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Course Outcomes
As a result of studying world mythology in LIT 200, the student will: 
* apply approaches developed by academicians across the disciplines to myths and cultures
* express, formally in writing and conversationally in class, academic knowledge about the cosmogeny of several peoples, including at least one tribe or culture of west Africa, as revealed by myth 
* use the vocabulary of academic professionals to discuss narrative, religion, music and other dimensions of the mythic experience 
* produce a portfolio of written responses to the texts (five drafts + five revisions) as part of his or her exhibition of understanding mythology as an academic discipline
Narrative Description of the Project
Students will read origin myths of Africa, with special emphasis on the cultures and peoples of west Africa.  They will have availed to them the fruits of my project, particularly the range of cultural materials that I am gathering which will support our reading of texts.  These materials will include slides of visual art, on-location photos from Senegal if possible [in the immersion experience tentatively scheduled for May 2009] and any other materials which will deepen the cultural backdrop and reveal the subject of our inquiry in fresh and relevant ways.  
Outline of Learning Unit
Week 1
Motif of Africa as Source for Exotic Images and Deep Fears
Explicating this motif will put us in contact with some of the historical factors of globalization late 19th century-style including colonialism, the slave trade, economic and cultural and even, in the example of the explorer Stanley, a media-savvy celebrity who created and perpetuated a larger than life persona.
slides: Henry Morton Stanley and Dr David Livingstone
from King Leopold's Ghost:

"All these European impulses toward Africa -- anti-slavery zeal, the search for 
raw materials, Christian evangelism and sheer curiosity -- were embodied in 
one man, David Livingstone [...] a national hero in England" (Hochschild 28)
slide: book cover of Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad
Africa as the setting for European-American imagination, in this case feeding into the imperialist images of a "dark continent," a place where 'going upriver' brings one closer to barbarity and primordial evil.  
slide: Marlon Brando as Col. Kurtz (perhaps include brief clip of him reading TS Eliot's "The Hollow Men") -- one director's appropriation and relocation to Vietnam and Cambodia of the motif
Fusion of Religious Culture and Music in Senegal
[See addendum below: "Comparative Musical Texts: Keur Moussa and Cheikh Lo"]
video: brief clip on YouTube of three monks playing the balafon in the Benedictine abbey (:17)
music: Keur Mousa, track 2: "Mon Ame Exalte le Seigneur" ("My Soul Exalts the Lord") (4:25)
music: Cheikh Lo, Bambay Gueej track 10: "Zikr" (4:00)
video: Zikr on YouTube: www.youtube.com/watch?v=u9QfVfzgH0g (6:02)
Comparative Myth: Deep in the Belly of the Beast
The students will explore characteristics shared between the narrative of Jonah and the whale as well as others like it.  This will expand discussion that we will have started earlier in the course regarding the universality of images, especially what mythologist Joseph Campbell called the "hero with a thousand faces."  
The belly of the beast motif makes an appearance in Stars Wars, and I may succumb to the temptation to show very brief clips of the protagonists getting nearly demolished by the trash compacter in Star Wars and, in The Empire Strikes Back, protagonists getting swallowed by the death star space station.  As with my other pop culture film clips, I want to show just enough to make the point but not enough that the students' eyes will have time to glaze over.
Student Readings
From African Myths of Origins: "Ture's Wife and the Great Bird" (pp. 90-92)
"Taking the Argo to Nineveh": www.encyclopedia.com/doc/1G1-17422984.html  
a comparison of Jonah and Jason and the Argonauts
www.herosjourneyprograms.com/pages/hjarticle.html
Michael Mervosh, a psychologist, writes about how the ordinary person can conceive of himself or herself on the journey of the hero.  Stages include the following: 

* innocence

* the call to adventure, answering the call and beginning the journey

* crossing the threshold and entering the forest

* sacrifice and initiation; facing the dragon, entering the belly of the beast 

* time of blessings, celebration

* crossing the threshold, returning home
Week 2 
Lecture on the theory, practice and aesthetics of oral history and discussion of assigned readings.  
Student Readings 
From African Myths of Origin: 

The Origin of Hunters' Associations (pp. 34-37)

How Hunters Learned About Magic (pp. 38-39)

Ancient Africa (pp. 120-140) 

Peoples of the Upper Nile and East Africa (pp. 143-168)
Week 3 
Traveling Stories: The Soul's Flight to Africa
Folklore informs literature, and it can be said that literature gives us fresh stories to tell that add to the pool of folklore.  With this in mind, we will note how diasporan images of Africa pervade "Dry Bones," a short story by Jamaican writer Earl McKenzie, and "O Daedalus, Fly Away Home," a poem by Robert Hayden. 
slide: text of Hayden's "O Daedalus, Fly Away Home" 
Class will read and respond to this poetic adaptation of the archetype of Daedalus, the flying African whose desire conjures imaginary wings to return him to the motherland, and comment on the use of Greek myth to express an irreducibly diasporan theme.
slide: Frederic Leighton's 1869 painting Daedalus and Icarus 
[www.loggia.com/art/19th/leighton04.html]
The Trickster Figure in African Myth
Student Readings 
From African Myths of Origin: 

"Eshu Parts Two Friends" (pp. 98-99)

Tricksters (pp. 75-116)

"Dry Bones," a short story by Jamaican writer Earl McKenzie

"O Daedalus, Fly Away Home," a poem by Robert Hayden 
[www.poemhunter.com/i/ebooks/pdf/robert_hayden_2004_9.pdf]. 

Supplemental reading might also include the first four or five pages (of the 
16) regarding the "legend of Flying Africans" 
[http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m2278/is_n3_v22/ai_20441297] 

entry on Daedalus at Encyclopedia Mythica at 
www.pantheon.org/articles/d/daedalus.html.  
Week 4 
Sunjata in History and Myth
[see Addendum on Sunjata]
In my quest for the ideal and most teachable Sunjata text, I have used three radically different translations over the years: a prose version in Donna Rosenberg's anthology World Mythology, a translation by David Conrad (Hackett Publishing, 2004) and a translation by Gordon Innes (Penguin, 1999).  For Fall 2008, I expect to go back to the verse translation by Conrad. 
The week will explore the tradition of the griot, with music, slides and discussion of textual variants.  
Student Assignments
Readings from African Myths of Origin and the Epic of Sunjata.
Student evaluations/rubrics 
Essays for this or any of my courses are graded holistically, based on a set of detailed criteria regarding form and content which each student is given in the syllabus.  Exemplary models of essay form are demonstrated on the WebCT site for the course. 
Overall Assessments by Instructor
I use several means to assess student learning, including reading quizzes (about 10 per course), examinations (two) and written responses to the literature (five drafts and five revisions in a portfolio format).  
Use of Technology
The primary technological tool is always the book, and in the case of this module, the title will be African Myths of Origin, edited by Stephen Belcher (Penguin, 2006).  In addition, I will present cultural contexts through music, film clips and slides.  The course has had a WebCT component, which will change in Fall 2008 to Blackboard.
Bibliography of the Resources Used by Students
Belcher, Stephen.  African Myths of Origin.  New York: Penguin, 2006.
Sunjata: A West African Epic of the Mande Peoples.  Trans. David Conrad.  
Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing, 2004. 
Bibliography of the Resources Used by Instructor
Austen, Ralph A., ed.  In Search of Sunjata: The Mande Oral Epic as History, 
Literature and Performance.  Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1999.
Belcher, Stephen.  Epic Traditions of Africa.  Bloomington, IN: Indiana University 

Press, 1999.
Belcher, Stephen.  African Myths of Origin.  New York: Penguin, 2006.
Brown, Karen McCarthy.  Tracing the Spirit: Ethnographic Essays on Haitian Art.  
Davenport, IA: Davenport Museum of Art, 2000.
Charry, Eric.  Mande Music: Traditional and Modern Music of the Maninka and 
Mandinka of West Africa.  Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2004. 
Chernoff, John Miller.  African Rhythm and African Sensibility: Aesthetics and Social 
Action in African Musical Idioms.  Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 
1979.
Hochschild, Adam.  King Leopold's Ghost.  New York: Mariner Books, 1999. 
Hountondji, Paulin J.  African Philosophy.  Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 
1983.
Tonkin, Elizabeth.  Narrating Our Pasts: The Social Construction of Oral History.  

New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992.
A D D E N D U M
for Week 1 [above]
Comparative Musical Texts: 
Keur Moussa and Cheikh Lo
     Devotional music recorded in Senegal will be an entry point to our encounter with cultural synthesis.  We will draw from the CDs Keur Moussa: Sacred Chants & African Rhythms from Senegal (1997) and Bambay Gueej by Cheikh Lo (2000).  The tracks identified below can be easily purchased a la carte from legitimate purveyors of digital recordings online.  
     At the heart of any religion is a set of core narratives, and they explain origins of the world, stories of godhead and prophets.  We will begin our exposure to Senegalese music and culture with two artists whose inspiration draws heavily from their respective religious traditions.  Senegal is 96% Muslim, the founding place of two major brotherhoods, and 3% Christian.  
     The first example takes us inside the Benedictine Abbey of the Immaculate Heart of Mary, established in the Wolof village Keur Moussa.  Nine Benedictine monks from Solesmes founded it in 1963.  At the time Keur Moussa was made, the abbey had 35 monks, two dozen of whom were Senegalese.  The current home site is www.abbaye-keur-moussa.org.  
     A Mouride, Cheikh Lo is an adherent of the Senegalese Baye Fall Islamic Brotherhood.  In the last decade, he has emerged as a recording and performing artist of international stature, a music art that is the confluence of west African rhythms and Cuban rhythms, socially conscious lyrics and resolute adherence to Baye Fall idealism and the heroes in his Islamic tradition.
     The discussion opens to questions about assimilation and continuity of tradition, just as it allows us to take note of the singular combination of narrative, music and place.
~   ~   ~
Keur Moussa: "Mon Ame Exalte le Seigneur" 
("My Soul Exalts the Lord")
With a refrain based on John 6:54 and couplets from Luke 1: 46-55, this song incorporates balafon and hand percussion; the lyrics are French.  The latter passage is a song of praise in three parts.  
The lowliness of Mary in stanza one is compared with the infinite might of God, and this becomes a universalizing experience in the next stanza.  What God has done for the individual becomes the basis for the many.  Mary is visiting her cousin Elizabeth prior to the birth of John (later John the Baptist).  Her hymn of devotion in the King James Version has it that her soul "doth magnify" God.  There have been discussions whether the words should be attributed to Mary or Elizabeth, but in any translation, it is clear that the speaker's body and soul are filled with the divine and in this "filled" state, she empties herself with praises to God.  
The passage includes an admonishment to the rich to share their possessions and a prayer for peace and love of enemies.  "He has brought down rulers from their thrones" (v. 52) might be discussed as an example of inversion.  As the field of anthropology has made clear, the concept of inversion is at the heart of revitalization movements, those historical moments in which tribes (e.g. Lakota Sioux Ghost Dancers) or sub-cultures (Rastafarians) experience a resurgence of traditional culture in a millennial form.  
There are Old Testament parallels, most pronouncedly in the Song of Hannah in 1 Samuel 2:1-33.  
Cheikh Lo: Zikr 
("There is One God But Allah")
The artist is a Mouride, or in Wolof murid, "one who desires."  He is also a member of the Baye Fall, a sect whose adherents are outwardly characterized by their dreadlocks (ndiange, or "strong hair") and multi-colored patchwork clothing.  Ibra Fall was a disciple of Cheikh Amadou Bamba, founder of the Mouride Brotherhood in the holy city Touba.
In Touba, Amadou Bamba was a Muslim mystic, ascetic marabout and author of a number of Muslim tracts.  Founding the Mouride Brotherhood in 1887, he was pressured by French colonial administration.  In 1898, he departed for exile, an event celebrated afterward through Great Magal and pilgrimage made by Mourides from the diaspora.  Amadou Bamba is said to have turned into the ocean, providing the "salt of life" and connecting continents and cultures.  Zikr is a Mouride prayer.  For the Sufi devotee this means a solemn ritual recitation of the names of God and a spiritual state of mind and heart.   
The artist dedicates the song to his spiritual guide, Maame Massamba Ndiaye Borom Ndigel.  The "maame" (grandfather) has "powers that most people cannot imagine" Lo told the New York Times in 2000 (qtd. in Hecht).  
Mourides can be found in cities in the United States (especially in the "Little Senegal" section of Harlem between 116th and Malcolm X), Europe and the Middle East.  
Sources include: 
http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=9C06E1DD153CF934A15752C0A9669C8B63
www.myislamweb.com/forum/showthread.php?t=13149
