and the founder king, Ntinu Wxfi is believed to have
taught his people the art of metal work, which
provided them with both arms of war and agricultural
instruments, Tactors which led to their dominant
position in the region. According to tradition, the
mythical centre of the Kongo was K6go-dya-Ntotila, in
northern Angola. Later it became known as San

Salvador (the modern-day Sao Salvador) after Francisco
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de San Salvador, a MtUcongo Capuciaji moiik. This oifey
was 1.0 be the royal capital until 1665, when tihe last
of the Kongo kings, Dom Antonio 1 was defeated by
rival chiefs, who had enlisted ths aid of the
Portuguese.

From the early 16th century to the mid-17th
century, the Kongo kingdom was a r«;gion of stablility
and prosperity, giving rise to a robust and confident
people, conscious of their superiority over their
neighbours. The sense of an ancient and powerful
cinoestory 1is often singled out by conteitiporary
Congolese writers and historians to explain elements
of modern Congolese thought. Martial Sinda, himseif
a Bakongo, or Bas-Kongo, says of his people dviring the

French colonial period:

Dans le meme temps oii ils se mettaient k 1"#eole
des Blancs, les Bakongo se consideraisnt comme
les premiers parmi les Africains. La certitude,
venue du passe, d"etre un peuple elu, a toujours
domine la pensee Bakongo.”

Another feature of the early history of the Kongo
which can be seen to reflect iIn contemporary thought
patterns, 1is the fact that the Bakcngo region was an
important zone of cultural contacts and commercial
activities. Georges Balandier®s authoritative work on
contemporary social structures of this part of Central
Africa and their relation to the pre-oolonial pei”iod,

details the complex systems of trade and commerce
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which, op*rat.e<ca at the time &t th® Fiirst
arrivals* fTh® markets wera ©entral to this, jproviaing
a social meEtiKg plaa® as well as a focsal point for
coMttercial exchanges. Secure iIn their positiion of
economic superiority™ the Bakongo were Open to foreign
ideas and they welcomed innovation*

According to Georges Balandier and Martial Slnda,
this ability to adapt to new iInfluence® led the
Bakongo to egtablish early contacts with the colonial
forces,” Interface with Portuguese traders and
missionaries dates frcm 1482i, when Diego 0o leinded at
the jiKDuth of the Congo River. ftoe iDuropeansv ware
Neeted with great interest by the Kong® saverei”™aa
and the powerful provincial chiefs. Shey were keen to
learn from the European material culture, which they
guiokly saw as a means of reinforcing th"Sir position
of power and authority. In this 1she flakongo
manifested a oharacteristic trait, which was to be
their strength and an important factor in tlie history
of the resistance of the Congo people to later forms
of domination. Their modernist spirit combined with
their well-developed economic network made it more
difficult for the French and Belgian colonial
administrations to establish control of the region.

Seen in this historical perspective, some of the
regional distinctions and conflicts ii. the modem day
Congo Republic can be explained. The most

economically active areas in the south, the Pool,
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Bouenaa, Miari and JConlloti dteferisfei#
paredomihatttly BaMongo while to tli* ndrttt ittt the
PlatCGaii£ and cmé&tte districts are to Ba foimd tlie
BatSkS pesoples. Th6 latter wer© pushed McsK: hf the
Baltongo as thfey migrated northwards a»d they nairer
paartioipated fully in the econoaio systems of the
region. More conservative in their reaction to
omtside infltience, they were loofeed down upen "bf the
"»»Qderaist™» Bakongo.

foday these tensionB continue to fee significant
factors in both the political and the cultural life of
the Congo. In the three decades since independence,
political power was progressively arrested front the
hands of the Balcongo hy representives of the more
sparsely populated northern regions. fhe national
eonf«r«nce iIn 1991 brought tdi the fore these noirth.~
soutdh ethnic dlirisions and at its conclusion, the
voting for m interiai government reflected clearly tin®
desire to safeguard against a re-*eirtr»>claii®et of fower
in the hands of a minority ethnic group strong
contenders for the position of interim Prime Minister
had little chance of being elected if they were from
the north.

Of particular interest with respect to ciilttJrai
configurations 1is the fact that the OTerWhelminf
majority of established writers are from the southern

Bakongo districts.
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& secKjrid imirarbaafc factor emerging from tb® pre-
Goloriral hiffitQiy of this central African region, whioh
has bearii™ on the cultaral life of the modern-day
Congo”™ 1s the iIntriaatdO and ambignoue relation of
Clhrietian teacshing to ;;:ra(irtion3l toelittfs* Ths
Bakongo psople®s ability to adapt to and "assimilate
new 1dea® manifested i1tself at the tim« of their first
contacts with the Portuguese missionaries. 1120
Ghristian belief in a single all*powerful creator and
the aftisrliffo of the spirit was sufficiently close to
Animistic beliefs and Ancestral worship for it to be
easily assimilated™. T3ee early missionary church made
FErpid advancsies and th” first black bishop was ordained
in 1518»

But th$ ;7~s® with which Christian dogma was
aseepted meant that conversion was superficial and
Animism continued, to frist alongside Christianity.
Indeed, many Bakongo he;” strong reservations towards
tlie White man®s religicn. This was understandable in
the light pf the profoundly ®(Juivocal role played by
the missionaries? generally speaking, evaBgelisatia®
was imposed from the outside iIn an authoritative and
intransigent way, showing little tanderstanding for the
rgiligious customs of the African people, ptirtheruoro,
the early Portuguese missionaries and \Qlergy w"r©
closely implicated in the slav® trade.

Today, four centuries later, tha casristian church

is firmly implanted in modern Congol@#e sooietf tout
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the way In which cairi““tian iicsgm 1HitRrtare#et and;
relates to traaitlomal practices resaaihs astolguoms an®
at times contradictory. As in the past, Christian and
Animistic beliefs continue to exist side by side. On
the one hand, the Catholic Church is strongly present,
this despite two decades of Marxist-Leninist rule.
Indeed, while publicly rejecting Christian beliefs,
the Party leaders could be seen slipping off in the
evenings to vistit not only the cur§" but also the loeal
nffajiga or t™tiGh&ur.

It is apparent that the majority of Congolese
will, in tite of txouble, do the same; like AndarS
Sola in Tchicaya U Tam"Si"s Lbs medQsms« they will
consult both their priest and the Mtiat&tir, Iteil©
mmiy may profess soom for such practices, syncretigmt
is defended by others. 1In the view of the historian
Dominique Ngoie-Ngalla, the Congolese are protoundly
Christian "in their own way”, which may not always
conform to standard Christian dogma; indeed] says
Ngoie-Ngalla, perhaps they conform more to Christ"s
image of the Christian than do many Westerners.® The
symbiotic relationship that has developed between
Christian and Animistic beliefs 1is difficult to
nessiiJtre.  While most traditional religious rites and
ceremonies have disappeared from the towns, th%e
profotand respect which 1is paid to the dead bears
witness to the fact that the ancestors are still

believed to intervene in the daily existence of the
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livirig’. TfiB845 “syncretic mantallty** is expressed in
symJxjlic fona at many levels dt daily HliiJe arul ti»
following escaaaple will serve as an illustration, TIgen
thfe National Conference finally drew to a close in
early June 191(, after ithree ®onths of tense
deliberations had brought to an end more than twenty
years of repressive sing3.e-party Marxist-Leninist
rule, the Congolese people were oalledl upon to
participate in a nation-wicle ceremony of cleansing.
On the final Sunday, they were asJced to go togethejc tO©
the ceaeteries to clean the graves in reffleaberanoce of
the hundreds of political assassinations th:” had
taken place during the previous t¥o decades.
Follwlng upon tiiat, all over the country c MsrtA
services were held, together with traditional
cleansing ceremonies. These symbolic acts signified
a breaking with the past, forgiveness™ and the start Of
a new era.

Today however, few Congolese woxiild openly profess
to being Animist; indeed JkniiilEil is generally equated
with fetishism. Professor Ngole-Ngalla regrets that
the traditional understanding of the forces of life
should be reduced in this way to th.e status of mere
witchcraft. He believes that fetishism must be
clearly separated from true Animism which, as a
dynamic vision of Llife and the human condition,
enables people to realise themselves fully. Mgole-

Ngalla expresses ait:iculately a notion that appears as
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a common tharead ninning through, the writing and
csritical discourse of writers as different as Sylvain
Bentba, Emanuel Dongala, Guy Menga, Tehicaya O Tsm"Si,
Sony Labou Tansi or TchichellS Tchivela, to naae only
a few of those who shape the literary and cultural
milieu of the Congo. Animism is part of a celttural
patrimony with which the Congolese people must keep

contact if they are not to be alienatedi

Il faut une ouverture, un debouche sur ge~.I(gue
chose gui compte. 11 faut accepter un processus
dialectique de dSpassement, tout en restsnt soi-
meae avec les pieds sur deiix rivaiges. CTest
I"u”.dque ciiance....Il y a en nous plusieurs
etagements; dans le soxobaissement il y a tout un
entassement de cultures anciennes. Ce gue je
crains, si on essaie de les refouler, si on se
ferme t ce bouilleaent iInt™ieur, si on ne
s"ouvre pas, 9a va se tk miner par une grande
nevroseJ

Such notions of syncretic intAMfetNion
characterise Congolese writing. The high incid®ajce of
legendary themes and the multidimensional images
reflect a dialectical interplay between the past and
the present, revealing how the writer experiences the
forces of history that have fashioned the society of
which he is an integral part.

The diverse, often conflicting influences of
Western and African cultures, of modem and
traditional life styles, are nowhere more apparent
than iIn the syncretic sects that eibound, especially in

the southern towns and cities of the Congo today- The
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roots of aany of thsKk can ba “tetOft teadt iiilree
centuries to B#atric® da Kongo, wlio fotaided, the
Antonian movOment. More recently, the years preceding”
independence "er© marked by the Mrth and rapid spread
of two major syncretic raovemants knoim as ltetsouanisa
ama Kiaibangism. Tii&se messianic TfTaiths play«3 an
important political role, iIn that they gave impettJO
and direction to growing dsaands for liberation*
Being a specific feature of this region"s eolt iiia
history, they need to be examined in scsae detail.

It should be noted here that their suceeSs can in
part be explained in termts of the ssynsratio i»ntality
of the Bakongo people, which reconciles easily th”
twin roles of the spiritual and political leader. It
is always dangsrovis to identify elements ttiat w<?ald
appear to characterise the consciousness any oae
cultural group, since each individual ej”ei’iences in
a unique way his relation to that group.
Nevertheless, the tendency to endow political leaders
with prophetic or mystical powers seems to be a
significant feature and eitplains iIn part why a man
such as Denis Nguasso was able to laaintain his
position for as long as he did. Interestingly, the
prophetic figure is a remirring image in Congolese
writing. This may be in the form of a mysterious
preacher, as in Tchicaya U Tam"Si"s Les mouses, or a
modern political leader with extraordinary powers, as

in Sylvain Bemba®s L™opolis or his hero Immanuel
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BAJAg"Ucta In La dernier des eaircrcanutifta*m N“Mystie
prcrtagonists aboimd in Jean*Pierre Makoii™ta—Ifiboakoti®s
prophetic novels, such as Lea dents du destin or Les
exiles de la forfet vierae. Accounts of Ilegendary
heroes also abound, as in Guy Mengas tales of the
adventures of Moni-Mambou. Jean Malonga, the doyen of
Congolese writing, recounts iIn La leaende de M™pfoumou
Ma Mazono. the life of a mythical hero who is believed
to have introduced the traditional values of Ccngolepe
society to his people.® More recently, EAxtanusl
Dongala has retTomed to the legendary past of the
Bakongo pec”™le with his stoiry of Mankunlcu iIn L& feu
des oriaines. Even foreign political leaders may be
bestowed with prophetic powers in the popular mind, as
Is seen iIn Guy Menga®"s Case de Gaulle, where
Kibglolo"s veneration for Ds Gaulle illustrates how he
was viewed by many iIn this part of Africa. Patrice
Lumumba, reverred as a martyr of African liberation,
iIs G recurring figure iIn U Tanm*Si™'s poetry and in
Sylvain Besnba®s prose.

The symbolic dimensions of these prophetic
figures in literature become clear when they are seen
in an historical context. Beatrice du Kongo, Andrca
Matsoua and Simon Kimbangu all died martyrs in what
were essentially liberation struggles. In the opinion
of Martial Sinda, they remain dominant figures in
Congolese thought because they express the dream of a

reunited Kongo, restored to its former grandexir. Be
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that; as 1t may, to undsrstand wfeat tiiese Tfigures
signify in the popular mind requires som© knowledge of
thOir historical existence*

Beatrice du Kongo, or Dona Beatrice Eimpa ¥ita,
lived from 1684 to 1706 in the southern region of the
Kongo kingdoia, near San Salvador. She was of a noble
family and had an excellent Bakongo and Christian
education. In 1704, Biatrice believed she was visited
fay Saint iyitoine who gave her the mission to restore
the kingt™m to the young King Pedro 1V, who had been
chased frcai the royal city of San Salvador >v his
rivals, aided by the Portuguese. She was to found the
Antonian movement which had widespread pofailar
suj”™ort. The Antonians aroused the anger of the
Catholic Church by questioning such sacred
institutions as marriage and the confessional. They
reworded [liturgical prayers, such as the "Salve
Regina” and called it the “Salve Antoniana” and they
claimed that Jesus, the Madonna and Saint Francis
originated from the Congo. The Antonian teaching
blended the sacred with the secular, calling for
political unity and reconstruction. This was the
first Bacongo attempt to Africanise the imported
European chuich. Beatrice was regarded by the
Capucians and the Catholic missionaries as a heretic
and a threat to the Church. Under their influence,
the weak young King Pedro 1V allowed himself to be

persuaded that Beatrice represented a political threat
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to hiro. Sh© was imprisoned and after a sham trial,
was burti™d to death on th® staks.

eTha Kingdom was deeply divided over the 1issue,
since the people believed her to be a saint and a
symbol of national restoration. She sub”™eguently carae
to be regarded as an early martyr in the struggle for
Congolese self-determination and freedom from foreign

domination. r

In Le measlanlsme conaolais. which is based on
his doctoral thesis, Martial Sinda sets out to
vindicate the image of Beatrice du Kongo whom th®
Catholic chroniclers had portrayed as a hoajcter and a
sorceress. He elevates her to the level of a national
heroin and his impassioned words give some indication

of how she 1is perceived by many Bakongo people today.

Restauratrice du Congo, Don." BSatrice nous

appartient a nous tous Congolais. Chaque
gSniration montanta lui remod8lera un visage
toujours plus magnifigue. Des drames «t des
coKiMies lui redonneFont d"autres visages au
theatre et au cinema. Des statues qui

cSliSbreront sa mimoire se dresseront partout au
Congo-BraEzaville, au Congo-Kinshasa et en Angola
du nord indSpendant. Une date fixSe de commun
accord par les gouvernements des trois p"6j sera
Choisie pour commimorer chaque annS® sa vie et
son oeuvre.

Si pure, si drcite, si attachahte, si courageuse,
si belle, Dona Beatrice Kimpa Vita dont nous
tenons a faire revivre H jamais le souvenir ncus

invitera dSsormais, nous et nos descendants, d un
voyage spirituel k travers les sifecles, (563)

Written in the early seventies by an idealistic

young Congolese studying in France, these words may
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well give rijs© to some 1ironic sinos tlio©
contemporary entrenchment of national tooundari®® lias
reduced such a vision of reunification to an
anadironism. However, Sinda"s words give some insight
into the symbolic role that Dona Beatrice du Kongo
plays i1n the Congolese imaginaire.

The Antonian movement prefigiires the messianic
movements of the twentieth century, movements which,
in the words of Balandier, represent a 'reprise
d initiative de la soci8te dominSe.”™ They share
similar aims; the restoration of the Kongo Kingdom,
the creation of political unity, the construction of
a national Church and the  safeguarding of
independence.

The Omergence of Kimbanguism and Matsouanism is
integrally related to the history of this central
African region. _.The early Portuguese mcjnspQly had
soon been challenged by tlie Dutch, the British and the
French, all eager for a share in the slave trade. By
the end of the XIXth century, the Belgians had entered
the race. French dominance was assured in 1880 with
the signing by Savorgnan de Brazza of a treaty with
local chiefs. This was followed in 1883 by a second
treaty which established the sovereignty of France
over the kingdom of Loango. Three centuries of slave
trade had reduced the population to such an extent
that resistance to the gradual military penetration

was weak.
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Utider French colonial adiainistration, the Congo,
known as Moyen Congo, was part of Africme Ecmatorlale
Francaise (A.E.F.)* For th©O next half-century,
concessions were to be given to private companies
which exploited the region®"s resources far more than
they developed it. Successive Prenrt Administrations
showed 1eBS interest in theilr possessions in Central
Africa than in Africrue Qccidentale Francaise (A.O.F.) =
A factor that symbolises more than any other this dark
period i1n the history of the Congo was the
construction of a railway Uline linking Brazzaville
with Pointe-Noire at the coast. It is estimated to
have cost 20 000 lives and every family was affected
directly or indirectly. Today the Chemin de Fer
Conqo-Ocfean (C.F.C.0.) 1is a vital if tenuous trado®
link with the outside world yet it reverberates witii
conflicting associations 1in the imaglnaire of tiie
Congolese people and it is a recurrent ideo-image in
the literature. The mechanisms of the i1ndlg™nat
have been documented by the historians and social
scientists but a definition from literature succinctly
portrays the effects upon the people®s psyche of that
particular French form of colonial administration,
which resembles iIn many ways the South African
Nationalists®™ apartheid rule. [In Tchicaya U jPam*Si"s
Les Dhalenes. as expectations ireach fev” pitdi with

rOTOurs of the iImminent abolition of the iIndig&nati
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Prosper reflects bitterly on what it has meant fot the

peoples

c”est quoi dTailleurs, 17indigS.nat? C”est nous
plus la crasse de tous les mSpris, une crasse
nausiabonde gui ne fait pas un bel habit t gui la
port®. lia fin ga signifie nous sans oette eouche
de crasse. Cette crasse fait d™un horam®© un sale
n~"re. tn n™gre n"est pas tout i fait un hammt
c"est un macague, un singe, une b8te, si 1%on
vRut, une b"MO de soitmie, ©n sowmel  (72)

It is this sense of profound alienation tAat
forms the background to the rise of such chaj?ismatic
leaders such as Andri: Matsoua and Simon Kimtoangu,
aroiaad whom the powerful jnessianic movements gretr.

Simon Kimbangu Ws's the foxmder of Kimtoax»o:-ipm tr
N"Gounzaism {N"Gonnza = the prophet). He was i)om ia
1889 at Nkai™a, to the north of Qhyssrille 1.1 the
former Belgian Congo. Educated at a baptist mission,
Kimbangu was to create, in opposition to the impor-bed
European religion, an all-African religious movement
similar to the Ethiopian and Zionist movements of
Southern Africa. The conclusions reached by Maurice
Leenhardt, writing about Ethiopianism in South Africa,

apply equally to Kimbangu, ism;

L*Ethiopisme est un mouvement social d"lin
peuple ré&o.\.amant ses droits au moment precis
ot 1l prend conscience de lui m8me (sic), et
de 1 oppression dont il est I"objet de la
part d“un gouvernement Stranger.
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L"Ethiopisme est cauggz

Par les lois vrestricrtives d\ code indigene

anglais;

Par la malveillarsce des blanas?

Par les errsurs et le manque de souplesse et

d/art p6dagogiqu® de plusieurs raissionnaires™®

Kimbanguism was totalitarian in its demands; it
called not only for a complete break with the Exiropean
missions, but also ordered the destruction of all
fetishes and an end to sorcery, 1In a society where
social upheaval had led to a proliferation of such
activities. The only element of the traditional
religion that was maintained was the worship of the
ancestors. As a movement, it attempted to institute
order and a sense of national 1identity among the
people. In reaction to the repressive Belgian
administration, it was a grass roots expression of
revolt against colonial rule. Its religious chants
were inspired by the Biblical stories of protest and
revolt which led to the unification of the Jewish
people.

Simon Kimbangu was arrested, condemned to death,
reprieved and deported to Katanga in 1912, where he
eventually died in 1951 in an Elizabethville prison.
However, his death contributed more to the
strengthening than to the destruction of the movement
which he had begun for, in the eyes of the people, he

was a martyr, a divine saviour or messicih, the

liberator of the oppressw. After his deportation,

237



the church became clanotestiiie, giving ri”e to OleaaentB
of secret initiatory practices, myth and mystery.

Today Kimbanguism 1is an officialf recognised
church with many adepts who still believe that
Kimbanga will rettim in triumph to punish all those
who betraye* hi a axtd to recompense all those who have
remained faitnfai to him.

Across the rivex 1iIn tjie French colony, the
Bakongo people followed closely the events unfolding
in the Belgian Congo. The rising forces of self-
determination and reconstaruction led thousands of
mtechists ana ministers to resign from their church
and to join forces with the Kimbanguists. IVs's
protests led to armed intervention alkd KimbMigu/s
church was outlawed in the French Congo. But a new
movment, led by Andre Matsoua, was to give fresh
impetus to the. Bakongo people®s demands for
indeptendence.

, Andre Matsoua was born iIn 1809 nea”™ Brazzaville.
A brilliant Jjupil at the catholic mission school of
M*Bamou, he did not have the means to continue with
his studies and he became a catechist. He soon showed
himself to be an excellent orator. His populaiity
grew steadily and from this time dates his ambition to
become a great leader of the Bakongo people. From th®
beginning, he was to be a more political than
religious leader and it was only after his death that

the Matsouanist movement took on messianic
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proportiona, Having decided to abandon his post with

the eathcilic miSsioli, Matsoilaa worked for a short while
Jji temB Eaviile and then r*lised._his gt td«N0: O toM
Im?ope. Faf fro» being aix aati-coloiiialist
revolistionary/ Matsoua believed that Africans sshculd
learn fro® the White people and he was inspired by an
ardent desire to learn and to widen his experience.

He was convinced that the mifferiiig aiMJ iajTistices
inflicted upon his fellow Bakongo comld be resolved
through negotiation.

Once in France, Matsoua signed up with on®© of tha
Senegalese regiments to fight iIn the Moroccan wajr,
after which h® r~ktkEmed to Fgji»is where Me found work
and, at the sajoe time, Tfurtheral his studies thjrough
preainf cslasses., E-elieving that the problems of the
colonies could be solved legally, and in order to
speak as an equal with the French authorities, Matsoua
applied unsueoeesfully foa? Frene™i citizenship. While
in Pciris, he made contact with other Congolese and
together they founded 1i1n 19E6, +tdhe 'Association
amicale des originaires de [1°Afrique Equatoriale
Frangaise™™ (the Mticale). Although instituted
primarily to help and to 'raise the moral and
intellectual level” of Congolese people iIn Francs,
Matsoua used the Amical© to defend systsnatically the

interests of his exploited compatriots in the Conge*

239



Tto Aitiicalfe ototainea Offieial and legal
ree in JMance but when a deputation was sent
mtm the ConsrO®, tc amke Icnown their p3roilar€E»0™tO K the
people, their beliefs in negotiation with the Fzenoh
authorities were dashed. Several of the delegates,,
asid eventually Matsoua himself, were arresttsd.
Matsoua<"s trial and sentence to exile in Tchad gave
rise to prolonged deraonistrations and mnredt 1in
Brassavilla, During his years 1iIn exile, the
olandestine movement became increasingly vloleat ia
its demands for freedom from colonial reqgpre”ton» iIn
3L93B Matsoua escaped from surveillatice and found hi#
way to France, when war was declared, he erarolled in
the French army. He had not lost his faith iIn the
good will OF the French authoritiesDrho” lie believefl,
would recognise the huitan ideals for which he stood.
However, with the xmr, repressive mioasures in the
colonies 1increased and several militant Amicalists
%ere condemned to deatlJa and executed in public.
Matsoun was arrested in Paris where he was reooverinf
from wounds and was sent back to the Congo for trial.
His trial in 1941 was politically orciiestrated and he
was allowed no defense. Sentenced to forced laboiar
for life, Matsoua died iIn prison in 1942 and was
summarily buried.

The fact that Matsoua was refused a ritual biigjfial
and that his body not seen by the people

perhaps the greatest mistake made by the freneh
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authorities, for tlie peopl© reftased to believe tiiit he
was dead. The feaicsalist movea”™t took on a relifious
aharaafeer and the man Jiatsona was transfet?jMi into a
Christ-like figure aromtd whoa crystallised the
dee|>est aspirations and dreams of the j”eople. As in
the oase of Simon Kimbangu, today laany peo|»le are
still awaiting the triumphal ret-um of AndrS Matsoua.

~ere have been numerous suesessors t.® Kimbangu
affld Matsoua, albeit with less widespread popular
support, a«a a fTeature of eont”™porary Congolese
society is the existence of prophetic movements which
continue to resist strongly any Western influence. At
the same tiute, these movejtients tend to become
inward” looking and to Jlack social, econsmic and
Jjdlifelwval commitment. As bvidl, they hawi bjean viewed
with some suspicion Mty successive governments and
thejJT standing in the aGMMUnity is ambiguous.

IT tfee history of the messianic? mowera.eTits has
been developed in detail, it is in order to illustrate
how important in the national consciousness is ize
prophetic leader, who refutes death and who leads his
people to self-determination. In the popular Mtind,
such a Hleader 1is easily conferred with messianic
gualities. As the Congolese writer Guy Metiga has
saids *"the peoplé)of the Congo need their heroes.”

Yet the role of thO heroic or prophetic figure is
profoundly aanbiguous, for the dividing line between

belief in an inspired leader and blind superstition is
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a Fin®© oae. Irs th® three decades sinoe iIndepandenc®©/
the concept of the messianic leader has be” exploited
by despots who, in th© name of the people, havs
claimed for themselves suparhtman powers ~ and
priviledges. The popular tendency to deify political
leaders is satirically evoked in contfmporary
Congolese writing, with that characteristically
dialectical pattern of thought which expresses itself
in nmlti-facetted symbols.

A recttrrent figure is that of the power--crazy
tyrant, who has himself called “Suide providentiel*"
(Sony Labou Tansies La via et demie), or “GuidO-
Selaire-Pfere-de-~"la-Mation" (Maxime N"~dSbelca™s
Ecruatariual , or "Tonton Hannibal-ldeloy Biakajiinbfe Ha
Sa3ckad8” (Henri Lopes®™ Le Fleurer-Birey, or 'Berger
Supriae, Pere de la Nation” (Tchichell€ Ttshiveia®s
L*I™il ottt 1a TombeK  Like Nnlkoji Nnlku, Tchicaya

U Tam*"Si"s toilet cleaner who beocmes th~e president
and Guide of the Nation iIn Le destin qlorietix du
Marfechal Nnikon Nniku. most of these megalomaniacs
come from lowly beginnings, usually the lower ranks of
th© army. Having imposed themselves by force upon the
nation they institute various forms of mass worship in
order to maintain their tyrannical reign of terror.

Si1d® by side with these tragi-comic figures, are
to be foxind prophetic, at times mythical leaders who,
like Matsoua, courageously defy the established power

system and, when executed or assassinated,
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miracmloissly refuse tb Stic™ figttrss™ wlio mo™e
in a Tflc-tionai viniverss filled with aa™igwous
syaibolism r"™present iIn literary form tbe gatajjlex
imbrication of tle past and the present, which

charaterises the Congolese imagi® 1ire.

The euphoria that accompanied independence for
the Congo in 1960 was short-lived. Tlie modern history
of the Congo Repxiblic has followed a cycle similar to
that of many African states; at independ,ence
“moderate” leader, President Youlou was elected witdi
the indirect support of the out-going colonial power;
three years later, the "trois glorieuses”™ of 13, 1A
and 15 Augxxst It€3 saw him deposed by a military coupr
with the widespread* support of the people. laxis
marked the beginning of the progressive establishffient,
in the name of popular unity, of a single-party state;
In anotiier army coup in 1968” the last civil leader,
Massamba-Debat, was ousted and the mi,litaxy took over.
A period of iIncreasing oppression began under the rule
of Marien Ngouabi and, following his assassination in
1977, under that of Colonel Denis Nguesso Sassou.
Corruption and economic mismanagement led to the
collapse of the covintry"s infrastructures, huge
foreign debt, widespread unemployment and poverty.
Dissatisfaction with the repressive regime reached a
peak in late 1990, when a National conference was

called for. After more than three months of
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dieliberations, dirring whic” aealjers of the preiflotis
goverment were called before the Conference to anewer
to accusations of crimes against the ooiintiry and the
people, an interim government was ele<3ted in June
1991. Under the leadership of Archbishojj Monseigheur
Ernest Koabo, it was given the mandate to prepare the
country for multi-party elections in 1992.

The story of how more than twenty years of
repressive Marxist-Leninist rule was brought to an end
without bloodshed, by a process of debate rather than
through violent physical confrontation, distinguishes
the Congo from most of her African neighbours.
Whether it will be possible to maintain the fragile
©guilibriim remains to be seen but nevertheless, this
period of Congolese history will undoubtedly be
reflected in years to come, in cultural and literary
idiom. It will be interesting to follow the new
concerns and avenues of expressicn that will be
explored in the as yet unwritten works. However,
since these questions fall outside the parameters of
the present study, the account of such immediately
contemporaneous historical events as the National
Conference 1Is appendixed. Nor 1is It necessary to
analyse the political dimension of issues such as neo-
colonialism, revolution and counter-revolution, army
and single-party rule. What is important for this
investigation into the contemporary cultural milieu of

the Congo, 1is to see how the people and in particular
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cd® writersr htav© reacted to polit.iCai svemtO orjer tba
l«ist three d&cades*

One of tbe most distincrtive elements of Ccaigol»'se
sociesty tkat is reflecst™® iIn literatiire is tho
pervading spirit of ironic wtestioning and criticism]|
of resistance to perceived injustices or abuse. The
refusal to be silenced iIs a feature of prose writing
and theatre 1in particular, although much poetry too
falls within tlie parameters of resistance pccetry,
Motably since the early eighties, creative writing has
fcjcussed on the theme of corrupt political leadership.
Xnd&ed, in the view of L&opold Findy-14aaEOInsono, a
senior offic6*bearer of the now etefunot Dhion des
lerivains Conaolais and himself a poet, most Congolese
novelists maintain an essentially political discourse
and their protagonists play an overtly political role.
While thxs would seem to be an over-simpliflcatlon
ttiat risks iImpoverishing e ricik variety of
contemporary Congolese prose iI# an interesting
statement in that it points to the committed nature of
that writing. Most authors of note would concur with
the opinion of President Tonton®"s maltre d*h&tel in Le

Pleurer-Rire of Henri Lopes:

., -un livre d*Africain vivant en ces temps et qui
se respecte, ne peut Stre cju“engage.*

Repressive colonial and neo-colonial rule have
dominated the country®s history from before the
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publication of the first Congoles®© novel in 1953 until
the contemporary period No concerned writer could
escape being deeply 1involved iIn the political
realities that impinged upon public and private life.
Like Tchichelli Tchiv*la, they felt the need to be a
"responsible witness™* whose writing would be like *des
grondeiasnts de tonnerre dans la case des consciences
assoupies.

However, the dividing line between literature and
political statement is easily blurred and Mamonsono*s
observation comes dangerously close to relegating
Congolese prose to the latter category- In fact, the
writer®s critical eye encompasses a broader and a more
profound range of concerns, mguestioning not the
ideological system itself but the way human beings
behave within certain systems. The best writing
succeeds iIn portraying the complexity of “that
behaviour in the rapidly, often violently changing
socio-political environment that characterises
contemporary Africa.

An overall look at published works from the Congo
reveals an interesting pattern in the way that writers
have responded to socio-political matations. To
illustrate this, It is worth considering 1in some
detail Henri Lopes®™ writing, which spans two decades
from the 1970"s to the present time. = When his
evolving artistic viewpoint is compared with that of

other significant writers, the recurrent pattern that
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emerges indicates the degree to which., consciously o™
unconsciously, these writers not only mirror, but are
alsO© shaped by, changing historical realities. This is
true even of those who, like Henri Lopes or Tchicaya

U Taffi"Si, have lived for long periods out of
Africa. Although physically removed from the Congo
they appear to remain mentally and spiritua, Xy rooted
in that society.

Like so many of his compatriots, Henri Lopes
spent many formative years in France, where he
completed his secondary and tertiary education.
Having obtained a degree and the D.1.S. 1in History, hO
taught for two yaars 1in French Ilya&es near Paris
before returning to Brazzaville in 3965, to a post in
the .Im37-AapJdriQure... ALARiIgV# . SIQtraM

Although he had been in France at the time of the
revolution that removed President Youlou from oftice,
like most of the educated elite of that period, Lopes
was an enthusiastic supporter of the events which led
to the creation of the Muwveiiient National de la
Revolution (M.N.R.), recognised by the law of 20 July
1964 as being '"the expression of the people®s will.”
His loyalty remained unshaken wif® the departure of
President Massamba-Debat in 196B, which marked the end
of civilian government, and he became a membsr of the
Parti Conaolais des Travailleurs (P.C.T,) when it was
formed iIn 1969. He was rewarded by a rapid ascension

in the administrative and political ranks: from 1976-
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61 he was Director Ganeral of Stliioation, from 1969-71
Minister of National Education, 1in 1972 Minister of
Foreign Affair© and from 1973*“7S Prim® Ifinistei:* From
1S77-80 he was Minister of Finance.

Lopes®™ first literary piitolication, which appeared
in 1971, shows that hie promotion to powerful
adminstrative posts hi } not cut him off from the
realities of his soaiety. Tribal™emes is a collectic®
of eight short stories tilat resemble a serists ©Of
vipiettes portraying Congolese society ten years after
independence. Lopes®™ merciless eye focusses upon the
oontradictions and the injustices that eaaerfe during
a period of trsiisition, when himan weaJdmess and greed
perpetuate the wrongs of the colonial era* an
portrays the hypocrisy of corrupt adrainisferators and
the evils of tribalism and nepotism. At the same
time, he raisps the coJgplex issue of the role of women
in a changing society*

There is a certain tenderness in Lopes®™ treatment
of hxman weakness and confusion; he hin/Self is part of
that society and as such, his questioning represents
also his own self-questioning. In his first novel. La
nouvelle romance, which appeared in 1976 just after
bis term as Prime Minister, Lopes examines th®
position of African women faced with the conflioting
cultural and societal values brought about by r;=ipidly
evolving relations with the West. Lopos®™ concern is

for the human suffering and confusion that these
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tensions giw rise to axk again# i~lla he clearly
ramains loyal to tk©O sooiety of whisla he iIs a part#
and for which he was intimately responsible, his
unooa”™romising eye allows for no glib, 1idealist!O
treatment of complex problems. |Indeed, he offers no
solutions and the novel ends on an open-ended
questions will Wali resolve the apparently
inciompatibla demands of education, career and her
husband, who cannot or will not evolve beyond his
traditional role?

It is iIn Sila tam-tam (1977) that Lopes*
disillusion with egoistical and corrupt party
leadership begins to become evident. Thiis epistolary
novel represents a powerful oritioism of ideologies
thmt lose sight of people and human values, Lopes
does not as yet question the i1deals of the revoluticiii
but rather the way those ideals have been applied.
©atsS, the loyal party mraaber who prefers to remain a
rural teacher than accept the post of Cultural
Counsellor in Paris, writes to his friend Iin

Brazzaville;

Ayel L" indSpendance octroyee. Elle ne nous a
donne qu®un hymne, un drapeau, des ambassadeurs
et un d8corum. Les coeurs et les esprits t c«
stade respirent encore les miasmes da la
servitude. L "indipendance n*® pas non plus le
souvenir des societes d"avant la traite, 1"Sge
d"or des royaumes et des empire3. Elle se forge
et se cimente dans la sueur, la boue et le sang.
(109)
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From hiis vantage point witain the iugh echelons

of govemsasnt, Lopes sees better tlean most how the

of the arswolution have lasen 4ivearte<l Qi€ h®

calls for th© decolonisation of the mindg of thO
peopl© and limders alike.

When his next novel Le Pleur®r-&lre was published
five years later, iIn 1982, Lopes had resigned from all
political posts and was Deputy Director Cesnersl at
U.,1,1.0.G.o, i1n Paris, responsible” for -t _Gwltwai
and Coinmunications section. Lopes has al«rays remained
intensely loyal to the Congo and it was only upjn hi#
return to BragzavAlle i1n 1991, where h» was one of the
first to address the National ConferanoSr that he
revealed iIn a coTarageously honest and moving speech,
the depth of his disillusion with the and the
abusive military regimea of Jdarien Ngouabd and Denis
Mguesso, Kine years ««rlier, however/ Le Pleurer-~rire
refleeted clearly his reijection of violent miJitary
despots, of neo-oolonial and materialist \va3.t#" that
th® single-party regimes perpetuated, and of the
leaders® lack of concern for their fellow beings.
This 1s an Innovative novel in terms of structure and
exprsssion; the linguistic violence conveys the horror
and ridiculousness of President Tonton Hannibal-Ildeloy
Brakanoft Na Sakkad6, the military roughneck who, by
means of a coup, creates for himself a position of

unlimited powers.

250



k silence of eight years was broS;eja witla tle
publication 1ir* 1990 of Le chejcgbem._mdiMclfflLeg., a
novel which measures the full distance that Lope® hed.
tjravellad in the intervening years. The reader is
taken throagh a kaleidescop© of scenes, from pre-
indGpendence village life to modern-day Brazzaville,
to Nantes and back to the Congo, as Andre, the black
man with green eyes, tries to discover t>;c truth about
his father. The tejft respxmds with autobiographical
echoes but it is“laore than a personal search for
identity, Lopes®™ ovm experience typifies the
oonfrontation between Africa and the West, between the
traditional and the modern, from which few of his
fellow Congolese have escaped. His concern for his
society has not changed but he has come full circle®
in that he views the dilemmas that confront him and
his fellow beings through the prism of an individual"s
spiritual and emot.ional universe. The social fresco
gives way to an intimate, at times lyrical accoumt of
AndrS*s painful reconciliation with himself. The
images of Africa convey a sense of profound love and
nostalgia for a world into which he can never be fully
reintegrated, thanks to circumstances of birth and
history.

An over-view of the published works of other
major Congolese writers reveals a similar pattern to
that traced by Henri Lopes. The spirit of resistance,

that in the early novels 1is directed against the
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Injustices of th© colenial era, soon foocemas
Eedlreetad against thO perpetuation of those wrongs
tha form of neo-colonialism. 7~ they foous on what
they perceive to be the betrayal of revolutionary
ideals, the writers find themselves courageously
confronting those very regimes which tjaay had
initially supported. Disillusioned with Marxist rule,
they resist the progressive supprt ,sion of individual
expression and the invasion of private life whereby,
in the words of sylvain BsBba, "on a voulu entrer dans
notre petit jardin.™*

Over a period of two decades, as writers
dfisnounaed the increasingly severe forms of repression
introduced under single party they seem also to
have undergone a personal evoi™ n, lroiaanuel Dongola
sees this as the development of a more co@aic,
imiversal vision. eWhereas his first novel, Un fusil
dans las mains un poeme dans la poohe rsflasts his
active involvement during the revolutionary period, of
the sixties, his last novel, Le feu des oriqgineSf
represents an attempt to capture the meaning of life
itself. ™ Sylvain Bemba predicts that this trend
will 1increase and themes depicting socio-political
realities will be replaced by more introspective,
intimate or psychological concerns.

This development reflects changes in Congolese
society. Aside from the evolving political scenario,

there is a growimj dagiz. yi xndividualism which 1is
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replacing traditionalSiXtOnded Tfaitily stmcttirag«
Habits change slowly and the Congolesia are a cionvi*vial
peopl® who snjoy collsctive participation in their
daily life. However, acanoiaic constraints and Western
influences are gradually introducing the concept of a
single family unit. According to Beaba, the sense of
individual identity and private possessions was born
when the practice of receiving a salary was instituted,
in the Congo. Be that as it may, traditional values
which determine individual existence in terms of the
eoinmmity"s needs are inexorably being replaced by a
gnowing* sense of individual rights. This change of
eiaphasls i1s clearly reflected in Congolese prcse,
altafeiah there is not ithe same degree of ooacem lor
toe,inner self and private suffering that is to be

foxmd iIn much Western writing.

In this description of the Congous cultural
milieu, it is possible to identify a second oommon
factor which, together with the spirit of resistance,
characterises Congolese society and 1iIs strongly
reflei ced in the literature. This is a concern tod
respect for human beings, which manifests itself in
various domains of daily life. A visitor to the Congo
will be struck by the absence of aggression 1in
interpersonal contacts. An attitude of open
receptivity indicates a recognition of the other"s

worth and a willingness to engage with the other.
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Furthermore, in this meetirig with th® othea*, there is
a rsHiai"kabl® ateenc® of eynioism; imtii It is proved
to be otherwise, the Congolese will generally aoo”™t
their fellow beings for what they appear or claim to
be. This is a rare quality a world dominated by a
spirit of coapetitiveness and where human relations
are all too often based on the assumption that the
other i1s a potential rival. The absence of cynicism
iIs not a sign of naivety but rather an escpressioii of
belief in the other®s fundamental humanity. Nor does
suGh trust imply a passiva, uncritical approach - on
the contrary, the right to question and to criticise
is strongly defended - but what distinguishes
Congolese socsiety is the fact that this confrontation
takes place at the level of debate.

The tradition of the palabrm ‘“atxdtmdj3&F té&e
process ky which problaTas were discussed and solved
collectively in the mbotigi, or central w‘efeting place,
appears still to be deeply rooted in the Congolese
consciousness. At a national Ilevel, the rOcent
National Conference 1is perhaps the most striking
example of this manner of dealing with confliotual
issues by debate, where strong feeling is contained at
the level of verbal rather than physical violence.
Indeed, despite the considerable socio-"politioal
tensions that peirvade society, there is a remarkable
absence of physical violence and the crime rate is

low. ,
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o eiabark upon a rlgoZirotis study of coBk”porary
Congolese society, 1iIn order to substantiate and
explain such empirical but nonetheless significant
observations, 1is beyond the scope of this work.
Furthermore, the degree to which modern behavioural
patterns can be traced back to features of traditional
life must be left for the historians and the social
scientists to discover. For the purposes of this
sxarvey of the present-day culttiral lailieu, it 1is

=%nough to observe from experiential evidence that a
high value is placed on human life. It is this
concern that determines the Congolese writers®™ world
view; central to their work is the question of hew
society shapes the lives of ordinary men and women,
with their potential greatness and their tragic flaws.
This is the common theme that runs through the rich
variety of form and expression.

The term "humanism”™ is to be avoided, for it is
one which has become suspect in the Afriocm oomtext.
It has been used so widely and 1in such loose
ideological terms that it conveys no precise meaning.
Congolese writing reflects something more concrete; an
emotional involvement of the writer with his or her
fellow beings and a commitment to iIssues concerning
the human condition. This concern extends beyond the
immediate realities of the Congolese situation. The

novelist and dramatist Sony Labou Tansi gives

articulate expression to this universal view of
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latamanity. He believes that, by means OF language ainS
laughter the writer, foe he Latin American Or Soviet or
Congolese, has the aeans to transmit a vision of “une
oollectivitS qui s"appelle xine poasibilitife humaine.

His message 1is intended not only for Africa but for
all people. Sony expresses, often iIn shocking,
violent Jlanguage and imagery but also with much
hTimour, his refusal to be the victim of this unlvers

pollue,” dominated by stupid and cruel despots.

An iInteresting characteristic of Congolese
writers is their interest in exploring and TKCtending
the expressive potential of the different literary
genres. Few confine themselves to either poetry or
prose or drama,

Pindy-Mamonsono believes that most, if not all,
Genfol”~se novelists begin with poetry and turn to
prose only at a later stage. He maintaiins that if one
were to take account of both unpvitolished and published
woirks, poetry is the most widely practised literary
geriire in the Cogo,,. He distinguishes several reasons
for this. Firstly, poetry allows for the figurative,
allusive expression which corresponds to a natxiral
style of speech among the Congolese, in preference to
bald, direct stateiaents. Secondly, most contemporairy
Congolese writers still have some memory of village
life and traditional oral forms of entertainment. As

the elders recounted tales of the past, “gonflenient™*
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or Inflated forms of expression and easaggermtion wsre
techniques GOHOionly used to entertain tlie audlene® iind
to teach an appreciation of the spolcen word. Finally,
despite the Western-style school prograiaiies introduced
toy -Uie French colonial administration, Francophone
African writers had an influential model in the poetry
of Liopold Senghor, even if they did not all identify
with Nfnricude ideology.

It is difficult to asc@rt;ain the real exteift of
poetry writing, since much r”aains unpublished.
Howe"yer, when asked about i1t, most writears admit to
having poetry in manuscript form lying iIn drawers,
Others t.ave published small wltilaes at their own
e:”enss aad the occasional roneoed pttblications
compiled by literary groups contain primarily poet2*y,
Poems are also p regular feature iIn weekly papetrs,
such as La Sataaine &fricaine.

Ifet a contetaporary survey of published #ork,s
shows that prose writing predominates. This fact
should be interpreted with caut®.ion, simce it must be
remembered that for Africa, metropolitan publishing
houses play a decisive rola iIn shaping national
literatures and the fortunes of individual writers.
The selection of texts for publication and the
"discovery-" of new writers are determined by the
tastes of a largely Western public which has a

distinct penchant for prose over poetry smd drama.
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Be that as it may, most Congolese writers have
explored the short story or the novel, even though the
latter is a relatively new literary form in Africa,
having been introduced during the colonial period.
The first novel to be published, by a Congolese was
Coeur drarvenne by Jean Malonga. It appeetred in
Prisence Africaine in 1953 and was followed in 1954 by
his second novel, La legende de MW‘Pfoumoti Ma Mazono,
It was, however, only in the seventies txiat Congolese
fiction came into its own and the eilghties saw a
remarlcable development of prose writing. Here
Congolese writing differs from many other zones of
Francophone Africa, where the Tfirst novels m>re
strongly influenced by nineteenth “jemtury French
realism. In general, Congolese novelists have escaped
this formative influence and their work is distinctive
for its highly innovative natuz?e, iIn terms of both
expression and form. Wh?.le it is difficjult to single
out any one writer, Sony Labou Tansi"”s writing offers
a striking illustration of the vigour and
inventiveness that characterise the best of Congolese
prose. Labou Tamsi®s fictional universe Tfunctions
contemporaneously at two levels; multi-dimensional
imagery and his explosively challenging style extend
the narrative beyond the confines of specific "dm and
space, however anchored in Congolese realities his
story may be. He wuses symbolic language, a

characteristic of most Congolese writing, both as a
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device for Oscaping the censors and als®O to expraso©
his vision of th® integral rslationship between
individual human lives and iiniverss*™ htamanity.

However, for Labou Tansi the dramatist, it is
theatre that plays the most important role in the
cultural life of a society because, iIn his view, it
provides the best means for human beings to emerge
from their solitude and to learn to speak and listen
to each other. The tenacity and the vivacity of
Congolese theatre, which has survived long years of
censorsip and material difficulties, justifies a
closer look at its origins and history.

Unlidc® West Africa, where the development of
modern thea"cre has been well documented, no in-depth
survey has been made of the state of the art in the
Congo and there are few archival records."~ The major
source of iInformation, apart from local newspapers,
are the people themselves who have been actively
involved iIn theatre since its beginning. Such an
empirical investigation 1is possible since Western-
style theatre in the region is a recent phenomenon,
confined mainly to Brazzaville and to a lesser extent
to Pointe-Noire. These accounts, based on personal
memory, contain many  factual variations and
contradictions and they often lack objectivity*

However, they have the value of giving an authentic,
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living itisithu into what is a relatively sipall but
highly dynamiG flataain of cultural life.

Guy Menga“®s description of his entary into theatre
il lustrates th@ zone of converge”™oe between
traditional dramatic manifestations and Western
theatre. LikO most of his contemporaries among that
first generation of writers, he has clear memories of
village life which centered aroimd the mhonqi* Here
the villagers ate the two main daily meals and day-to-
day mtters concerning the villagers were dealt with.
But the mbongi was also the place where the villagers
gathered in the evening to sing and play music,
recoimt stories and legends, or acst out scenes from
daily life. Henga®"s village was on the main route to
Brazzaville and he remembers taking part in imill&ms
where groups of travellers gathered around the evening
fire during the dry season. Ifater, as a student 1in
Brazzaville, he would listen to the itinerant story--
tellers to be found in the populous districts of the
town. From this it was a natural step to follow with
interest Western style theatre, usually in the form of
French classical plays, that was introduced to
Congolese audiences by the Catholic and Protestant
missions. Later, he remembers the centre® oultmrmim,
set up in the fifties by the French Governor General,
Bernard cornut-Gentil, which provided a venue for
small amateur groups. The intellectual elite or ImB

&voln&B also came to know French theatre through the
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annual visits off professional Frenah theatriGal epfoups
froK the ffiidie granoaisa and the drenl”™___8§A
TmlsmM”? *

After indspendenc®©, thase visits came to an end
and the cultural centres were closed or transformed
into venues for the Alliance Francalae. The new mood
in the country demanded a theatre that spoke moie
directly of Congolese realities and indeed, the
sixties was a period of considerable theatrical
activity. Several theatrical groups were created,
notably the Association du Theatre Conaolals
(A_S.T_.H.E.C.0.), later to become the Theatre National
conqolais (T.N.C.) and the ,Malatre,dJLPaiQIL.£gnqol
(T.U.d.) . The pioneers of this period were Guy Mehga,
Patrio® [lihoni, Maurice Battambica and Ferdinand
Mouangassa who established his own group "l1jeB Kamango™
in Pointe-Noire.

Without a theatre or adequate stage and without
any form of financial assistance, it required a high
degree of dedication to survive. Both then and now,
Congolese theatre centres around poepl”™ who direct
their own company, write the plays and produce them.
Much of their own meagre financial resources go
towards ensuring the survival of the group and the
actors are often unpaid. In 1969, after the
Panafrican Festival in Algiers, a national company,

the £int?ze _ie_ _gpr#atiQn_.et de Recherche dMarb
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Draaaaticme (c«B.F.R*A.D.) was craated In the foitisar
praises of thO Alllanca Franoaisp in BraEHavilXe.
The plays of p”is period tended to be realistic
historic dramas, dealing with 1indontroversial
sxibjects. In the view of Sylvain Beinba, what may ile
considered to be the start of modern Congolese theatre
was marked by the production at the Alliance Francais®
of Brazzaville in 1965 of La narmite de Koka-Mbala by
Guy Menga.” Here, for the first time, the audience
wa”™ offered a dramatised reflection of thelr society
and their major preoccupations. In this play Menga
deals with the conflict arising from the confrontation
of traditional practices and modernity. La marmifee
won the Grand Prix of the Concours ThMtral
“nterafrxcain organised by the national French radio
and television network O.R.T.F.™ There follasfred a
vogue of plays .dealing with the disruption of
traditional life and values. At the same time, there
was a wave of theatrical activity in schools, many of
which had small companies for which tiie pupils wrote
their own plays. These were characteristically
militant and strongly ideological. Towards the end of
the seventies, a period of stagnation set Iin.
Discouraged by material difficulties, many groups
disbanded and the surviving productions lacked
innovation. Oppressive politicisation was taking

effect.
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On 13 March 1979, the theatre-going p™"iG of
Brazzaville was offered the premiere of Star la tombe
da ma m&re. produced by Sony Labou Tansi and his gromp
Rocado Zulu ThMtre with among others, Nicolas Bissi
and Marie-Lsontin® Tsibinda.” This marked the
beginning of a new and highly creative! i1i(a 1in
Congolese theatre. Working without a vsnua of frit'ir
own, often without electic light, 1iIn the Tface of
increasing state obstruction, this dynamic group set
about a theatrical revolution. Gesture, moveiKent and
verbal invention replaced conventional heavy scenery
and static dialogue. Courageously defiant of
repercussions, using laughter as a weapon, they
highlighted the ridiculousness and the iInjustices
prevalent in their society,” Reporting in La Seittaine
Jjkfricaine in 1980, Sylvain Bemba, veteran theatre
critic and hivaself author of several important plays,
saw Labou Tansi®"s group as a sign that Congolese
theatre was emerging from its crisis and entering a
period of revival.” Rocado Zulu Theatre has rapidly
established an international reputation, winning
important awards at the annual Festival International
des Francophonies at Limoges and toioring in both
Europe and America.

Western theatre-goers are often shocked by the
physical and verbal violence jabou Tansi®s plays
and the exuberant interiningli.n® of genres. However

audiences back home, less conditioned by the
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conventions of Western theatre, have no Etiffierulty in
understanding the dynamic synthesis of traditional
African metaphor, both physical and verbal. Recently,
the ever innovative Labou Tansi organised a
"theatrical happening” up the Congo River as far as
Bangui in the Central African Republic. He brought
together over a hundred artists of all nationalities?
writers, film directors, theatrical people,
photographers and also scientists (for Labou Tansi
maintains that all those who ask themselves questions
about the world are poets.) For a month they lived on
a boat, stopping off at villages along the river ~nd
offering performances of the play B<tbe Kabi which had
been previously rehearsed for event. While on board,
the participants filled their time with discussion®
spontaneous performances, music and readings.

This ventWwe was also a parody of the infamous
Paris-Dakar rally, whereby scores of foreigners plough
their way across Africa, regardless of the peopl© and
the places they pass and careless of the damage they
may do to the environment. Labou Tansies project of
"cultural tourism” sought to show how a country can be
visited with respect, holh contact with other peoples
and cultures stimulates self-questioning and
discovery. Certainly, despite the tensions
experienced by 100 people forced upon each other®s
close company during a month, the experience was an

unforgettable one and Labou Tan™i is keen to repeat
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it This tin® it will I® on a sialflr scale*
Together with a theatrical group iIn irwitzerland/ he
will work on a play that centres around the theifte ef
the tree, being one of mankind®*s most profound
Mythical symbols. They will bring the play to the
Congo and will again give performances in villages
along the Congo river.

Labou Tansies active, practical involvement with
theatre does not atop there; in tlie face of official
obstruction end the staters refusal to provide an
r.deiaate venae for theatre, he and his cca™any are
engaged in building their own -theatre themselves/
bi~innlng with the making of the brici:s. Again, the
©aphasis is on creating something that is a reflection
of the Gongolese reality, in terms of buildiag
materials and architectmral desigJi- Tha”e w;ill be
permanent e”ibitions and a resta.urant offering
Mrican cuisine which, Labou Tansl points out with his
usual ironic hiamo\ir, resembles closely Portuguese
cuisine.

The Rocado Zulu The&tre is not alone iIn creating
innovative theatre in the Congo. By 19S3 there were
fifteen theatrical groups centered around C.E.F.R.A.D.
Amongst them was the Kimpa-Vita ThMtre. which playad
in national Congolese languages. In general, these
groups were directed by young actors and playwrights
who produced plays of vigourous, even virulent social

comment, firmly anchored in African and more
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partiotalarly Congolese socio-politiaal realities.
Many of thess gjcoups lacked tlie ei”erienoe osid
dedication needed to survive Jib lack of facilities
and the financial pressxrres. By the end of the
eighties, only foiir groups remained.

The National Theatre and the National Ballet are
two companies supported in principle by the state,
although this is not translated into any significant
fora of financial assistance. The two remaining
independent companies are Rocado ZuluvWWfefitre and
Ncmncra. meaning **the bell which chimes the hour.*"

The latter artistic group was created by Matondo
Kubu Txire, a sociologist at the Sfetrien Ngcmabi
Itoiversity. it made its first appearance in Juae 1980
with a show whose title was inspired by a line ty
Maxima Nd€beka? La,,, 3eimirpe.ici_.. ,el2e,,”_."14me
la. Poet™actor-academic, Matondo Kubu Ture creates on
stage a collective happening of miisic, dance and
pantomime. Conventional decor is replaced by humau
form and movement and the text, often created
collectively by the actors themselves, comprises an
eclectic melange of modem scientific or technical
language and excerpts from Congolese authors,
interspersed with proverbs and poetry in Lari or
Lingala. A recent production, a chantefable entitled
Nkasa which 1is performed over two evenings, IS

composed of ten Congolese national languages.
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Kubu Ture wages what Bylvain Beraba terms ™a
linguistic civil war.”“ He uses tiie stagd® tn confront
and to explore the language issue; for him language
iIs not merely a question of communication but one of
identity, both personal and national. In a country
where French has become almost the mother-tongue of
the elite, Kubu Tur” resists the *<francophonisation
of Congolese values and he plunges the audience intc
the the world of African cosmogony.

At the same time, Kubu Ture does not fall into
the trap of attempting to recreate a miythical African
paradise from the past, for he deals with problems of
the present, such as unemployment and deficient health
services. He atten™ts to show on stage that the
? wvirr to these problems is a colleci™ivs one; the
plays are not only written and choreojgraphied
collectively but _furthermore, individual stars are
replaced by a collective hero who expresses the
consciousness of the group. Sometimes the face is
masked in order to emphasise anonymity. Co-ordinated
movemer"c., dance patterns and choral singing or
chanting all emphasise this concept of shared action
and experience.

Kubu Ture has always made considerable use of
texts from Congolese writers and in 1989 he created
the Alima Scfepe  (Association Libre oour des
Initiatives Multifor-mes de I1°Artl, a theatrical group

which works on unedited Congolese texts. [In May 1990
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b© pmt on a solo prod.U:atiott sntitlei b

ciQaaolals to Show tiiat T Ta»*Si""s poetry 1iIs not
incooKpraliensible as many would claim, in 1990, afte®
many successful productions, Kxibu Tur§ left tfe®

group.

No sxirvey of Congolese theatre would fde ooapleta
without making mention of Sylvain Baotiba, who has
written some ten plays, several of which have received
awards 1n the Concours Theatral Inter-africain.®
Making extensive use of symbolic language, B®nba deals
with contemporary socio-"i;.litical problems such as
corruption and megalomaniac leaders, showing how the
lives of ordinary people are affected.

Tchiaaya U Tam"Si too has writtehi ,a powssrful
parody of corrupt leadership- As the titi“e Le deatin
aloriemc du mar”~chal Nn”kon MniJdcu suggests, the play
m~es great use of.ironic word play and sound effects*
The stage directions require an exuberant array of
lighting and technical effects, making it a
challenging play to produce. His last play, Le bal de
Ndinaa. produced posthumously in 1987 by Gabriel Saran
and his Th8atre International de Lancme Francais™e” is
a both moving and ironically hiimorous representa&ion
of a man caught up in the tragic folly of Mrica,
where dreams of independence turn to nightmares.

Such popular support for contemporary theatre is
not shared by the authorities. Initially Rocado Kulu

Theatre and Mcruxfa were recognised by awards in the

268



S

aail tlilrd Fsstiyal coRgggml dm in 1080
ana 1982, and IPcmnga won the National !'I3i0atre Prize in
July 1981* However, eubsscjuent attaapts to silence
these ~""ramatic groups forced thos into a phase ot
resistance and struggle for survival. Decades of
party rule and increasingly difficult daily conditions
of life took their toll on audiences so that, after
the first night, the actors often played before ety
seats.

Mevertheless, these sisall groups of oonsaitted aiKl
dedicated actors continued to brave the censors and
Gom.ront the authorities with issues that concerned
the ordinary people. In this they exercised that
right to criticise vrhich is profoundly embadded in the
Congolese aentality. It dates back to the ti»e of the
Icings of the Kongo kingdom where, at his accession to
the throne, the. practice of public insmlt was
traditional. The Icing"s adversaries would attacsfe hia
and his proponents would praise him.

However, this tradition has found little support
from successive contemporary regimes who have had no
sympathy with the bold socio-political comment
conveyed by the new generation of theatre. Tov
with the disruption of single party rule aiKi the hope
of a democratically elected government, it remains to
be seen what support will be given to theatre.

Within days of the conclusion of the National

Conference, which for months had restricted cultural
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activities, a Festival of T"Potal Theatres h,ad bean
organised to talee place early in July 1991. It
included exhibitions of paintings, African ballet,
talks by Matondo Kiibu Tur6 and the painter I7rigo
Piula, poetry readings and several plays. The Rpgado
Zulu Theatre was joined by Alima Scfine Theatre and
three yoxinger groups, Tthsa 7. Scorpion and Kongo Pia
Ntotaia, with a play written and directcid by Massengo
Ma Mbongoi. Such dyr*amic and wide-ranging prograit®e
reflected the spirit of hope and confidence that
was sweeping th? >country at the time and i1t augured

well for a new era of creativity.

Writing and writers in the Congo have always been
influenced both directly and indirectly by the various
forms of cmisorship, 1imposed firstly by the French
colonial administration and later by the single party
state. During the colonial period, official suppori:

was given only to th?f «r flers who accepted to work
within the system at*. -.l,s eesuirvid that the available
literature by African authors was suitably bland and
imcontentious. CoagolesB school children were taught
the French classics, which were considered to
exemplify the best in terms of style and form. Those
Congolese who sought to speak out against the system
developed what waa a natxaral inclination for symbolic

expression iInto a subversive language: the -"irst

freedom songs were the Kimbanguist and Matsousinist
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airts which, aJthoagh they taolc “Khe form of
traditional sacred songs, were iwre militaaafe than
rsligiou® In content. At independsnce, after the
initial short-lived period of free expression, as
writers became increasingly disillusioned witdi the way
the revolutionary 1ideals with whi(™ “they had
identified were being subverted, they found they had
to ej”*ress their criticism with caution. While many
left th® Congo in the seventik¥i- others rmained and
continued tO© vole® their criticism, - Censor”™is>
during -Uie next two decades took an interesting form.
THie Gontrovers,ja! writer himself was left relatively
untouched but :ﬁs Writing was nede usavailabie in the
leountary and anyon™i trying to prosiote the sale of such
texts fao™d impri: *jnRent.

Associations of progressive writers, such as the
Association Rationale des Scrivains du Cobcto. headed
by Emmanuel Dongola and to whidh the leading
progressive writers such as Sony Labou Tansi, Harie-*
Li:ontine Tsibinda, Tahichell6 Tchivela belonged, was
disbanded by the state and replaced by an unwieldy
national structure headed up by the Minister of
Cultiire and administered by officials whose
;-tualifications were less literary than political.
This Uninn Kationale des Ecrivains et Artistes
Congolais had scores of branch offices throughout the
coxmtry, each with a heavy bureaucratic machinery,

ostensibly created to encourage Jlocal writers.
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However, as no money for publishing texlis was
available, they served merely as collection houses for
manuscripts. The strong ideological bent and frequent
cases of plagiarism meant that this Union Nationa3.m
was viewed with suspicion and ostracised by nori;
writers of credibility. The few thousand francs made
available by the Ministry of Culture, compared to the
millions paid to sporting associations, was Tfiarther
swallowed up by cultural bureaixx whose role was to
promote popular literature in factories and businesses
but who iIn reality were instruments of party ideoD.ogy -

These attempts to make wv«riting conform to party
lines succeeded only iIn hampering creative expression
and creating deep divisions and mistrust between those
writers who were willing to work with the Union
Nationale and those who refused to conform.

With the removal from ower of the g.G.T.
however, there is widely shared hope for a new era of
free expression and creative activity. A  new
M8pci8ti,,aD ./a.tid8li__ df.§ l.crimlja8  ~u__ Qgm.O.
(A_N.E.C.) was formed in late 1991, as, an affiliate of
PEN Club International of London, with Emmanuel
Donaola as President ai\d supported by leading writers
such as Sony Labou Taiisi, Marie-LSontione Tsibinda,
Tchichell6 Tchivdla and others. Their first activity
Is to organise, 1in association with the Department of
African Literature and Civilisation at Marien Ngouabi

University, a literary symposium on Tchicaya U Tam®"Si*
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writing. They have also launched a poetry and short
story competition around the U Tam"Si themes of water,
fir®, the forest and the madman.

It remains to be seen how developments in the
political arena will affect this surge of cultural
activity. Furthermore, it is certain that material
constraints will continue to be an inhibiting factor.
Successive governments have failed to develop the
country®s many rich resources and most manufactured
materials have to be imported. Paper is one of these,
even though the Congo has vast forest reserves.
Consequently, books are a high cost luxury, not easily
affordable for even the intellectual elite. There is
no public library system serving the small towns and
villages and in Brazzaville, thu state library i®
inadequate.

It is commonly said that the Congolese do not
re’id literatiire and tiiis is substantiated by a survey
made iIn 1985.~* The ac™..ive reading public is small
and the majority of these readers confine themselves
to newspapers or books required to in rove their
qualifications. For those who read more than light
novels and serialised stories, French authors such as
Sartre and Camus vie for popularity vrith African
writers. A limited reaiiVig public and a poor economy
make publishing in the Congo a risky business and
foreign publishers must be relied upon™ so completing

the vicious circle.
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Congolese writers are obliged to acce|rt teaat.,
while they may write with a potential African reading
public in mind, their real public, to use the Sartrian
distinction, 1is to be found mainly in metropolitan
France.

The lack of a local publishing house is perhaps
the greatest single handicap for writers in the Congo
today. Isolated attempts by individuals to establish
a private publishing business have been abandoned in
the face of material difficulties. Even to produce a
literary review is problematic, giv*an the cost of
paper, the lack of photocopying machines, poor
"jommxmications, and slow and expensive distribution
services out of Brazzaville. No attempt was made by
the Ministry of Culture to set up a state publ ishing
house. party control of the national radio aatd
televisio¥ imposed restrictive ideological criteria on
the choice of literary texts £or broadcast.

The situation is similar 1In neighbotaring
countries where publishers such as Nouvellesi Editions
Africaines in Dakar lead a precarious existonce. Even
Presence Africaine, the oldest established African
publishers, has limited resources and certainly cannot
answer the needs of all Francophone Africa. Sometimes
writers undertake to have their text printed at their
own expense but there are few who can afford it,

Congolese writers are therefore dependent upon such
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powerful Frencii publishing houses as Hatier, Edit.ions
Clg8, P.J. Oswald, I"Harmattan, SilGK.

While it is thanks to enlightenad sditors like
Pierr© Jean Oswald and Robert Laffont that many
African writers fotind the international publio that
they deserve, nevertheless the dependence on foreign
publishers has important implications for African
writing. Naturally, the publishers must keep tn mind
the tastes and expectations of their real, largely
Suropean public, however sympathetic they may be to
the needs of a potential African public. For this
reason, efforts by informed French critics, such as
Arlette Chemain, to interest publishers iIn dotigelese
poetry have had li-ctle success, given the French
reading public®s preference for Tfiction. In any
event, African poetry is difficult for the Bon-"Africaa
reader, since the symbolic language . regpiirAs
considerable effort and knowledge of the African
context. Consscjuently, as it has been seejir published
Congolese writing is dominnted by the novfii.

Of more serious implication for Congolese writing
iIs the ®act that French publishers and public alike
ara formed in a Hliterary traaition that 1is very
different from that of Afric-; they have little
patience for extended, saga-like narrative; they are
uncomfortable with the exuberant, innovative language
and style and are shocked by the "violence” done to

the French Hlanguage by writers such as Sony Labou
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Tansi. Inevitably, Europe imposes its own oriteria
and African writers are obliged to conform if tiiey
wish to be read. Those who are lucKy enough to be
e"discovered” by a metropolitan publisher may have to
trim and modify their manuscripts, -while the
publishers® choice in itself has significant if less
easily quantifiable implications. By singling out
certain writers who, for the right or wrong reasons,
are most IliJcely to correspond to the tastes of the
metropolitan French reading public, publishers play a
p{ jsrful role in determining who becomes a successful
- Tlje manuscripts they choose not to publish
1"y well be Fine examples of creative expression
1 A of African aesthetic criteria but the
disc;;-.: .rted author, should all efforts not be
abandonfc™1, is very likely to adjust style and theme to
buit the publisher®s requirements.

A personal anecdote recounted by sylvain Bemba
illustrates In a small way the great cultural gap that
exists between African writers and even the best
informed of French publishsrs.”~” Bemba, who has the
advantage of now enjoying an international reputation
and whose opinion is therefore carefully considered,
tells how he happened to be iIn Paris just before the
publication of his latest novel, Leopolis. He visited
the publishers, where they were in the process of
choosing the cover picture. He was not at all happy

with the illustration that was being proposed for his
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i, It was to have been a realistic picture of
lioftg and a forest. m

Besatoa toolc the opportunity to criticise the
cboicO of cover for Sony Labou Tansies play Paxenth”se
cia sang. For Bemba the African™ the illustration is
too realistic; i1t shows a Congolese soldier in
camouflage™ complete with automatic rifle, standing
over a young civilian compatriot, with the grass roofs
of tne village in the background. Both men are
smiling - a misleading introduction to the absurd and
violent tragedy that follows. However, BOTiba®™"s main
objec® ~ was that the unambiguous realism of the
pictxare restricts the sfense, allowing for no subtlety
or coapleKity of interpretation. The African reader
would look for symbolic meaning, in this case a visual
sign bringing together various elements rath?ir tlian
imposing a single definitive message:

The cover that was finally chosen for Leopolis is
inspired from pa.intings of Ethiopian emperors with
crouching lions at their side. These lions convtay
multiple symbolic meaning: they suggest pliysical
strength, power and the royal city. In this case,
differing cultural perspectives were successfully
reconciled but, unfortxxnately, not all Congolese
writers are iIn a position to influence their

publishers in that way.
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Til® final word in this of tiie cu,ltural
milieu of the Congo is given to women writerst. In thO
B~rongo women have traditionally occupied a relatively
important role. These are matriarchal societies,
where lines of lineage and family relationships pass
through the mother. Nevertheless, vrhile the authority
of the woman in the home 1is unchallenged, her
contribution to society has been limited to the domain
of home, husband and children. In recent years,
however, this has been changing and women have been
taking on new roles. Increasingly/ women are
Artioipating actively in economic, political and
cultural fields and a growing nximbsr of women have ft
university education.

In literature, the female figure is often
assigned a central role not only as a metaphysical
symbol of life and creativity but also, more recently,
as an important eluent 1in the processes gf social
evolution. In Guy Menga®s La marmite de Koka-Mbala.
Lemba the king"s wife is a strong guiding influence/
as iIs the wife of king Ngana-Mayala in Ferdinand
Mouangassa®s play of that nmae, Sony Labou Tansi®s
novels are dominated by such powerful female figures
as chaldana and Bstina Bronzario. The progressive
emancipation of the woman is reflected across Tchicaya
U Tam®"Si"s fresco of Congolese society, frcia the
period before independence to conten”™orary times, the

first novels portray the strongly supportivti but
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disereet, presence of Juliette and Sophie wbile in G@s
fruits si doux Mathilde, v;ife of Gaston, 1is a
professional person iIn lier own right and 1is as
politically involved as her husband.

Yet these new representations of the woman are
made by male writers and few women have themselves
ventured into the world of writing to express their
own perceptions of their womanhood. X e Tfirst
publications by women writers were collections of
poetry. Marie-LSontine Tsibinda, who played leading
roles in the early years of the Rocado Zulu ThMtre.
is also the most active Congolese woman writer. Her
first po<ti> appeared in 1978 in the university review
La jsaieon das plulas and were later published under
the title PQemes de la Terre. This has been followed
by the publication of three more collections of poetry
and several short stories, broadcast by Radio Erance
Internationale or published iIn reviews. A new edition
of poems illustrated by the painter Hengo Michel is
planned. A second well-known woman writer 1is iU.ice
Valette who, although somewhat isolated in Pointe-
Noire, has established a reputation as a short stoiry
writer. However, as Marie-Leontine has pointed out,
as yet/no woman writer can claim to live from her pan;
family responsibilities and increasingly today, her
active contribution as a wage earner, leave little
time or energy for creative writing.” Occasional

short stories which please R.F.1., or pxiblications at
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tbe author ejspensa, malse oaly a faint Imprssioji cm
the literary world and women writers remain relatively
tmtenown to the Congolese reading pulalic. As the Congo
enters the next period of its history, it is to be
hoped that sooiety will develop so as to allow the
pioneers of womenwriting to achieve their full
development and create a strong following among their

compatriots.

It is against this broadly sketched background
that Tghicaya U Tam"Si"s novels are to be read. His
writing life spanned some 35 years, frcro the pre-*
indepffindence period and into the revolutionary period
that followed.

, Although he left the Congo for Paris in 1946 at
the age of 15, to accompany his father Jean<*FSlisc
Tcjhicaya, who bad been elected &6pat& 3r the lioy™-
Gongo at the French National Assembly, U Tam®"si never
broke hia emotional and spiritual ties with the mother
country,Between 1959-60, he returned to Africa as
a journalist and chief editor of the Congo. in
Kinshasa, from where he witnessed in person the events
that followed independence. An ardent admirer of
Patrice Lumumba, he was deeply shocked and
disillusioned by the latter®"s betrayal and death and
the theme of the martyred leader-prophet was to
pervade his poetry in Epitome and Le ventre. From

Paris, U Tam®"Si followed the gx"adual disintegration
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of the ideals of independeiwe and the usiarpation of
power in the name of revolutionary principles. This
period 1is chronicle 1iIn his fotir novels, Lgg
cancrelats, Les gg-duses. Les..]3haleng® and Ces fr;Nitg
si doux de ITartare & pain. His theatre reflects a
similar movement  from liberatory idealism to
disillusionment.

U Tam®"Si distanced himself from th© suGcessive
jruling powers in tha Congo and remained coi.jnitted to
his vision of a re-\mited Congo, freed of colonial and
neo-oolonial dominaticm. Althoaigh he seldom retiomed
to the Congo, he maintained close contact with family,
friends and particularly with writers, gritly
admired by the younger generation of writers, he was
always ready to give advice and enootixagement*

fthicaya U Tam"Si was an vigorous proponent of
African writing. His own writing remain&d remained
firmly rooted in the physical, ouiLtural and spiritual
realities of the Congo. His pseudonym, aisaning “little
leaf which speaks for 1its country”, is a TFfitting
reflection of the concerns which deterained his

creative life.
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Joseph Ki-Serbo, ”Pas de devBloppeament reel sans
renaissance culturelle,” Seaiaine Africalne 1517
(3-9 mars 1983): 6.

Martial Sinda, Le messianisme conqolais et ses
incidences pollticmes (Paris: Payot, 1972) 16
note 2.

Georges Balandier, Socioloale actuelle de
I"*Afrlcme noire (Paris: Quadrige/P.U.F., 1982).
Martial Sinda, Le messianisme conaolais 15-58.

Unlike West Africa, the Central African regions
of the Congo and Zaire have been left iintouched
by Islam, separated as they are from the noirth
and east by dense forest and high mountains.
Today Senegalese and Lebanese traders are to be
seen in the bigger towns and many Congolese have
adopted the flowing West African robes or bonbon.
However, Islamic influence remains minimal.

Dom Henrique, son of King Alfonso of the Kongo
was the fTirst Christian bishop of black Africa.
Sinda, Le messianisme conaolais 32 note 2.

Dominique Ngoie-Ngalla, personal interview,
Brazzaville, 6 June 1991.

In the soutiiern towns and cities, weddings and
funerals are the only traditional ceremonies that
are still celebrated collectively. A brief
description of a contenorari*® funeral will
illustrate the harmonious interplay of syncretic
beliefs. The funeral ceremony for a member of
the Tchicaya family at Pointe-Noire began with
Mass in the Catholic Mission Church at Loango,
where this old, royal family originated. At the
cemetery, the mourners were greeted by a email
group of dancers, themselves true '"sons and
daughters'™ of the area. They wore around their
neck strings of the long grasses that
traditionally denoted the doath of a notable and
as they danced and intoned the ancient chants,
they accompanied themselves with rattles, gongs
and two wooden drums. The contrast between old
and new, Africa and the West, was everywhere to
be seen; the masked dancers performed against a
background of smart Western dress and elegant,
brightly coloured pagnesj muted Catholic prayers
followed the high-pitched traditional chants;
French, spoken in the warm and vigorous tones of
the region, interspersed with Vili, the language
of the Kouilou district; gravestones engraved
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with thO naa®s of the early missionaries, »st Of
whoa died yotmg from malaria, lie alongside the
toBib of Tchicaya U Tam"Si, together with those of
his father, FSlix, and other members of his
family. This moving celebration of joy and
sorrow illustrated graphically the complex
interweaving of syncretic influences that
(Maracterises contemporary life and which finds
its expression in aulti-facetted syabolio
language.

Dominique Ngole-Ngalla, personal interview.
Brazzaville, 6 June 1991.
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Hdst direct route, usually in a military context.
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are given iIn the Bibliography of Congolese
writing.

Marc Talansi, ”Qui lit guoi au Congo?” Notre
Libralrie 92-3" (13#/8) 192-8.

Sylvain Bemba, personal interview, Brazzaville,
6 June 1991.

Marie-Lfeotntine Tsibinda® *>a littferature
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see Appendix B.
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Each of Tcjhicaya U Tam*"Si*® four novels may ba
raad as an individual work but together they make up
a tetralogy that spans two generations in the history
of what is today the Congo Republic, from the tuxn of
the century to the early 1960°s after the country
became independent. U TSI began wr ting his epic
narrative iIn the early 1950"s but had difficulty in
intererting the French publishers in his f >nus/;cript.
Finally it was accepted by Albin Michel and g~ fi~st
in the series. Lea cancrelats. was published i, 1930.
This was followed by.Les,m.(idg8gs.-gu Leg.Q3AiIm. jfeSLJa
mar in 1982 and Les tahalSnes in 1984, The last in tha
jseries, Seii Mol:fdl,.si dOnx._.de. ........
written in the mid-1980"s and published in 1982 Ibe
tetralogy 1is loosely structured around the Ndundw
family, beginning with Thom"Ndundu®s return to the
Congo with his children Prosper and Sophie and ending
when Prosperson Paulin has reached adulthood.
However, whereas Prosper and Sophie are the main
protagonists in £Igl....Sai?.srMats and Les phalfenes. they
remain in the background in Las mfeduses and Ces fruite
si doux. While oblique references to them establish
the 1links that hold the series together, 1in Les

s, the narrative moves from Brazzaville to
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™oints-"Noir® and 1is eentred around three friends,
Ilenga, Muendo and Luambu In Ces fruits si doma, the
narrative moves back to Brazzaville, now capital of
the newly independent Congo Republic. Prosper®s son
Paulin has returned after concluding hi? studies in
France but centre stage is given to Judge Poaty and
his son Gaston. Together, the four novels create
something of a panoramic kaleidesope, with minor
figures and sub-plots woven between the threads of th®
central narrative. Indeed, although events unfold
chronologically, this narrative is not a family saga
of the kind familiar to Western readers.

To understand how it is structur&d i1t needs to be
set in the oonteart of traditional African oral
composition. If one looks at the legendary stories of
heroes such as sundjiata or, coming closer to the
Congo, M"pfouittou Ma Hazono, one 1is struck by the
profusion of characters and events whose thematic link
to the main protagonist 1is often tenuous. In
different versions of the same story, the ordex of
events and the names will vary.” However, historical
accuracy is not the main concern of the narrator; the
great leaders of the past are recalled because of the
qualities they portray. The manner in which they
respond to challenges, the courage with which they
face up to suffering and even defeat, their leadership
abilities and their visionary powers, all these are

held up as spiritual qualities to which later
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generat:ions should aspire. It is in this way titfe aife
apisodic natura of the narrative is hsld tcsgether toy

an underlying philosophical concept.

Turning now to U Tam®"Siepic narrative, a clue
to the philosophical framework can fee found in what
was to have been the title of his original manu&cripts
”Les Fitapes d"un devenir."*~ This title focv-sses on
the concept of becoming, the unfolding of a destiny.
The indefinite article emphasises, not the
individual "s destiny but human destiny, as exemplified
by the life of individuals. Indeed, on turning the
last page of the last novel, the reader is left with
the predominant 1impression of having accompanied,
numerous protagonists through the many stages that
mark the path tc-fards understanding the meaning of
their life.

This is reinforced semiologically iIn the text,
for the path 1is a recurring 1ideo-image 1in the
narrative, from Les cancrelats to Ces fruits si doux.
At the beginning of Les cancrelats Ndundu, the
parental link between Prosper and his dead grandfather
Mue Mbumbh Buangh, introduces the image of the path in

axiomatic terms.

Le bon chemin n"est pas tracS a l"avance. Le bon
chemin n”est pas plus facile que le mauvais. Il
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SQffit d*"~viter calui giii ne mSnO© nulle part. 11
arrive quwtn chemin s*arrSte guelqu® part d*autre
que I® lieu de ta destination. Mui Mouirtibh Buangh
le disait. Il le r8p&tera t Prosper quand il
s®ra temps. (Gancrelatg 11)

Later Prosper consciously searctos for th® way:

Le chemin parcourus Prosper etait tout entier
sur 10 chemin parcouru. C”7est vrai, 1l ne voyait
pas ni ofi il [I™avait conduit, ni od il le
ccnduisait, ni od 1l le conduirai Il savait
gu™il avait dSji beaucoup laarchS at qu”il fitait
d8cid8 a aller encore de I1Mavant, le plus loin
possible* (eancrelats 228)

In Les phal™nes he feels himself climbing up a steep
and slippery slope;

...0%"est sa vie sur cette pente raide sur
laquelle 1l s"~chine, ae mfit de oocagne guil Ost
plus glissant plus il s"approche du sommet.
fPfaalenes 243)

In Las mfeduses Luamba sees his life in the same
terms as he makes his way along the beach or -Hkirough
the inland with his wife Julienne and the child.
Apparently innocent references to a path have an
acctimulative effect, so that the reader becomes
increasingly aware of the symbolic overtones in such
phrases as: 'tout Mabindu, maintenant, suivait la
route do la Mission avec son d8itour pour se rendre "
la laer.” (Cancrelats 27) Of even (greater
significance are the initiatory journeys “mdertaken by

Prosper, Luarabu, Sophie and Gaston Poaty and which
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will be 1looked at iIn som® detail Ilat#ir in this
C3haptesr.

WhotIxOr it bs the main protagonists or any of th@
many secondary and even minor figures W'o appear and
disappear in the narrative, the quest is the same.
Each in their own way and in different contexts
respond to a fundamental rhetorical question:
*"Quisst-c@ que c"est que la vie d"un hoiBme?” It is a
qusstion that does not presuppose an answer. On tho
contra”~, Tchicaya U Tam®"Si would seem to b© saying
that any attempt to give a simple, clear answer only
deforms the tmith. It is the very complexity and the
apparent contradictions inherent to hximan existence

that constitute part of that truth.

The quest for understanding, both of self and of

the world, begins with Prosper and ends witli Gaston.

It takes on increasingly metaphysical overtojies and

raises such 1issues as that of the role of the

individual within the collectivity, suffering and
self-sacrifice.

In Les cancrelats Prosper does not seem to travel
very far along the path towards self-realisation. He
himself frequently refers explicitly to his lack of
understanding. He 1is imbued with a sense of malaise
and h© allows himself to be carafied along
unresistingly by events. At times he.seems close to

renouncing all effoirt to understemd:
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Pourguol s"expliguait-il si mal sa vie? Pourquoi
ne comprOnait-il pas sa vie? Aller au fond des
cshos@@s, o"est I@s perdre de vue» C""est perdre
tout® chance de les comprendre. .. (Cancrelats 262)

The anguish he suffers sets Prosper apart from
the unconscious masses of Poto-Poto, who live only for
the febrile distractions of Saturday evenings to
alleviate the misery of their lives. Prosper does not
realise it tut the very fact that he is conscious of
moving iIn an existential void is in fact a first step
on the path of enlightenment.

His malaise stems from his awareness that In some
way his HifO is a perpetual compromise. As an 8volum,
who returned to Africa as a child and who was educated
at the mission school, he was set apart from his
compatriots from the start. He himself accentuates
his differentness; he transforms his name from Mpob
to the French sounding Pobard; later, when he has
children, he Insists on speaking French in the home
and it is his ambition that his son Paulin should be
sent to France to study. Prosper believed that he had
within him something that destined him for a life

above that of the common lot:

Quand il se remaria, a I7eglise cette fois-ci,
avec la fille de Ferdinand Tchizing, tout Ilui
permettait de croire gue quelques changements
devaient s® produire dans ®a vie. Et Juliette
IMavait exalte au point gu™il crut quil lui
§tait m8me possible d"aller au-del& de lui-m#me]
au“dela de cette frange de lui-mtme od grouillait
quelque chose qu™il imaginait important,
glorieux. (Cancrelats 257)

290



But bis ambitions ar® not realised and notiiing
distinguishes him from the thousands of people who,
like him, move by instinct or by reflex but who have
no Ildentity. He has lost the abiJ.ity to face up to
the “ssircasms” and the "whims” of life. He no longer
has the will to assert himself.

Luckier than most men of his age, Frosper
Osoaped bein® oonseripted into foroed labour on the
roads and the Congo-Ocean railway line. Yet this
serves only to increase his sense of isolation, even
Of hwailiation. In his state of listlessnass, the
words of his wife"s unole, old Nkondi, haunt hia:
”Four blen vivre il faut prendre une decision.” He
knows that It 1is only actions, mren the most
insignificant gestures, that give any meaning t® life
but he isunable to see any sense or justifioatioil for
his own actions and so h« ‘annot understand himself or
his life. 7Cette forit de gas-tes pour ne pas savoir

le but de sa destines, n"est-ce pas un luxe?”

It is the death of a young mechanic that marks a
turning point in Prosper®s life. He learns how a
cer“tain Dfesamba, In order to protect and strengttfcen
his fellow striking railway workers, stepped forwaurd
claiming to be the leader and was led away tO be shot
by the militia. Prosper ponders over the meaaiing of

this apparently senseless death and suddsnly he
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rmdarstauds. One tloes not live for oneself birt fot:

otiilers:

C"est grecfis aux autres qu”on a la certitude qu®on
a une main et quelle main! Une t8te et quelle
tetel {Cancrelats 280)

It seems to Prosper that iie has been cured froa
a long illness. Gereiaoniously he calls Juliette,
Sophie and POli7ien Luejtilbard, who had brought the news
of the strike, to witness his transfonaation.
However, his new-found energy is soon replaced by a
feeling of resignation. He trembles inwardly, for he
foresees that the path ahead will be a difficult one,
bringing suffering to thera all.

There follows a passage which 1llustrates clearly
the profotind interrelatedness between people and
evmits and the importance of intuitive uhderstatidiaag.
Th® text itself reflects this free moveatent betweiai
the world of the spirit and the material world for,
without any of the conventional signals that ™ark
progression in time or place, the seen® changes to
Sunday morning and Lea"s bad dream. She awakens
sobbing, believing her parents have fallen into the
well which they have iIn the courtyard of their home.
When her mother asks her to fetch water from the well,
she refuses and will not allow her mother to go
either. Just then they hear a shout from Prosper; he

has nearly fallen into the well! For Sophie it 1is
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clear. Sie dead had spofeett to IxX" itt h<ar sl®ep*
B#ing a child, she listens to them but the adult® p«y
no heed - to their peril. Prosper trie®© to bi“ush off
the incident but h® is affected by it; the warning is
clear to the whole fmaily. Prosper™ who so often lost
his balance in the past and picked himseif up™ had
been saved from a fatal falls by whom? Surely foy the
spirit of his deceased father. For Prosper this is uii
uriaistakable sign that he has a task to perform.

And so Prosper accepts to take a leading role 1in
the political ferment that preceded independance for
the eong3. In choosing to oommit himsalf, he takes an
ligportaftt step townrds establishing his identity*
Although at times exhilarated at the prospeGt of a
wg>rld where he will be able to face tlee White laan as
m eijixal, he does not delude himself into believing
that generations of repression will be eradicated
overnight and the people transformed. “Est-®e qu umi!
armee d™infirmes fait des prodiges?” he asks himself,,
His ironic eye prevents him from losing himself i1n tha
pre-election frenzy and he does not hide from the
sober reality of human weakness and Tailure. He
perseveres, believing that even if he himself does not
see the results of what he 1is trying to do, his
children will benefit.

In this, Prosper makes an. existential choice but
not in the Sartrian sense of iIt. He recognises that

It Is his responsibility to create his own being or
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identity, but his is not a world devoid o€ ail jffie-
axisteixt valu® systoms. He knows tliat Jie a jplace
iw a oonsplex pattern of forces which link him, with all
life, with both those around hi» and also the spirits
of the dead. In <>>der to give meanir™ to his
individual existence, he raust identify with the
collective life of his co®Raunity, past and present.
Prosper®s political involvement is greatest in
lies phal&nes. where he plays a leading role in party
politics during the period leading up to the
elections. Yet the theme of commitment is played out
primarily at the level of human relations. In
prosper®s mind *"le parti est pour gue la vie des gens
ressemble de moins en moins celle des hiStes*”
fPhalfenes 200) People, like moths, need a light to
give meaning to >Jeir life. However ths aOth image,-
which gives this third novel its titles 1is *an
ambiguous one for the mot;hs are compulsively attracted
by light. They Fly suicidal circles around it,
leaving behind them the ashy dust of their wings.
Perhaps Prosper®s commitment is egually futile,
for he 1is betrayed by friends, and many former
adherents allow themselves to be bought by their
opponents so that his party loses the elections to
Abbe Lokou (the thinly disguised depiction of AbbS
Pulbert Youlou, who came to power iIn 1960 with the

strong, 1if veiled, support of the outgoing French
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Mministration) . What then, it anybiiinif, has
Prosp®r learned along the difficult path h® has
followed across these two novels? The thoiights of
Gaston Poaty, iIn Ces fruits si doiax. put Prosper”s
failtire in the right perspective. Saston too, is the
victim of treachery and false rumours. Yet he
realises that without ideals, without *>cette ivresse
d® son a»e, ” his life has little a®aning™ At the same
time, he cannot expect to change the world: '"RSver de
I""avetiir est lire chose, fabriguer 1™avenir en est une
autre. Plus ardue,™* fCes fruits 232) Similarly,
Prosper does not tTxm the political tide in the Congo
nor does he realise his dream of a united people.

Yet, a® a person, he has come a Hlong way.
Eurming parallel to his political activities is the
story of Prosper”s involvemejit with Aimie Volaage,
wife of a French Administrator, and the resQlution
this painful dilemma is a significant stage a® his
path towards self-understanding.

Prosper is profoundly disturbed by the
conflicting tensions of loyalty to his wife and
passion for his mistress. In many, ways his suffering
illustrates the malaise of one caught between two
worlds. For it is more than the age-old conflict
between loyalty and passion? Juliette represents the
values of Africa and Aimee, despite her defiantly
"liberal™ views, epitomises Western ways. The strong

physical attraction that Aim6e and Prosper feel for

295



ekdh otJaer develops into a passimate relatonsbis but,
viiat in the beginning is referred to as tiieir “idyll#*
does npt last. The knowledge of hi© dishonesty
towards his wife and his friend Andre™ AimSe”s
husband, weighs heavily on Prosper. Not even the
thought of having a white mistress, which represents
some sort of revenge against the colonial
administration, can disguise the reality of his
betrayal. v

Significantly, parallel to Prospsr®s affair"pwith”
Aini8e runs the drama of Pambault®s mad infatuation for
Jeanne, “la perle de Kin.” Jeanne®s deception
destroys Pambaxilt and, as he witnesses his friend"s
eollapsoO. Prosper is forced to weigh up the
intoxicating madness of physical passion against a
relationship built on loyalty and mutual respect»
More importantly, as he resolves these conflicting
forces, he reaches a deeper understanding of himself
and of what is required of him.

No two women could be more different than Aiffiiie
and Juliette. The fonfler is outspoken, demanding and
ambitious for Prosper. She stops at nothing to
satisfy her wishes, regardless of the hurt she may
inflict. Undoubtedly her love for Prosper 1is sincere
but i1t 1Is possessive and egoistic. Her will to
doiflinate  makes their lovemaking a form of
annithilation. She wants to penetrate the deepest

recesses of Prosper®s being, to transform him to her
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own 1iaagd of wlxat he should be. She lacte tit©
delicacy of the txue friend who respects the hidden
being of the other. There iIs a s~ -xig that the three
friends of Les meduses understand: ~’0On ne regarde pas

dans les yeux. On ne regard© pas dans le nez.”

Est-ce qu"on regarde dans le corps? Il faut
I"ouvrirs autant dire dormer la mort.
148)

In contrast to Ais8e, the "dSaon d"exi”r <Tj’,
Juliette asks no questions. Yet her silence dii, not

denote a lack of concern or understanding.

Juliette est vive. Elle est oittiee ces eaux
alan<gi,iles, des eaxxx qui siestent - l"es”ression
frai>"""1"se "d"™eau morte® est iInconvenante ...
alanguie, c"est beau, oui, c"sst beau! -
envellleusel Des eaux dormantes ont des songes
et des cauchemars. Elies grouillsnt de vies
latentes - sans des tumultes gui sont des
silences pour nos oreilles humaines. fPhalSnes
176)

Her loyalty to Prosper is absolute, despite her
knowledge of his deceptions and failures. She waits
and reflects within herself and when Prosper asks for
her opinion, she answers with a wisdom that reaches
beyond his inmiediate question. More than that,
Juliette represents the family, both living and past.
And so Prosper comes slowly to accept that he cannot
cut himself off from his roots. In identifying

himself with Aimie and with the world she represents.
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h© is denying his own identity. He is forgetting who

ho ist

D abotd il oublie qu™il est, lui Prosper, ©n

temps Sophie, LSa, Paulin et ,.. ell®, Juliette;
tous a la fois. Ensuite, il oubli® qu™alle n"est
pas & Oll«i seule I1"oreille de tous ceux qui ne
sont plus et gui ns sont pas sans bouche, aussi

et pour autant ... Bo".. Mais gue chaqu®© membre
lui parle de ce qu™il eat, cela suffit-11? C""est
enfreindre la modaliti d"usage ... Le plus s6ant

serait qu il ait un®© conversation u fond avec
tous ses membres & lui, mais pas gu“avec elle
seule sur ce qu™il doit fair®© qui engag® I®ur
vie. » Le plus sSant serait dTint®rroger la
poussi&re sur la tost>e de cOux gui n® sont plus,
gui ne sont pas sans orO©illes, ni sans bouche non
plus. fPhalftnes 178)

Prosper is spared from having to make a conscious
ahoice between Aim&e and Juliette, for AImSO returns
to France. She takes with her however young Paulin.
Consciously or unconsciously, in this way sh© hopes to
ensvire her possession of the fatdi r through the son.

1lhe passionate letters Pibsper receives from her
prolong his state of confusion, until the moment of
illumination comes when he learns that AIim80© has given
birth to a daughter, their daughter. Har latter
announces that she intends naming th© baby Marie-
Antoinette, not realising that this is the nam© of
Prosper and Sophie®s mother, who had died when they
wOr® very young. For Prosper, it is as 1if their
mother has been ressuscitated. Ironically, AimSe
herselT has reaffirmed his bonds with Africa and fro®d

him cf his dependence not only on her, but also on his
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