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Reading Skill
Analyze Cultural
Context What detail
does the background

help you understand?

Literary Analysis
Epic and Epic Hero In
what two ways is Mari
{or Sogolon) Djata set
apart from other
children?

Malicious tongues began to blab. What three-year-old has not

yet taken his first steps? What three-year-old is not the despair of
! his parents through his whims and shifts of mood? What three-

) e . year-old is not the joy of his circle through his backwardness
 information in footnote 2 : j, ¢a11ing? Sogolon Djata (for it was thus that they called him,

: prefixing his mother's name to his), Sogolon Djata, then, was very

. different from others of his own age. He spoke little and his severe’
g"face never relaxed into a smile. You would have thought that he
: was already thinking, and what amused children of his age bored -
- "him. Often Sogolon would make some of them come to him to keep:
: him company. These children were already walking and she hoped’
: that Djata, seeing his companions walking, would be tempted to .

. do likewise. But nothing came of it. Besides, Sogolon DJata would

: brain the poor little things with his already strong arms and none’
* of them would come near him any more. .
' The king's first wife was the first to rejoice at Sogolon Djata’s =
* infirmity. Her own son, Dankaran Touman, was already eleven. .
He was a fine and lively boy, who spent the day running about the.
- village with those of his own age. He had even begun his initiation
. in the bush.? The king had had a bow made for him and he used

: to go behind the town to practice archery with his companions.
: Sassouma was quite happy ahd snapped her fingers at Sogolon,

: whose child was still crawling on the ground. Whenever the latter:

B happened to pass by her house she would say, “Come, my son,

Vocabulary _
innuendo (in” ydo en
dd} n. indirect insult or

~ accusation; insinuation
estranged (e stranjd’)
adj. kept apart; in the.
condition of having had
affection turn into indif-
ference or hostility -

walk, jump, leap about. ’I‘,}ﬁe jinn didn’t promise you anything out
- of the ordinary,’ but I prefer a son who walks on his two legs to a.

lion that crawls on the ground.” She spoke thus whenever Sogolon

. went by her door. The innuendo would go straight home and then

: she would burst into laughter, that diabolical laughter which a

: jealous woman knows how to use so well..

* Her son's infirmity weighed heavily upon Sogolon Kedjou; she

: had resorted to all her talent as a sorceress to give trength to her
. son's legs, but the rarest herbs had been useless. The king himsel
. lost hope.

How impatient man is! Naré. Maghan became 1mpercept1b1y

estranged but Gnankouman Doua never ceased reminding him
. of the hunter’s words. Sogolon became pregnant again. The king
: hoped for a son, but it was a daughter called Kolonkan. She-

3. initiation in the bush education in tribal lore given to twelve—year—old'West African
boys so they can become full members of the tribe.

4. The jinn . . . ordinary Jinn are supernatural beings said to influence human affairs.
They promlsed that the son of Sogolon would make Mali-a great empire.
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resembled her mother and had nothing of her father’s beauty. The !

disheartened king debarred Sogolon from his house and she lived
in semi-disgrace for a while. Naré Maghan married the daughter

of one of his allies, the king of the Kamaras. '
She was called Namandjé and her beauty was
legendary. A year later she brought a boy into
the world. When the king consulted soothsayers®
on the destiny of this son he received the reply
that Namandjé's child would be the right hand
of some mighty king, The king gave the newly-
born the name of Boukari. He was to be called
Manding Boukari or Manding Bory later on.

Naré Maghan was very perplexed. Could it be that the stiff-jointed

son of Sogolon was the one the hunter soothsayer had foretold?

“The Almighty has his mysteries,” Gnankouman Doua would
say and, taking up the hunter’s words, added, “The silk-cotton tree
emerges from a tiny seed.”

One day Naré Maghan came along to the house of Nounfairi, the
blacksmith seer of Niani. He was an old, blind man. He received
the king in the anteroom which served as his workshop. To the
king’s question he replied, “When the seed germinates growth is
not always easy; great trees grow slowly but they plunge their roots
deep into the ground.” :

“But has the seed really germinated?” said the king.

“Of course,” replicd the blind seer. “Only the growth is not as
quick as you would like it; how impatient man is.”

This interview and Doua’s confidence gave the king some
assurance. To the great displeasure of Sassouma Bérété the king
restored Sogolon to favor and soon another daughter was born to
her. She was given the name of Djamarou. '

However, all Niani talked of nothing else but the stiff-legged son.
of Sogolon. He was now seven and he still crawled to get about.

In spite of all the king's affection, Sogolon was in despair. Naré
Maghan aged and he felt his time coming to an end. Dankaran
Touman, the son of Sassouma Bérété, was now a fine youth.

One day Naré Maghan made Mari Djata come to him and he
spoke to the child as one speaks to an adult. “Mari Djata, I am
growing old and soon I shall be no more among you, but before
death takes me off I am going to give you the present each king
gives his successor. In Mali every prince has his own griot. Doua’'s
father was my father’s griot, Doua is mine and the son of Doua,

‘Balla Fasséké here, will be your griot. Be inséparable friends from

5, soothsayers (sG6th” sd’ arz) n. people who profess ta foretell the future.

Wbat ibree-year-old

bas not yet taken bu
first stepsl

: Reading Skill

. Analyze Cultural

: Context What does the
- background information
: on page 1093 suggest

. about how powerful

: Mari Djata will one day

. become?

Readln
Check

. What advice does the
. blind seer give to the
1 king?
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this day forward. From his mouth you will hear the history of your

ancestors, you will learn the art of governing Mali according to the
principles which our ancestors have bequeathed to us. I have served :

my term and done my duty too. I have done everything which a
king of Mali ought to do. I am handing an enlarged kingdom over to
you and I leave you sure allies. May your destiny be accomplished,
but never forget that Niani is your capital and Mali the cradle of
your ancestors.”

The child, as if he had understood the whole meaning of the
king’s words, beckoned Balla Fasséké to approach. He made room
for him on the hide he was sitting on and then said, “Balla, you will
be my griot.”

“Yes, son of Sogolon, if it pleases God,” replied Balla Fassékeé.

The king and Doua exchanged glances that radiated confidence. «

THE LION'S AWAKENING

A short while after this interview between
Naré Maghan and his son the king died.

Sogolon’s son was no more than seven years old. The council of
elders met in the king’s palace. It was no use Doua's defending the
king’s will which reserved the throne for Mari Djata, for the council
took no account of Naré Maghan's wish. With the help of Sassouma
Bérété’s intrigues, Dankaran Touman was proclaimed king and a
regency council® was formed in which the queen mother was all-
powerful. A short time after, Doua died.

As men have short memories, Sogolon's son was spoken of with
nothing but irony and scorn. People had seen one-eyed kings, one-

Fran,

o Critical Viewing

. What relationship in

the epi¢ might this pic

* ture illustrate?- Explain. -

armed kings, and lame kings, but a stiff-legged king had never been :

heard tell of. No matter how great the destiny promised for Mari
Djata might be, the throne could not be given to someone who had
no power in his legs; if the jinn loved him, let them begin by giving
him the use of his legs. Such were the remarks that Sogolon heard
‘every day. The queen mother, Sassouma Bérété, was the source of
all this gossip. _ '
Having become all-powerful, Sassouma Bérété persecuted
Sogolon because the late Naré Maghan had preferred her. She
banished Sogolon and her son to a back yard of the palace. Mari

[Connect]

Reading Skill

Analyze Cultural
Context What do the
details here indicate
about the- way in which
West African society was

: ruled?

6. regency (r& jen s8) council group that rules instead of the king or queen when the king or

queen is still a child or is otherwise incapable of ruling.

s

After the king's death,
who takes power in the
kingdom?
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therary Analys:s
Epic and Eplc Hero In
what way is the hond? .
of Mari Djata’s family
threatened?

Vocabulary
derisively (di ri’siv 1§)
adv. in a mocking and
ridiculing manner

affront (s frunt’) n. open :

insult

A

: Djata’s mother now occupied an old hut which had served as a

lumber-room of Sassouma’s.
The wicked queen mother allowed free passage to all those

: inquisitive people who wanted to see the child that still crawled g
; the age/of seven. Nearly all the inhabitants of Niani filed into the

:_palace and the poor Sogolon wept to see herself thus given over

f to public ridicule. Mari Djata tock on a ferocious look in front of
_ the crowd of sightseers. Sogolon found a little consolation only in.
: the love of her eldest daughter, Kolonkan. She was four and she
. could walk. She seemed to understand all her mother’s n;iseries
: and already she helped her with the housework. Sometimes, when

. Sogolon was attending to the chores, it was she who stayed beside

. her sister Djamarou, quite small as yet.

Sogolon Kedjou and her children lived on the gueen mother’s

. leftovers, but she kept a little garden in the open ground behind

the village. It was there that she passed her brightest moments
looking after her onions and gnougous.” One day she happened to

. be short of condiments and went to the queen mother to beg a little 5

baobab leaf.® -
“Look you,” said the malicious Sassouma, “I have a calabash

-+ full. Help yourself, you poor woman. As for me, my son knew how -
. to walk at seven and it was he who went and picked these baobab
- leaves. Take them then, since your son is unequal to mine.” Then
she laughed derisively with that fierce laughter which cuts through
: your flesh and penetrates right to the bone,

Sogolon Kedjou was dumbfounded. She had never imagined that’
hate could be so strong in a human being, With a lump in her

f throat she left Sassouma’s. Qutside her hut Mari Djata, sitting on

: his useless legs, was blandly eating out of a calabash. Unable to

§ contain herself any longer, Sogolon burst into sobs and seizing a
. piece of wood, hit her son.

“Oh son of misfortune, will you never walk? Through your fault I

: have just suffered the greatest affront of my life!l What have I done,

. God, for you to punish me in this way‘?’”
Mari Djata seized the piece of wood' and look1ng at his mother,

said, “Mother, what's the matter?”

“Shut up, nothing can ever wash me clean of thls insult.”
“But what then?”

“Sassouma has just humiliated me over a matter of a baobab leaf.

: At your age her own son could walk and used to bring his mother
. baobab leaves.”

. 7.gnougous (nd5° gooz') . roct vegetables.
8. bacbab (b3 5 bab’) leaf The baobab is a thick-trunked tras; its leaves are used to flavor foods.

1100 Themes in Literature: Heroes and Dreamers

“Cheer up, Mother, cheer up.” -
~ *No. It's too much. I can’t.”

“Very well then, I am going to walk today,” sald Mari D_]ata “Go _ '

and tell my father's smiths to make me the heaviest possible iron

“Ah, my son, to wipe out this insult I want the |

-tree and:its roots at my feet outside my hut:”

Balla Fasséké, who was present, ran to the
master smith, Farakourou, to order an iron rod
Sogolon had sat. down in front of her hut.
She was Weepmg softly and. holdlng her head
between her two. hands. Mari Djata went calmly
back to his calabash of rice and began eating -

' again as:if nothlng had happened From time - '
~ to time he looked up discreetly at his mother

who was murmunng in a low volce, “I want the
whole tree, in front of my hut, the whole tree.”
All of a sudden a voice.burst into laughter .
behlnd _the hut. Tt was the wicked Sassouma
telling one of her serving women about the ..
scene of humiliation and she was laughing

- Joudly so that Sogolon could hear. Sogolon

fled 1nto the hut and hid her face under the
blankets so as not to have before her eyes this
heedless boy, who was more preoccupied with
eating than with anything else. With her head
buried in the bédclothes Sogolon ‘wept and her -
body shook violently. Her daughter, Sogolon
Djamarou, had come and sat down beside her
and she said, “Mother, Mother dont cry Why

 are you crying?”‘

Mari Djata had finished eatlng and dragging
himself along on his legs, he came and sat
under the wall of the hut for the sun was -
scorchmg What was he thinklng about? He
alone knew o

The royal forges were s1tuated 0uts1de the ’

’ walls and over a hundred smiths Worked there. -

The bows spears, arrows and shields of Niani's -
warriors came from there. When Balla Fasseke came to order the '

iron rod, Farakourou said to him, “The great day has arrived then?” :
| ‘Mari Djata to order an
. iron bar?’

“Yes. Today is a day 11ke any other, but it will see what no other
day has seen :

4 Cntlcal-i_\hewmg

. ‘Why mlght Mari -
. Dijata have’ d_:fﬂculty
- gathefing leaves from
" abaobab tree like this
rod. Mother, do you want just the leaves of the baobab or would you :
- rather T brought you the whole tree?” ' I

one? [Analyze]

Wéﬁeck

What incident provokes

from. Sundiata: An Epic of Old Mali 1101




Reading Skill
Analyze Cultural
Context What do these
details suggest about the
role of blacksmiths and
warriors in West African
culture?

Vocabulary
efface (o fas™) v. rub or
blot out '

R R

DR

R

.

PR

1102 Themes in Literature: Heroes and Dreamers

The master of the forges, Farakourou, was the son of the
old Nounfairi, and he was a soothsayer like his father. In his
workshops there was an enormous iron bar wrought by his father,
Nounfairi. Everybody wondered what this bar was destined to be
used for. Farakourou called six of his apprentices and told them
to carry the iron bar to Sogolon’s house.

When the smiths put the gigantic iron bar down in front of
the hut the noise was so frightening that Sogolon, who was
lying down, jumped up with a start. Then Balla Fasséké, son of
Gnankouman Doua, spoke. '

“Here is the great day, Mari Djata. I am speaking to you, Maghan,

son of Sogolon. The waters of the Niger can efface the stain from
the body, but they cannot wipe out an insult. Arise, young lion,
roar, and may the bush know that from henceforth it has a master”
The apprentice smiths were;still there, Sogolon had come out and
everyone was watching Mari Djata. He crept on all-fours and came
to the iron bar. Supporting himself on his knees and one hand,
with the other hand he picked up the iron bar without any effort
and stood it up vertically. Now he was resting on nothing but his
knees and held the bar with both his hands. A deathly silence had
gripped all those present. Sogolon Djata closed his eyes, held tight,
the muscles in his arms tensed. With a violent jerk he threw his
weight on to it and his knees left the ground. Sogolon Kedjou was

all eyes and watched her son’s legs which were trembling as though

from an electric shock. Djata was sweating and the sweat ran from
his brow. In a great effort he straightened up and was on his feet
at one go—but the great bar of iron was twisted and had taken the
form of a bow!

Then Balla Fasséké sang out the “Hymn to the Bow;” striking up
with his powerful voice: ’ :

.

“Take your bow,-Simbon, :
Take your bow and let us go. ‘ :
Take your bow, Sogolon Dijata.”

When Sogolon saw her son standing she stood dumb for a :
moment, then suddenly she sang these words of thanks to God, :
who had given her son the use of his legs: :
“Oh day, what a beautiful day, :
Oh day, day of joy;

Allah® Almighty, you never created a finer day.
So my son is going to walk!”

.
.

9. Allah {al” 8) Muslim name for God.

Culture Connection
Griot: The Mind of the People

In West Affica, the griot (pronounced “gree-oh") was the storyteller and historian of the village.
The griot memorized the births, deaths, marriages, hunts, and wars of the people and its
ancestors. Sometimes speaking or singing for days, the griot recited these events as stories,
often to musical accompaniment. To the Mandinka, the griot was the “mind” of the people,

an oral library of history and culture.

Children gather closely around »
a griot to hear a story.

fat\--

. Literary Analysis

. Epic and Epic Hero

. What qualities of an epic
. hero does Mari Djata

: display here?

ading
Check
What causes both Mari

Djata’s mother and his
griot to sing?

A

Many griots use talking

drums, iike this one, as
they tell their stories.

from Sundiata: An Epic of Old Mali 1103




Standing in the position of a soldier at ease, Sogolon Djata
supported by his enormous rod, was sweating great- beads of- sweat
! Balla Fasséké's song had alerted the whole palace and people cam
* running from all over to see what had happened, and each stood

+ ‘bewildered before Sogolons son. The queen mother had rushed theri
. and when she saw Mari Djata standing up she trembled from hea
. to foot. After recovermg his breath Sogolons son dropped the bar
: and the crowd stood to one side. His first steps were those of a gia
"> Balla Fasséké fell into step and pointing his ﬁnger at Djata, he cried

Reading 'Skiil ' o ~ “Room, room; malke room'
* Analyze Cultural ¥ The lion has walked;
.Context.What"do the - * ) Hide antelopes,

" images in the griot's song © Get out of hiS ‘way.”
~“indicate about the.region. -
in-which the Ma!mke :
live?

- Behlnd Niani there was a young baobab tree ‘and it was. there
© that the children of the town came to ple leaves for their moth
With all his might the son of Sogolon tore up the tree and put it

" his shoulders and went back to his mother. He threw the tree in".
© front of the hut and said, “Mother, here are some baobab leaves

E you. From henceforth it will be outside your hut that the women
: Niani will eome to stock up - ' i

1. Respond: Did you enjoy Mari Djata’s triumph? Explain.

2. (a) What is Mari Djata’s main difficulty? (b) Infer: How does this
problem affect the way people treat his mother?

3. (a) What does the king specify as his wish for Mari Djata?
(b)-Analyze Cause and Effect: How do the soothsayers’ predic
. tions help prompt the king's wnshes?

4. (a) After the king’s death, where does Sassouma Bérété force
Sogolon and Mari Djata to live?-(b) Infer: Why does Sassouma
Bérété treat Mari Djata and Sogolon as she does?

Can anyone be a hero? - _
) (a) What event finally prompts Mari Djata to transcend his
., own problems for the sake of his mother? (b) Why would
his actions be considered “heroic”?

1104 _Théme‘s in-Literature: Heroes and Dreamers
Y _

Jfrom Sundiata: An
Epic of Old Mali

Literary Analysis: Epic and Epic Hero

1. Some heroes battle dragons or warriors. Explain two w’ays in which
the challenges Mari Djata faces differ from other epic struggles.

2, Using a chart like the one shown, give specific examples showing
which qualities of an epic hero Mari Djata possesses.

NobleBirth | Warriey Virues | Acts Honorably | Choen by the

TR TR R T T AT R

3. What values or beliefs are conveyed through this tale? Support
your response with details from the text.

Reading Skill: Analyze Cultural Context

4. (a) List three thing's that you learned about West African cultural
context from the features that appear before the selection.
(b) List two things you learned about West African culture from
the selection or from the footnotes. (¢} For each item of context
you list, briefly explain how knowing that item helps you to
understand Sundiata. Give specific examples.

Vocabulary

Practice Write a sentence about each situation described below,
using a word from the vocabulary list for Sundiata, on page 1092, The Latin suffix -ive

1. ceasing to socialize with a group of friends means “belonging to

or “quality of.”
2. surprise and confusion about the purchase of a Iarge python and
a kitten to keep as pets

Chdlienge Explain how
the suffix -ive contrib-
utes fo the meanings of
these words. Consult a
dictionary if necessary.

3.an exchan,ge of snide remarks
4. an effort to harm someone’s reputation
5. to laughingly make fun of someone

' - elusive
6. attempt to wipe away graffiti persuasive
Word Study Use the context of the sentences and what you know restorative

about the Latin suffix -jve to explain your answer to each question.
1. Is someone who is combative usually the peacemaker?
2. If a plant is native to North America, did it come from overseas?

~from Sundiata: An Epic of Old Mali 1105




