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Preface

I Am a Stranger There Myself

This book is about storytellers and their oral performances of folktales
in Mayotte, an island lying in the Indian Ocean about 1,000 miles east of
the African coast. The book is built on a constraint: I have not witnessed
the performances I discuss; in fact I have never been to Mayotte.
Within that constraint, I indulge a whim. I use books by three French
ethnographers of the 1970s-80s to imagine the oral performances. My
whim follows the ‘law” devised by the Oulipo group in Paris: ‘A text
written according to a constraint describes the constraint’.! I ask, what
can we comprehend about an oral art without witnessing it in person?
Numerous critics of Homer and succeeding classical authors have
answered: quite a lot. Imagining a performance — which I practice and
recommend — does not replace the physical presence of a storyteller,
but like reading the script of a play, it urges us to see the performance of
oral literature as a kind of theater. Storytellers in Mayotte are skillful at
blending different traditions and using the past to deal with the present.
The books celebrate their skills. I invite you to try this relatively polite
kind of eavesdropping with me.

All three ethnographers were well prepared to transmit Mayotte’s
culture to the West and tell us why audiences like these stories; each
had a distinct purpose. Claude Allibert, while teaching in a Iycée
(secondary school), looked to folktales to preserve traces of Mayotte’s
early history. He found many. Noél Gueunier, teaching anthropology
in the University of Madagascar not far away, and interested in the
uses of Malagasy language, collected scores of tales in Kibushi,
Mayotte’s dialect of that language. He also recorded people’s continual
switching between Kibushi and a second language, Shimaore, which is
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related to the Swahili spoken in Kenya and Tanzania. They inherited
their bilingualism from the converging cultures in Mayotte’s history.
Sophie Blanchy’s devoted attention to female storytellers reveals their
mastery of the narrative art. All three collectors show their hundreds of
storytellers commanding an impressive range of narrative techniques
employing symbols from the past, with which they comment on their
present. [ am grateful to the three collectors for translation permission,
for allowing me to paraphrase their notes and comments, and most of all
for saving me from embarrassing mistakes.

Obligatory Background Information

Mayotte, I have learned, is smaller than Africa’s smallest country
(Seychelles) and more multicultural than most. Historically, although
no longer politically, it is one of the four Comoro Islands, an archipelago
lying between Madagascar and East Africa, which used to be France’s
most neglected colony. The other three are Grande Comore (Ngazidja),
Mohéli (Mwali), and Anjouan (Ndzuwani). Mayotte’s population
of 288,926 (in 2021) comprises people whose culture is an amalgam
created by African, Arab, European and Malagasy settlers. The folktale
repertoire connects Mayotte to Madagascar; they share many tales,
which have ancient roots. The early Malagasy originated in what is
now Indonesia and settled in the Comoros at least as early as the tenth
century, maybe earlier. Then Arabs and Persians came into east Africa, in
enough numbers to intermarry with Bantu Africans and convert people
to Islam. That mix formed the foundation of Swahili culture. Some say
that the history of the Comoros archipelago goes back to the era of King
Solomon; anyway, it is never separate from the history of Madagascar.
How complicated that mix can look to a newcomer is formidably stated
by the anthropologist Paul Ottino.

Malagasy ideas and conceptions, whether comprised in myths and
wondertales or in historical legends, must be systematically brought
together with the Indian and Muslim religious, philosophical, and
political representations that, from the 13th century on, converged across
India on the Malay peninsula and the Insulindian archipelago, at the
same time as Islam and the Bantu world were encountering each other
on the shores of the east coast of Africa, producing what were to become
Swahili civilization and culture.?
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The models for Mayotte were hybrid from birth.

History forced people together; their convergence brought forth
creativity. People brought to Mayotte tales that had been transmitted
from Persia, India, Europe and Africa. Also, life in Mayotte from its
early days has been dominated by Islam. In the twelfth century, the
Shirazi, a group originating in Persia, mixed with and married Africans,
and began evangelizing, which they continued to do as they migrated
to the Comoros and other offshore islands. Traces of Persian, even of
Indonesian culture are evident in some of the tales. In response to the
conversion, African identity and customs went underground. That is
where folklore resides. But the tales collected in the 1970s-80s tell us
that in earlier times, those Islamized Africans did not discard African
values; they added new characters and plots to the stories they already
knew. Islam does not dominate the texture of the folktales in this book,
though it saturates people’s lives. Few of the tales feature Islamic priests,
for instance, as principal characters. When they do, they slander them.
Islam has survived in Mayotte not by drowning out popular beliefs, but
by living side by side with them.* Some tales can be read as Islamic
allegory about a believer’s relation to God: ‘Under the pretext of a plot
strongly rooted in the daily life of women of Mayotte (says Blanchy),
these tales also carry a message of a spiritual order’.* Blending diverse
images is one thing the storytellers are very good at. Their creativity
shows when they draw the plots and characters they have learned from
other storytellers and point them at their present social situation.

Mayotte is now an overseas département of France, like Martinique
and Guadeloupe. It has always been loyal to the metropole. In the 1970s,
when some of these tales were being collected, it refused to join the
independence movement of the other Comoros. A story in “Chapter
2” shows how hot the issue was in the villages. At that time, Mayotte
was classified as a ‘territorial collectivity’; in 2011 the loyalists finally
got their wish to be an overseas département. Every week now, French
people arrive from the metropole permanently or temporarily, adding
their own linguistic and cultural heritage to the local network. Some see
Mayotte as a less expensive Réunion (another Indian Ocean département,
900 miles away). Also arriving are illegal immigrants from Anjouan and
the other Comoros, seeking work. If the immigrants do not perish on the
way from overloading and bad weather, they will be blamed for a rise in
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crime and evicted from their homes. Now this African-Malagasy island
is obliged to pretend to be part of France (5000 miles away), to use
France’s manufactured products and currency, and to leave behind the
village traditions sampled in this book. With its economy and finances
linked ever more closely with Europe, Mayotte sees French capital
being used for exploitation rather than development. The gap between
villagers and settlers increases. The tales translated in this book speak
from a village life that was already passing in the 1970s-80s.

The narrators draw from their island’s widely divergent traditions.
Their creativity lies in a highly developed capacity for combining
the new and the old. Their art is to blend what they remember from
other storytellers with settings and objects from everyday life. It is a
capacity cast in theoretical terms by the critic Julia Kristeva: ‘the text is
doubly oriented, towards the signifying system in which it is produced
(the language, and the language of a specific era and society), and
towards the social process in which it participates by virtue of being a
discourse’.® In practical terms, the translations by our three collectors
show performers skilled in entertaining their audiences while they
deal critically with issues like colonial power, marriage and the need
for secrecy. Taken together, their stories amount to a network of the
metaphors traditional to Mayotte. Storytellers in Mayotte choose tales
from the past that are somehow relevant to their present. Sometimes
the choice is conscious, sometimes calling it a choice is my interpretive
move. Each of the following chapters will discuss the findings of one
collector.
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