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The Child of Heaven and the Child of Death

Just before the rainy season, a group of men were cultivating their fields when a youngster approached them and said:


‘I am thirsty, give me to drink.’

‘Who are you?’, the men asked.

‘I am the child of heaven’, the youngster answered.


The men looked at him, deliberated briefly among themselves, and then the oldest answered:


‘Heaven – that is where the rains come from. Water is life; rain makes our life possible here, and that is what we are waiting for right now. But when it rains, one never knows exactly where. Rain may fall on my neighbor’s field and not on mine, or it may fall on my field and not elsewhere. Heaven creates differences; heaven is not just; it is not right. We will not give you water to drink’.



Sometime later another youngster approached the men:


‘Give me some water to drink, I am thirsty’.

‘Who are you?’, the men asked.

‘I am the child of Death’, the young man answered.


Again the men deliberated and again the oldest among them answered to the youngster:


‘Death is terrible. Death is the end of everything, and we fear Death more than anything else. But Death comes everywhere: Death takes the rich people and the poor ones, men as well as women, the important figures as well as the small ones. Death takes each and every one the same way. Though horrible, Death acts justly; Death is right. We will give you water to drink’.1



Note


	1. Told by Dogolu Saye when he tried to explain the texts of the baja ni, Tireli, April 1980.



This book is dedicated to Dogolu Tigemu Saye, older brother, father, husband, grandfather, singer, performer and unforgettable host to countless seekers for Dogon culture.

Ama εji le keje, Ama lagara wo keene
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Figure 0.1 Dogolu Tigemu Saye.
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Preface



Encountering the Baja Ni


This book zooms in on the baja ni (chants of farewell), a song cycle that is highly significant for the Dogon but has received very little attention in the voluminous ethnographic literature on their culture. In fact, the baja ni have been mentioned only in passing in some major publications1 and never have been the focus of actual research. Why earlier anthropologists had left it aside, and thus why the baja ni never did gain prominence in Dogon ethnography, dawned upon me when I2 began exploring the songs; the reasons for that ethnographic lacuna soon became clear when I really delved into the texts. As a crucial piece of Dogon heritage, these songs present serious challenges for an investigator, and this song cycle with its enigmatic phrases has haunted me for decades. What were these challenges?

In January 1980, I witnessed a funeral with baja ni singing in my research village of Tireli. When I wanted to tape it, my host and guide Dogolu3 told me that I should better wait. People had to get accustomed to me first, and ‘there will be enough funerals around’. That was wise counsel, for funerals are emotionally laden, and one should tread carefully. But the next funeral might be a year later, and I am not that patient by nature. To my relief a private performance could be arranged without any problem, for it was not the song itself that was charged with ‘specialness’, it was its setting inside the funeral. The baja ni as such could just as well be sung outside this ritual context, the only prerequisite being that it had to be sung at night. So, in April 1980, Dogolu and I invited the three most renowned singers of the village for a performance: Mεninyu Asɛgɛrɛm (see figure 1.3), Asama Ajuro (see figure 4.3) and Yεngulu Yangau. By then I had already worked with them on other aspects of Dogon religion, and they all happily accepted the invitation with its promise of ample beer and an unrestrained bout of singing. Dogolu joined as the chorus – he was in fact an apprentice singer at the time and also the son-in-law of Mɛninyu – and our cook Domo Dolo played an improvised drum. It took them two nights to go through the whole program, the first from 20.00 to 04.00 hours, the second two days later from 22.00 to 01.00 hours. I kept busy checking the tapes, putting in new batteries and changing the tapes when needed, while just being more and more amazed. During the first evening, they saw me become sleepy and assured me that I could take a nap; they would keep singing anyway. I was sure they would, for their voices seemed to get even stronger, showing no sign of fatigue whatsoever; but, of course, I rubbed my eyes, shook my head and stuck to my tapes. When they went home after an interminable night of singing, they kept up the good work, repeating some songs at full strength while walking home, their voices ricocheting off the cliff: I could hear their progress through the sleeping village. Two days later they came back for the rest, which took a final three hours.

In the next weeks, Dogolu and I worked on the translation; I transcribed the text straight from the recording, and Dogolu translated it sentence by sentence, and after three weeks of intense work we had the complete text of the baja ni. At least, that is what I thought I had. When reading through my thick pack of notes, without the repetitions some seventy closely scribbled pages, I realized this might be an important text, but that I did not have the foggiest notion of what it really meant. That is, I more or less understood individual lines, but I saw no story, no coherence or no real meaning. What were they singing about? What kind of text did I have here?

Why was this so difficult? First, many of the phrases themselves were difficult to understand, since the language was highly elliptic, full of metaphors and cryptic images: What did that elephant mean that they had sung about, the one fallen into the well? What was the meaning of the hare and the chameleon, the locust and the hyena? Second, this was not even a text in Toro so, the Dogon language of my Tireli friends, for they sang in another Dogon language: Jamsay. For someone like me, struggling with Toro so, this complicated my understanding of the text considerably. Even Dogolu was sometimes at a loss over Jamsay expressions. Thirdly and most importantly, when we revisited the text, there was no storyline, and the various strophes made very little sense among them; in short, it seemed a text that went from null to nowhere.

So I knew that I was in deep water and now understood the reticence of earlier anthropologists to delve into this song. The Dogon themselves, however, saw things differently: at last I was doing something worthwhile, something they cared about and valued highly, instead of running around scribbling notes on everyday happenings and taking pictures of the most routine things in life. For to them, this was no less than the baja ni, an important cycle of songs performed at a crucial occasion in their existence, with texts stemming from a historical figure they held in high esteem. So much became clear.

The next year I had the opportunity to come to Tireli with a photography team from Time-Life,4 and we returned to the baja ni, collecting some new songs in another arranged session. Later years saw similar recordings during subsequent visits.5 One of them was with a BBC film team working for a project called ‘Millennium: Tribal Wisdom and the Modern World’. During that field stay, we filmed a yu yana (funeral) in neighbouring Komakan, with a splendid harvest of visual material and professional recordings. One of its high points was a baja ni performance in that village with a host of Tireli singers participating. The filming captured beautiful shots, but the audio recording itself marked a new level: the sound technician had the whole dancing area lined with microphones and at the side handled a professional mixing panel. This was excellent for the sound, much better than a single anthropologist trying some inspired shuffling behind the singers with a handheld microphone. In fact, it was a pity the crew did not want to stay up all night and keep recording and filming till sunrise. I still regret that, but they saw it differently; they still do. Anyway, we at least have an excellent technical recording of a partial performance. Two years later in 1985, my short stay at the cliffside ended in a nice going-away party, at which the singers were so kind as to perform a sizable part of the baja ni, to send me on my way to the ‘other country’.

In the second half of the 1980s, a serious drought scourged Sahel, but finally the crucial year of 1989 came along. Rains had arrived at long last, the harvest was good and, consequently, I was expecting the mask festival that was seriously overdue in Tireli. This long-delayed event occupied not just my own thoughts but also those of my Dogon friends. However, this dama did not take place – and would not take place for another two decades, for reasons that form another story.6 At the time, Dogolu explained to me: ‘There have been too many people whom we could only just bury, so we have to do the yu yana first. The dama maybe next year’. The dama is in fact the second funeral. I could relate to that, for among the many deaths during these difficult years were those of Yajagalu, the mother of Dogolu (and so also mine, by adoption) and of Yεngulu, one of the three master singers of 1980, a good friend and a crucial informant. So there was a collective funeral for all those who had passed away in the previous few years, and it was a huge one. And that is where the baja ni came in again.

The night of 8–9 May 1989 for me meant a new phase in my ‘Dogon life’. I have forgotten a lot from my many stays in Dogon country, but never this particular night. The setting of the baja ni performance was, as always, a funeral or yu yana, the five-day ritual spectacular in which the Dogon excel, an event I had already seen and participated in quite a few times. But this was the funeral of two people that I had known well and whose remembrance I cherished, so participating in this funeral was no longer just fieldwork; I was mourning too. When this baja ni was sung during the night of the second day, it became a highly charged event, and I realized that by being sad myself, by mourning the demise of people close to me, at long last I was emotionally doing justice to the whole yu yana. Of course, taping a session is not what mourners usually do, but even the technicalities of changing the tapes, taking care of the administration of the sound recordings and ensuring that I ‘got everything’ did not really hamper my participation-as-a-mourner: I was doing this for a good friend and for my ‘mother’, whom I would never see again, but whose funeral sounds would remain: existential participation enhanced participant observation. I also saw some younger Dogon tape the baja ni themselves, with the ghetto blasters that were becoming popular at the time, so taping-while-participating was not a strict European aberration. This is why chapter 1 starts with a description of this particular night.

I kept trying to get a better grip on the song texts by arranging focused bouts of the singing of specific songs, so the years 1990, 1992, 1996 and 1997 saw partial recordings, some of them in arranged sessions in which I tried to zoom in on particular parts of the baja ni. In fact, I got nowhere in my quest for meaning, until in 2000 I decided to focus on the author of the songs, the poet/prophet Abirε, and with my wife visited the various villages on the plains where he had performed, collecting the various versions of his life’s story. That focus on the author proved crucial and informs much of this book.

Then came 2005, when I was back at the cliffside for a short stay after a tour through Mali, and I chanced upon a full baja ni session for the funeral of another old friend, Atonyo Atimɛ. It took place in June, rather late in the year, since it was a baja lugo, (counted baja) performed quite some time after the funeral itself. I was just in time for the sung announcement, which is already a piece of baja ni in itself. Around 6 p.m. the evening before, two singers, Monuire in Sodanga and Baire in Teri Ku, mounted a special rock in their respective wards. By singing some strophes of what I would later learn to be the closing song, they announced the baja ni performance for the next evening.


The chief of the calabash has fallen;

yes, the chief of the baja ni has fallen.

Abirε said: ‘Indeed, yesterday evening’.

The might of the calabash drum has fallen.

Yesterday evening, the chief of the baja ni fell.

When night fell, he drank at the pool of God.

Late at night one saw him at Natinburo.7

That morning, Abirε had eaten death.

Yesterday evening, the baja ni lost their colleague.


Since they were alone there was no chorus, but many heard, so everybody knew; there was to be a baja lugo tomorrow night. Increasingly, such a ‘delayed baja’ is scheduled when the funeral concerns a deceased singer, so a colleague of them, and Atonyo was both a valued colleague and a renowned performer. This way the baja unrun, the children of the baja as the singers call themselves, have more time for proper, all-out performance, a chance to sing at ease for a dead comrade. This is the performance that informs most of chapter 5 of this book. Recording that session presented no problem at all; my host and elder brother Dogolu had become one of the established singers of the baja ni; I had already recorded many times either in arranged sessions or in performances of baja ni proper, and my continuing interest in Abirε was widely appreciated. Also, people knew me as a personal friend of the deceased; besides, in the modern times of 2005 many more Dogon had sound recording equipment than in 1989, including the now-ubiquitous ghetto blasters, and they also recorded. Moreover, many FM radio stations in the region played fragments of the baja ni at regular intervals on the radio, so the notion of recording-plus-listening-back was well established by now.

Viewing the level of acceptance, I decided – in consultation with Dogolu – to organize an additional feature. Since it would already be an elaborate performance, I opted to arrange a small session before the regular one, in order to make the whole experience and recording as complete as could be. So the bulk of this book stems from an extra-long night of singing with a more-complete-than-usual rendition of the baja ni, which we also supplement with earlier and later recordings, so chapter 5 houses more songs than can be sung at a regular baja ni performance.

One later funeral performance, in 2008, I also recorded, but will not be used here since it was a rather short version and had numerous disturbances. It took place during a yu yana right in the middle of preparations for a huge mask festival – the dama of Teri Ku – and people were very preoccupied with the masks, which also formed a bone of contention between the two village halves of Teri Ku and Sodanga (Van Beek 2012a). So the baja ni singers were not at full force, and tensions between the two village halves spilled over in the performance. After 2008, the waiting was for the mask dance in the Sodanga half, which was long overdue, but which never materialized, due to succession dynamics inside the clan responsible for the masks. In 2010, Dogolu passed away, leaving a large family behind to be run by his oldest son, Atimε Dogolu, one of our co-authors.

Not only did I wait in vain for the Sodanga mask dance to be held, but in 2012 disaster struck in Mali, with the revolt of the Tuareg spreading down from Libya after the demise of Moammar al-Qadhafi, and the ensuing jihadist unrest ever since. In 2016, I realized that it was now or never; if I ever wanted to ‘do something with’ the seventy-odd hours of baja ni recordings, and with the elusive Abirε, I had to do it now. Already, much earlier, I had arranged the transcription of the 2005 performance, which proved more difficult than envisaged. Paul Saye, who had been schooled in literacy projects, had started the transcription but lacked time, so Atimε Dogolu had taken over the baton, and he became co-author. In October 2016, my wife and I flew to Bamako, and we asked six singers, plus Atimε and our cook Mabudu, all from Tireli, to come join us in the capital. They heeded the call; for four consecutive weeks, we went through the texts, checking and finishing the translations and – above all – trying to fathom what these strange, seemingly incoherent texts meant. We also compared the 2005 recording with the earlier ones. It was this concentrated fieldwork that provided the clues and cues for the interpretation offered in this book. Well, it is now only some forty years after the first encounter . . .


[image: ]

Figure 0.2 The singers Baire and Ɛwɛlu at the National Museum in Bamako, 2016. They inspect a replica of a typical Africa bush taxi, overloaded with people and luggage.



There remained the problem of Jamsay – the language of the plains and the language Abirε sang in. Since the 1990s, I had been in contact with Ginna Dogon – a cultural organization run by the Dogon themselves for preserving and safekeeping their cultural heritage (Van Beek 2013). Throughout these years, I had kept them abreast of my work, and they were enthusiastic about my Abirε project. In 2016, they gave me the name of a Jamsay-speaking Dogon, Oumarou Ongoiba, a linguist who had defended a thesis on Jamsay phonology and for whom Jamsay was his mother tongue. He became the other co-author. In June 2017, he flew over from his base in Toronto, Canada, to Utrecht in the Netherlands, to work together on the Jamsay of the text – and he has been actively involved in the project ever since; during a recent field stay in November 2019, he and Atimε Saye met for the first time; the two of them were central at the launch of the French language volume on Abirɛ in February 2021.

When early 2018 the French manuscript attained its first version, I realized we had in our hands a foundational document for Dogon cultural heritage. Scouting around for a subvention for the publication of the book – cultural heritage is hot in scholarship these days – I came upon a European project for digitalization of cultural heritage: JPI-CH. Through the good services of the Netherlands Organization for Scientific Research (NWO) that participated in this European Joint Program, notably Arnold Lubbers, we submitted and acquired a major grant for a project we dubbed DigiDogon as a cooperation between the African Studies Centre in Leiden, University College London, and the National Museum of Mali, with additional support from Turin University. This project aims at widening the empirical knowledge about Abirε and his cultural legacy within the general Dogon performative culture, at publishing the results both in print and at establishing a website devoted to Dogon cultural heritage. Thus we could finalize the text with three of the singers in Bamako in August 2018, select the audio files for the website in November 2019 with the same singers and publish the French text which had initiated the project. Meanwhile, three junior researchers were engaged into the project, Amadou Guindo, Issa Sagara and Ibrahima Poudiougou, and they continue to collect information on Dogon performative culture, in order to publish them also as part of the DigiDogon endeavour, both in written form and on the website. Owing to the new security risks in Mali, their research has to be carried out with circumspection, and their projects have been broadened to include all aspects of Dogon performative culture, plus history and linguistics, yet the core remains the enigmatic performances during the yu yana, the long, seemingly interminable ‘song in the night’.



Language and Orthography

The baja ni is sung in Jamsay, the Dogon language of the plains and the one Abirε spoke. However, the singers themselves have another mother tongue: in the Tireli case this is Toro so, the language of many cliffside villages, while singers from the south-west speak Togo kan.8 So for the ­comprehension of text and performance, one has to bear in mind that the singers perform in a tongue that is not their own; it is a related one but, in fact, another language, and one that they do not hear or practice daily. Also, they sing for a predominantly Toro so-speaking audience. Though the baja ni may have originated on the plains, it is preserved best at the cliffside, in villages less touched by Islamization and Christianization; Tireli is one example. On the plains, other items of Abirε’s heritage are preserved better or differently, such as his genealogy, details of his life and many of his prophecies, on which we dwell in chapter 6. So we have both a Toro so and a Jamsay speaker on the team: Atimε Saye and Oumarou Ongoiba, respectively.9

Our joint interpretation of the song texts – as provided in chapter 5 – which form the bulk of the book, stems mainly from the singers themselves; being an oral transmission, there is no other authority beyond the performers. So, in the end, what we present here are the songs such as Toro so-speaking singers performed in Jamsay, with as exegetic commentaries what they themselves thought they had been singing and what they thought it meant. Usually, they were quite aware of the meaning of texts, mastering Jamsay reasonably well – at least when a debate ensued during our 2016 deliberations, they easily reached a consensus. In some instances, they were at a loss, though, and offered suggestions rather than confident explanations. To their information and explanatory notes, we have added our own thoughts on the matter, offering parallels from Dogon performative culture and common discourse, mainly coming from the Dogon co-authors.

The Dogon singers and informants wanted their personal names to be clearly recognizable, and not too different from the spelling in their official documents, which usually follows French rules; so we followed this, with the exception of using the ɛ instead of the è, and the ‘u’ instead of ‘ou’. All singers and informants agreed that using pseudonyms for reasons of privacy was out of the question: they had given their full support and were proud of what they had to say, or sing; for them, privacy is for those who have something to hide. And, they are proud of their culture anyway. So also in photo captions, their full names are given.

In the Dogon song texts, the names of some villages vary considerably, depending on the vernacular used, on the familiarity with the village in question, and even on the exigencies of singing. To arrive at consistency we consulted the official maps of the region in their various versions, the website Dogonlanguages.org, and then if needed chose between variants – names of small settlements have no standardized spelling yet. One choice in order to arrive at consistency has been to render all palatalized d’s as ‘di’ instead of ‘dy’; so we write ‘Idieli’ and not ‘Idyeli’ and ‘Youdiou’ instead of Youdyou or Yuju.

Dogon vernacular terms are italicized and remain so whenever they occur throughout the book to avoid confusion. The orthography of the Dogon languages has been standardized by amalan,10 the alphabetization program of Mali, and we will follow this. In this orthography no diacritics are used, so even if all Dogon languages are tonal, tones are not indicated. Also, nasalization of vowels is written by adding an ‘n’, as in French. Four signs of the International Phonetic Alphabet function in this orthography:


	 ε – the è in French, ‘men’ in English

	 ɔ – like ‘offer’ in English

	 ŋ – like long in English

	 ɲ – palatalized n, like the Spanish mañana11



There is no schwa in Dogon. The absence of diacritics in the official orthography sometimes generates awkward spelling, such as when a nasalized vowel is followed by an ‘n’ (e.g. atunwunnu, spirits) or any kind of double nasalization (e.g. unrun – instead of a possible spelling such as ûnû). For instance, in the name Yannhire, the first ‘n’ nasalizes the ‘a’; the second is a real ‘n’.


Notes


	1. The Dogon have been studied extensively, early in the French colonial history. In one of the earliest and major sources, Masques Dogons (Griaule 1938), a few mentions are made to this song cycle, without any details.

	2. The first person singular here and throughout the volume is the first author.

	3. In Dogon kinship terms Dogolu is my dere, older brother. The book is dedicated to him.

	4. Resulting in a photobook in their series of Peoples of the Wild, Pern and Alexander (1982).

	5. See Van Beek, Saye & Ongoiba 2020, Appendix 4 for a detailed overview.

	6. See Van Beek (2012a) for the dynamics of this long delay which had everything to do with the intense tourism of that time.

	7. Natinburo is a well-known pool, the conception spot of Abirε, according to some traditions.

	8. For the linguistic situation of the Dogon area, see Blench and Dendo (2005) Moran et al. (2016) and Douyon (2010); for dictionaries, Calame-Griaule (1968) and Kervran (1982).

	9. Resulting in first instance in Van Beek et al. (2020).

	10. Association Malienne des Languages, the successor of dnafla, Direction Nationale de l’Alphabetisation Fonctionelle et de la Linguistique Appliquée du Mali. The original idea of this latter government agency was to take Toro so as standard Dogon language, but that would be impossible in this text. Also, Jamsay is very much a living language (Ongoiba 1988; Heath 2008), and there seems little reason to suppress its written form.

	11. We thank the anonymous reviewer for this notion and for his many other suggestions that we have gladly adopted.
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Chapter 1

 Singing through the Night



The Night of 8–9 May 1989

It is a simple melody, just a descending line of three notes upon which the singers vary and improvise, but to which they always return, a haunting sequence that forms the musical spine of an endless series of songs and that weaves text and sound into a coherent acoustic tapestry. Two calabash drums – one to set the rhythm, the other to play small variations around the leading one – set a pace that never changes, and sustained by their sound, experienced singers take their turns in leading the song, while the rest of the troupe responds in the many choruses that make up the interchange. The whole group sings with great attention, fully concentrated, but also with great gusto, for this is the baja ni, the song of life and death – a cycle of chants that are at the very heart of the funeral rites; singing the baja ni is serious business. Being funeral texts they should be sung well, with correct lines and language, loud and clear enough for the audience to appreciate the texts, and above all with choruses that sound like one voice. In short, the very act of singing involves the complete person of the performers, for in this song they represent the whole village, in two ways. First, they are the ones who, on behalf of the village, bid a fond and resounding farewell to those esteemed members of the family that have departed, a farewell that should be well-voiced and sincere, since the dead will become ancestors and good relation with them is essential. Second, among the many manifestations of grief and mourning, singing is a prime expression of sorrow, and among the many songs inside the yu yana funeral, it is the baja ni that is the most expressive and carries the most emotional weight. In essence, the baja ni is the Dogon paradigm for grieving, so the singers have to set a shining and resonating example of mourning, commemorating the dead in a fitting fashion.

One crucial aspect is the notion of a night song. The baja ni never ‘sees the light of day’: it can only be sung in the dark and then should last the whole night. The ‘children of the song’, the baja unrun, have to stay awake while the village is asleep, revelling in the sound of their own voices while the rest of the village is completely silent. Sleep is the small death, so during the night these singers of the baja ni are the live ones, and as long as they sing life is still around; as a consequence, they can neither shut their eyes nor fall silent during the whole long night, until sunrise relieves them of their nightly duties, and the village wakes up for another day of funeral commemorations. Thus, it is not just sung at night, it is sung during the whole night, some seven hours of solid singing without rest or repose.

The melody of the baja ni, simple as it may seem, is used in no other of the many Dogon songs (see figure 1.1).


[image: ]

Figure 1.1 Basic melody line of baja ni. The authors thank Martin Hoondert of Tilburg University for this musicological information.



Singing equals not just mourning; the baja ni also honours one of the great figures in Dogon history, Abirε Goro, a blind singer who composed the songs back in the remote past. So this particular night, the second in the complex funeral proceedings called the yu yana, sets the stage for him, a prophet as well as a singer, an historical figure around whom many legends are woven, and whose legacy is honoured throughout Dogon country (Van Beek 2008). It is he who taught the Dogon the songs by singing them at funerals of his time, and it is he who showed his contemporaries the proper way of mourning, leading his fellow Dogon in the proper poetic praise of departed kinsmen. But the content of the songs is much more than just praise, for in his lines Abirε taught them about death, about life and about all the things that happen in life and that give meaning to one’s existence. The baja ni is a repository of the Dogon philosophy of life and death: the glory of life contrasts with the deep sadness of loss, while our inevitable end resonates with the meaning we distill out of our relations with others, notions which are given poetic shape in the words of the prophet and seer. In each of the singing sessions that comprise the baja ni, this Homer of the Bandiagara cliff is present in spirit, in song and in the Dogon ways to deal with mortality. All the singers, the whole group of Dogon men in their blue gowns plus the women ululating in praise, are called his children, the children of the song, baja unrun; how proud they are to be counted among the legacy of Abirε! They continuously praise each other during the performance; they improvise in generous and well-formulated expressions of respect towards both the old and the new singers and in doing so go out of their way to define themselves as pupils of the great Abirε, wearing the ‘mantle of the prophet’ for just one night, or, in this case carrying his spear as a walking stick, for one long night (see figure 1.2).
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Figure 1.2 Mojε Dingubirε imitating the blind singer Abirε.



This chapter starts with one specific singing night, 8–9 May 1989, and the scene is Tireli, a typical Dogon village huddled against the steep Bandiagara cliff that dominates the landscape in this region (see figure 2.1). Some 200 m high, 150 km long, the escarpment serves as an imposing backdrop to all Dogon rituals and dominates the view of the village by day. But the sun has long set, and a moon sliver is just discernible high in the sky, when about twenty-one hour we gather in the house of Amaseru Yεngulu. He is the son of my cherished informant Yεngulu Yangau, who died last month and in whose honour this baja ni, in fact, this whole yu yana, is held. As one of the main speakers of the village, lineage elder and village crier but also a specialist in Sigi so, the mask language, Yεngulu had been absolutely central in the ritual life of Sodanga, the village half to which I belong. I look forward to the long night, and with Apomi, my assistant, I am fully ready to participate in the baja ni, to dance and chant with the singers while recording the song. When coming into the village a month ago, I learned about Yεngulu’s death and immediately went to his son’s house to offer my condolences. In fact, each time I arrive back in the village after a period of absence, I have to make a round to offer my respects, expressing my commiseration in the proper Dogon way: ‘Dooru poo, Ama yaaba kana. Dooru poo, Ama yaabajε’ (Greetings in your grief; leave it now to God. Greetings in your grief; we left it to God), spoken with the right hand inverted and extended, in a gesture of cupping that contrasts with the elaborate handshakes of the normal greeting.

When, with my assistant Apomi Saye, I arrive at Amaseru’s house, just downhill from the public square, where many singers are already present. To honour our host and his deceased father, they intone some chants from the baja ni, for Yεngulu was a renowned singer; this is just a sample of what is coming, and the drums are still silent and the songs are not sung to the end, a kind of pre-curtain performance. Yet for me, this is the first time I will be able to record a full night’s singing of baja ni; so I start recording. After the privately arranged performance in 1980 and the recording of parts of the baja ni in later years, surely my time has come now.

Towards twenty-three hours, Apomi and I mount to the public place where the performance will be held. A problem arises: it has been some time since my last real stay in the village – three years earlier in fact – and a few singers from neighbouring Komakan do not know me: ‘What is this anasara (white man) with his cassette recorder doing among us singers?’ In typical Dogon fashion, there is no discussion, for anyone who objects against something is given the floor without opposition: this is very much a consensus culture, based on public face. So I arrange with Apomi that he will do the recording, and after some reflection I decide not to remain aside or hide in the darkness around the tay (dancing place), but to head home. I live way ‘downstairs’ from the tay, and there is just enough light to pick my way over the stones, through the narrow, winding paths of the village. Too bad that I will miss it after these years, but these are the ups and downs of fieldwork, and I will have the recording anyway. And, like Dogolu said, ‘there will be plenty of funerals’. But within half an hour, Apomi comes down to call me back to the tay. Asama Ajuro waits for me there and apologizes profusely: ‘Even an animal with four legs may stumble from time to time. You have danced with us, you have mourned with us in the past, you should be here, not alone in your house, for that would be dɔgɔ (shameful).’ Well, that too is the way of the Dogon, the elders apologizing for other members of the group. Asama is one of the principal singers of the baja ni and a respected elder, so he carries enough authority; with a light heart I move back to the tay, realizing that now I am completely free to record anything that occurs.

Apomi had already taped the first songs, the sεmbεlε ni that start off the night of chant. The singers had started sitting, he told me, but just before my arrival they had moved into the square, in a close circle around the heap of stones at the centre, when Dogolu had started the discussion about my absence. Dogolu and Asama invite me into the dancing circle, and to the tones of the two calabash drums we turn left, anti-clockwise, around the heap of stones, singing. The slow but steady shuffling gait that makes up this dance is an integral part of the habitus of mourning the dead and never changes – never quicker or slower, just slowly moving in a circle – a dance that will take us through the next hours, in fact through the deep night. The men are dressed in large, dark-blue gowns, spears in hand and some of them carry a folded death blanket over their left shoulder (see figures 5.1 and 5.12). If anything in Dogon culture, this wɔrɔdεwε blanket symbolizes death, representing in fact the corpse itself. Each adult man should be prepared to die, and this blanket with its characteristic pattern of white and indigo-blue stripes is the one he will be wrapped in when his body is hoisted into the cavern that will serve as the last resting place, high up in the cliffside. So these men, quite a few of them lineage elders, carry their own mortality over their shoulder, a constant reminder of the death they are mourning and of their own imminent demise.

Dogolu, my ‘older brother’ into whose family I have been adopted, leads me in the circle, and Apomi, who is Dogolu’s lεju (sister’s son), brings me the cassette recorder. Once again I am part of the group of singers, as at several instances in the past, but now I can record the entire baja ni, at long last, the first time in nine years. But this excitement is tinged with grief, for Yεngulu had been a good friend and a wonderful informant, from whom I had learned a lot. Personal mourning mixes with professional pride – a strange sensation: part exhilaration, part a deep sense of loss.

So behind Dogolu, and just in front of the first lead singer, I shuffle in the circle, the cassette recorder in the large trouser pocket of my very own Dogon gown, deep blue like those of the others, a long walking stick in my left hand, the microphone in my right. Slowly I settle down into the gentle rhythm, keeping close enough to the lead singer for a good recording while keeping some distance when the whole choir bursts out in the refrain that belongs to each of the songs. From time to time a new singer takes the lead, and then I have to move quickly through the row of singers to get close to him. Since taking the lead is voluntary, it is difficult to know in advance who will strike up the new song; later I would learn how to discern the next lead singer, but not yet in 1989.

A new singer arrives from the neighbouring village of Komakan, he introduces himself in a loud song greeting the singers, apologizing for his belated arrival. Immediately the lead singer, Monuire, changes into another song, which welcomes him among the children of the baja, after which the newcomer thanks the group for hosting him, again in specific lines; then, without missing a beat, Monuire resumes the song he was engaged in and the troupe closes itself again into one singing circle. The newcomer looks in astonishment at me, enquiring with his eyes from Dogolu what I am doing among the performers – but Dogolu gestures that everything is all right, and the man from Komakan settles in.

The lead singer in question, Monuire, I know well as a younger friend of Yεngulu and as a promising singer. At least that is what Yεngulu had told me: ‘He has a good ear’. Much later, in the 2005 recording that informs this book, Monuire would indeed be one of the mainstays of the performance, and his singing in 1989 foretells the authority he would accrue as a baja ni expert in later years. A good ear, in Dogon, means someone who can listen well and learn by ear, for all these songs from Abirε have to be learned during the performances, during these nights of the funeral. They are neither explicitly taught nor rehearsed; one has to learn by doing – that is, by hearing and by singing.

Again we settle into the routine, shuffling in the same gait around the same heap of stones, always anti-clockwise, singing continuously, repeating the refrains, all in the eerie light of the disappearing moon, to which the eyes get more and more used. The hour advances, the songs go on with new lead singers, but always on the same melody, adorned with arabesques of improvisation but always returning to the small descending scale of tones. I see some shapes move at the rim of the tay, women who come to listen and seat themselves on the rocks that line the square, or lie down and go to sleep. The rest of the village is asleep and invisible, and with the passing of hours all the world seems to disappear. Circling, singing to the incessant slow rhythm of the calabash drums, hour passes after hour, and the whole world seems to collapse into this little square, this irregular small space on the stony scree that is our tay. The moon sliver disappears behind the cliff and henceforth it is only the song that remains, only the combined sound of drums and singing voices, the exchange between the lead singer and the chorus in a constant reminder of Abirε’s teaching that as long as we sing, the world may fade from sight but life will not end. To sing is to be eternal, and the repetitions that make up the body of the performance add to that impression of a world in which only the song exists, always the same melody, always the same rhythm, always the same slow circle moving against the clock. A kind of trance envelops us, the embodied timelessness that comes with endless variation on an easy tune. The sudden ululations of an enthusiastic woman for a short moment seem to break the spell, that shrill ieieieie sound that anyone who has been in Africa knows so well; once heard one never forgets this cry. The shout carves through the night but in fact adds to the specialness of the song, for this is a universe of sound only. Immediately the lead singer responds, and improvising on the basic melody thanks her profusely, for her cries form a proper praise for the singing men and their prophet. Whatever her actual name is, he calls her Yabuyon, the woman who was a companion to the singing troupe of Abirε; any woman praising the singers is Yabuyon.

Hours pass, my eyelids become heavy and I have to fight fatigue; I see others with the same struggle, and Agεmε Domion almost stumbles from sleepiness. Immediately Mεninyu, who is leading, introduces another song, mocking those who threaten to doze off: ‘Look at the big blobs of flesh who cannot stay awake, how they doze’ – mentioning each of them by name, all of them big blobs of sleeping flesh, chiding all of them. And I am not excused either, for my name is on the list as well: ‘Walter Dogolu, big blob of flesh who cannot stay awake – pity him’. That suffices as a wake-up call, and we are all alert again, firmly on our feet. As is usual in the baja ni, Mεninyu is followed by a second lead singer, who guides us through the same song with the same list of culpable sleepy-eyes, again mentioning all names, mine as well. I feel flattered to be treated just like all others, but I was indeed close to falling asleep.

So sleeping, even dozing off, is out of the question on this night. Not just because it is disrespectful to the singers and to the deceased, but for a more profound reason that lies at the base of the Dogon notion of mourning, and even of mortality. Why is death in this world? Each culture has several stories about why people have to die, and we will encounter one of the Dogon tales to this effect later in the song. Here, another question is crucial: if people are mortal, do all people have to die? Does even Abirε, the great singer and prophet, have to die? One tale about Abirε holds that he had a wager with Ama, God, that if he could remain singing for five days plus four nights, he would be exempt from death and Ama would let him live forever. So there he went, our blind singer, singing with his guitar, surrounded by his troupe. Day and night he sang, four days and four nights without a wink, when during the last, the fifth, day he dozed off and just halted strumming his guitar. Immediately he picked himself up and resumed playing, but the small interlude did not escape Ama. So Ama told Abirε that he too had to die, but that henceforth his songs would live on. And this is what we are here for. What the baja unrun, the children of the poet, in fact do at this funeral is to relive the same wager, if only for one night. Like Abirε we are not allowed to sleep, and like the prophet we keep singing and should never stop, for as long as the baja unrun perform properly, death is kept at a distance. The baja ni is not just a night of singing but also a night of immortality – eternity in a single song.

As such, this notion resonates with a more basic Dogon view of mourning: exhaustion. A proper farewell demands that the living mourn with all their might, with all their time and force; only when one mourns to the point of exhaustion does one mourn well, and only then is the proper respect to the deceased being paid, and only then will they rest in peace. Mourning knows no holds and accepts no limits, and one major way into exhaustion is not sleeping. A full yu yana lasts five days and four nights, all of them full of rituals, songs, dances and other happenings – so in fact this complex farewell implies that nobody will sleep for five days and four nights, just like Abirε did not sleep. The singers, like Abirε, embody this notion and bring it to fruition, which is why they are absolutely essential in the yu yana proceedings, and this is why the women thank them so profusely.

After two hours of continuous singing we take a short break. The men sit down on the rocks, drink some beer and rest a little; some diehards keep singing softly, and one drum remains active as well, since it should never grow completely silent. A few old women wake up and shriek their praises for the singing men, and in the beam of my flashlight I see other figures creeping in, some with small children: younger women, who spread out their mats, lie down in small groups, and quickly go to sleep. Only the singers have to remain awake, for the audience being present at the singing is enough.

The men get up again, and now the mood has intensified. Up until now we have been singing the sεmbεlε ni, the part of the total song cycle that antedates Abirε, songs he had performed but not composed himself. The next lead singer, Mεninyu Asεgεrεm, now intones a crucial episode, a song about an elephant which has fallen into a well here in Tireli and the rhetorical question now is: ‘Who among the men will get that elephant out for me?’ It is in all baja ni performances, for two reasons. First, the metaphor is appealing for the Dogon. Initially, I did not understand it: an elephant in a well? What does that mean? That the well is no longer usable, or that there is plenty of meat around now? Much later, Baire, one of the main singers in this book’s performance, explained it to me:


An elephant in a well: such a heavy animal in a deep hole will not be able to get out – nor, surely, will anyone else succeed in pulling it out. That is how death is: just as the elephant will never return from the well, no one will ever return from death. Whatever we do, whatever we try will fail.



Certainly, in another song line, the elephant is portrayed as the bringer of abundance, of plentiful meat – but inside the baja ni it primarily refers to the voyage without return.

The second reason is that this song is often used as a bridge to the songs that form the high point of the night, the baja na (grand baja) pieces which were composed by Abirε himself. So after the ‘elephant song’, Mεninyu moves on to the line gem mi le o (hand me my guitar), and now we are with Abirε himself in the first song the prophet reputedly sang at his mother’s funeral, ‘Please, chief of the singers, allow me some space, for I will sing’.1 Despite his strong voice and his absolute mastery over the text, Mεninyu sings this at a surprisingly low voice, and the refrain by the chorus is also quite subdued, for now the singers are in the prophet’s shoes, a blind child of a neglected wife who politely asks to be allowed to sing for his mother. In rapid succession, Mεninyu leads the troupe through the first seven songs of these baja na – which, in contrast to all other pieces, have no repetitions, just a straight text line with a short chorus.
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