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FOLKLORE AND LITERATURE OF THE 
PEOPLE OF AFRICA

(ez lapaljára a címhez csillaggal jegyzetként)

(oroszul, Folklore and literature of the people of Africa – Essays)

The volume was put together by an editorial committee of four members; the chairman was the world famous Leningrad/St Petersburg Africanist academic, Olderogge. This was not just the promising result of the well known and ever increasing activities of Russian Africanists, but is one the first collections of essays on this subject of global proportions. After the short introduction, 26 essays are divided into groups according to region. The majority either deal with folklore directly or with issues of the history of literature, which might also be of interest to folklorists.

The five longer essays in the North African section are dedicated to the literature of Egypt, Morocco, Tunisia, Algeria and in general to the literature of the Maghreb. The folklore presented here came to light from manuscripts and folklorist sources. The three short summaries on ancient Egyptian, Pun and Coptic literature are interesting and in this field, it is mainly the question of authorship which was foregrounded.

North-East Africa has a separate section containing four essays. These throw light on the connections between the folklore and literature of Ethiopia from various points of view.

Naturally, the third main section, (Tropical and Southern Africa) is the longest. Almost half of the 14 essays here deal with folklore. They attempt to give an overview on the folklore of the Dogon, Fulbe, Akan and Eve peoples and on Hausa stories. The essays on literature provide information on Hausa, Swahili, Zulu, Nigerian, Angolan and in general, on the West Sudanese as well as South African literature. Here the folklore comes to the fore for the most part through folklorism. The articles usually build on the results of research work already published and the majority show a thorough knowledge. Their readiness to give a general view is praiseworthy, however, there is a lack of wider local knowledge. In general, the biggest paradox of the Russian Africanists is that, despite significant scope and ambition, it cannot build on fieldwork. This circumstance on the other hand, is advantageous for the universal, summarizing approach.

For this very reason, we must make special mention of two essays in the volume. G. I. Potyehina, known as a good scientist through other work as well, uses West African material to compare the effect of French and English colonization on the development of local culture, (pp 289-300).  He gives a more subtle picture than other pamphlets up to the now, which have presented only depravity and exploitation. The essay by Kotljar, one of the most distinguished Russian folklorist-Africanists, (let us use the word in its strictest sense!), makes even more interesting reading; he wishes to give an overview of the whole of African folklore from the Sahara southwards, (pp167-183). First he mentions his inadequate knowledge of the folklore of the region, but then tries, nevertheless, to describe it on the basis of one or two viewpoints. After classifying the mythology, he characterizes in a few words, the various epic genres, (in fact the various genres of the widely interpreted tradition of storytelling). His solid presentation is based on Meletyinsky’s world patterns of the history of epic development, although he abides by the facts throughout. It is true, however, that though this essay is still a first attempt to summarize, it can already be considered one of the starting points of modern African folkloristics.

 This is the most important lesson of the volume individually. As soon as the right circumstances come about for the Africanists of a Socialist country to cooperate, the work also get published.

(Ethnographia (Budapest), 1982, volume 93, No. 2., pp 299-300.)
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