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The publication of the English translation of Amkoullel, [’enfant peul
(Amkoullel, the Fula Boy) is a long overdue and a most welcome introduction of the
Malian author, Amadou Hampaté Ba, to a contemporary Anglophone audience.
Jeanne Garane’s translation of Amkoullel was published last year by Duke
University Press, some thirty years after the text’s apparition in French. It is the first
of three memoirs written by Hampéaté Ba who is best-known for his acclaimed novel:
The Fortunes of Wangrin (1973), or for his celebrated quip: “In Africa, when an
elder dies, a library burns.” As is suggested by the authoritative place that this
formulation holds within discourses on African cultural production, Ba is principally
remembered as a “traditionalist”, his works often read ethnographically as literary
monuments to a disappearing “African culture”. However, the English edition of
Amkoullel, the Fula Boy and its accompanying paratexts furnish an occasion to
complicate this traditionalist label as Hampaté Ba’s playful approach to
autobiography, as well as the thematic centrality of “translation” to the text itself
construe the interpretative process as equally important as that which is translated.

In Amkoullel, the Fula Boy, Hampaté Ba recounts his peregrinations and those
of his ancestors across the West African Sahel, his relationship with his relatives and
peers, and his “traditional” and “French” educations, all while moving linguistically,
narratologically, and culturally between Fulfude and French. In her translator’s
introduction, Garane raises and responds to the “why now?” question surrounding
the delayed English publication of Amkoullel along these very lines, writing that her
translation continues a cycle already at work in the text itself.! She explains that
Amkoullel represents and translates aspects of Toucouleur and Peul culture, social
organization, and religion for a French audience (in contrast to Ba’s works written
in Fulfude), that she now makes accessible to an Anglophone readership. However,
there are two supplementary levels on which translation is central to Amkoullel that

! Garane, Jeanne “Introduction: Between Memory and Memorial”, Amkoullel, the Fula Boy, translated by Jeanne
Garane, Duke University Press, 2021, pp.xv-xxxii, p.XXix
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this review draws attention to: first, in relation to Hampaté Ba’s own conception of
authorship, and secondly, in the interplay between para-text and text.

Beginning with the translation proper, Garane was faced with a gargantuan
task, contending not only with a work of some four hundred pages, but one that is
replete with concepts, language, and registers that resist straightforward translation
into English. First, Hampaté B4 employs phrases and vocabulary in African
languages such as Fulfude and Bambara,” and culturally-specific concepts such as
“captives”, or the cowry shell currency that Garane explains in her translator’s notes.
Garane also had to contend with rendering French phrases that elude simple
translation into English; for example the distinction between the Blanc-Blanc and
the Blanc-Noir (a white man, and a black man who has assimilated Western ways of
living). These terms lose some of their catchiness when translated (“White-White”
and “White-Black™), owing to the infrequent usage of a descriptive adjective as a
noun in English. Likewise, phrases such as peaux allumés (another term to refer to
French colonists) represented an interpretative challenge. The evocative past
participle allumé conveys “lit-up skin”, and confronts the translator with the catch-
22 of translating word-for-word, or straying from literal meaning to capture what is
meant. Here, Garane chose “skins-on-fire”, indicating that she opted for the former
method.?

Finally, Garane admirably managed metalinguistic and plurilingual passages,
namely those discussing the grammatical tricks and traps of the French language, or
dialogue between French-African soldiers (tirailleurs) in forofifon naspa (a hybrid
mix of French and West African languages). *In both instances, she mixes
recognizable, and approximated French and English to convey the meaning of these
passages. In terms of tone and language, Garane’s translation must also be praised
for its dramatic register that she herself calls “heroic” prose.’ Indeed, descriptive
passages in Amkoullel take on an epic grandeur in English, for example in the
description of Ba’s mother as having “let down her long Fula hair, [and] finally
raised her head. She pushed back the tendrils that were hiding half of her face, and
in a weak voice unburdened her heart.”® The reader might be tempted to remark the
linguistic and dramatic resemblance with a figure like Virgil’s Dido.

2 For example, the exclamation N ’fani ‘'mba that is translated as “a formula composed of onomatopoeias representing
a kind of invocation to the ancestors”, Hampaté Ba, Amadou, Amkoullel, the Fula Boy, translated by Jeanne Garane,
Duke University Press, 2021 p.340

3 Hampéte B3, p.115

* Hampété Ba, pp.209-220

® Garane, “Introduction”, p.xxix

® Hamptaté B4, p.27
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Next, Amkoullel’s para-texts indicate further ways in which translation is
central on a thematic level. In her introduction, Garane writes that Hampaté Ba
“collected and translated the traditional “oral” knowledge of his region, translated,
wrote it in French and published it”, and Ralph A. Austen’s foreword similarly states
that Hampaté Ba’s project “had always been to record, translate, and analyze them
rather than to claim authorship.”” Yet, it must be acknowledged that in contrast to
Hampaté B4’s authorial legacy as scribe with a memory of “prodigious accuracy and
fidelity”,® his narration of his own life in Amkoullel is multi-authored and opaque,
presenting a winding passage from source to “scribe”. Hampaté Ba’s histories
concerning his own life are not simply written down but coauthored, as descriptions
of his father (and of his ancestors more broadly) are presented as memories of
memories, derived from descriptions by others to which Ba supplements details at
the moment of redaction. Moreover, Amkoullel’s narrators are not only plural, but
also several iterations of the author himself. Indeed, the memoir is punctuated by
two “deaths”, the death of his early childhood, and the “disappearance” of Amkoullel
(his childhood nickname) at the end of the novel when Hampaté Ba moves towards
the next stage of his life.’

Finally, it cannot go without mention that the thirty pages of para-text
preceding Amkoullel’s English translation by Garane, Austen and Théodore Monod
are themselves works of interpretation. While details of Ba’s intellectual milieu and
later life furnished by the three introductions are invaluable, an additional product
of this great volume of para-texts is that the reader orients him/herself in relation to
the text through these expert eyes. For example, in her introduction, Garane frames
Amkoullel, the Fula Boy in terms of decolonial thought and an “Afropolitan
aesthetic”.! However compelling this may be, by proposing that we read Hampaté
Ba’s memoir as “an impassioned trace of decolonial resistance”, French colonialism
is presented as the principal framework through which to understand Amkoullel and
its historical scope. !!

Presenting Hampaté Ba’s memoir as a work of “postcolonial memory ” partly
overdetermines its narrative trajectory as French colonialism is markedly peripheral
in the first third of this memoir (that details his first memories and introduces his
region and family).'? Amkoullel and, indeed, all of Hampaté BA’s works are must-

7 Garane,p, xxviii, Austen, Ralph A. “Foreword to the Translation”, Amkoullel, the Fula Boy, translated by Jeanne
Garane, Duke University Press, 202, pp.ix-xv, p.ix

8 Garane, p.xix

® Hampété B4, p.121, p.328

10 Garane, p.xxii, xxviii

1 Garane, p.xxii, p.xx

12 Garane, p.xxiv
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reads for an Anglophone audience precisely because they analyze the ills of the
French colonial administration in a nuanced manner, without completely
disentangling or justifying the author’s own imbrication with and privileged position
in institutions arising from it.!> Moreover, Hampaté Ba undertakes a parallel critique
of the actions of Africans under colonialism, for example those of tirailleurs,
interpreters, and even Blaise Diagne and his “uncle”, the interpreter Wangrin.'* For
these reasons, Amkoullel, the Fula Boy’s translation is a captivating read, not only
because it recounts the life of an important intellectual figure, but, for the stimulating
questions, it provokes about the role of the translator, the relationship between the
individual and culture, and the colonised’s room for manoeuvre under colonialism.
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p-311, p.281-282.
14 B4, p.277, p.288, p.249



