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Somond Puppet Masquerades
in Kirango, Mali

'

n Januasy 1986 Susan Vogel photographed he poppet mas-

guerade festival organized by Somond fishermen in Kirango,

Madi. This community of mom than six thousand mesidénis is

situated on the right bank of the Niger River about thiny kio-
meters norh of Segou. R has twee kamaden lan, or youth associ-
afions, which are organized by efhnic quartar: that of the Somond,,
the Boso (Bozag), and the Bamana. Each of e assuciations has
performed #5 own puppet masquerades every year v more than
a century. :

Since indeperndience in 1964, Kirange and neighboring villages
have gained renown throughout Mali for these pedormances.
Troupes have Deen invited 1o parficipate in national festivals, and in
1992 the area played host by FESMAMA, the Bisnnia! Festival of
Masks and Marionetles, sponsoed by the Ministry of Cufture.

Vogel's photographs caphure the procession of rasquerades
on the Niger River. Eatly in the aftemoon, as the sum played across
the the water, womern and children gathered on the shore. Sgimond
tishing boats with painted prows glided into view canrying their
cargo of masquerades, singars, and drummers. As the boals
moved past the vitlage, the drummers and singers beoke into song
and the masguerades danced, moving forward and backward, side
1o side, and up and down. A spectaciular sight. this river procession
is one of the signature features of fishermen's puppe! masquerade’
testivals in the region. It serves as the teaser to the main event: the
all-night masquerade pertormarce held in the public square in the
Somond quarter.

The 1986 Sémond parade echoed a simitar even! recorded
more than a century ago by Paul Solgiliet, a French geograph-
er, as he travetsd up the Niger One late altemoon in De-
c¢ember, he happened upan & masquerade prooession hear a
village just south of Segou city. His descriplicn appears in his
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journal {Voyages et decouveries de Pauf Soieiligt [Paris, 18885],
p. 1700

..and | stopped there...Why...1o see Guignol! A square fent
of white and blue striped labric is installed in a boat with two
paddiers, an oslrich head fixed upon a long neck extends
from the front..then two marionelies appear suddenly out of
the middie of the tent, one clothed in red. the aiher in blue,
and they abandon themselves i some grotesque pan-
tomirnes. The drums, placed in & second boat, accompany
the spectacle with deafening music.

Soleillets entry continues with an account of how the bird mas-
querade was hrought to shove and paraded into a large clearing in
ihe village, where it was performed, along with a host of other mas-
querade characters, far into e night.

The masquerade’s history extends info time and space, from the
precolonial era 1 the present day and om within the Segou region
atony the Niger River south inte adjacent areas in Mall and Guinea.
Everyone in the Segou region acknowledges the fishermen as the
otiginators. One legend describes how Toboji Centa, a Bosa fisher-
man, was traveling in the bush when he encountered a genie, who
taught him the masquerade. Toboji took the perfornance 1o s vil-
iage sear Djenné; it was then adapled by other fishing villages
atong the river, and, by the iate nineteenth century, by local farmers.
While it was the fishermen who onginaled the masquerade. it is the
Bamana blacksmiths, nume, who are credited with creating most of
ther wonden masks and md puppets that became poputar in the
early twentieth century (Mary Jo Amoldi, Playing with Time: Art and
Performance in Central Maf [Bloomington, 1995]).

Uil the late 1950s all three troupes in Kinango performed their
miasquerzdes at the beginning of the dry season in Octeber, which
coincides with the harvest and hurling seasons for both fishermen
and farmers. The ddest and most important masquerade charac-
ters are powerful bush animals, including elephams, fions, hyeras,
hippos, mangtees, antelopes, and a vanety of wikdcats. The timing
of the youth association theater at the onset of the hunting season
and its original bush-animal reperry suggest a strong historicat
relationship with the hunters’ associations. in both associations,
hunters are praised as heroic men. While the fishemen and fanm-
ers continue 10 each have distinclive song and drumming styles,
today they share many of the same bush-animal masquerade char-
acters.

in ard arpund Kikango the fisharmen call their masquerade do
bd {gundo b3}, “the secrets come forth.” The farmers call their the-
ater sogo bé, “the bush animals come forth” Kirange Sémond
riders remembered that as young men they used to prepare the
masquerades oulside the village in an uninhabited area on the leit
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bank of the Miger. bringing them into the village by hoat on the day
of the event. The river provession legiimized young men's swner-
ship of the masguerades and their righis 1o its secrads. | also her-
alded the amival of powerhid wild animals into he community and
afluded to the thoaler's ongins with the bush gendes. Today the
Séond froupe prepares the masquerades in compounds in their
quarter, but secrecy =il surrounds the process, and young men
take care to deny access o women, chifdren, and rivals from other
troupes in Kirango and villages nearby'Despile changés in cument
practices, i is noteworthy that even in the lote twentieth cenfury the
SHmond oupe chose W retain the procession of masguerades on
the Miger. The procession iz an important ethniz marker that cele-
brates the history of the people of this quarter as boatmen and fish-
emen who have plied the river for centuries.

One of the most important animal characlers o sppear in fisher-
mesy's theaters is jaravars, a wildcal. Two jarawara masquerades
wers included in the 1286 Simond procession documented by Vagel.
In most vllages in this ansa, a male and a female version of many of
the bush-animal characters appear together. Two other masquerades
chosen in 18986 1o announce the Somond event were the rean ante-
lope, daje, and another wildcat, probably waraba cacp {see Amoldi
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1995 fls. 1.19, 2,18, 3221, 4.2}, All three of these characlers appear
mgulary i both Esheenen's and farmers’ theaters in Kirango.
Jarawasa may well be a descendant of a cheracter that used fo

be péﬁmmed W IETEERs miliztion association called Jara

Sdmond and Boso elders in fishing villages near Kirango comparad
their Jara association to the Bamana men’s inftiation association,
Komo. They recalled that the Jara ceremaonies atways fook place in
the hush, and aftendance was limited o initiated fishermen. While
former Jara members spoke of other masguerades being per-
formed during their caremonies, they placed the greatest emphasis
on farawara. For them the wildeat's oy was its most powerful force.
That cry was produced by a speciafized musical instrumeant, whosse
deep, resonant sound is considered the gundo, or secret. of the
association (Amoldi 1995:60, 69). Most young people in Kirango
today have no memory of the Jara association, but the appearance
of the jarawara masqueragdes in the annual Somond theater may
indeed create a special resonance ko older fishermen who still
attend ite public pedormance. [
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