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NARRATING THE PAST TO WRITE THE PRESENT: VERONIQUE TADJO's REINE POKOU: CONCERTO POUR UN SACRIFICE

In the last decade, Francophone African literature has been defined by a progressive shift from realistic writing of anthropological and sociological topoi to a more articulate critique of the dialogic relationship between the subject and the powers that have concurred to shape its history. In this sense, Franco-Ivorian author Véronique Tadjo represents one of the most innovative examples of a polymorphous artist who relies on diverse forms of expression (painting, poetry, children's literature, essays, and novel) to interrogate how the language of power has molded the past as well as the present of her native Cộte d'Ivoire. Tadjo's novelistic narrative, most often situated at the crossroads between fiction and autobiography, is especially focused on the question of identity formation (be it personal or collective) and on history, politics, and culture as master narratives whose language needs questioning. After publishing a tribute to those killed in the Rwandan genocide titled L´ombre d´Imana: voyages jusqu'au bout du Rwanda (2000), Tadjo has continued to re-examine literary enunciation of historical discourse as a means to call attention to urgent problems (e.g. civil wars, social paralysis, political corruption) that affect the life of the continent today.

In her 2004 short yet intricate novel Reine Pokou: Concerto pour un sacrifice, the author revisits the founding myth of the Ashanti kingdom and of the birth of the Baoulé people, the first ethnic group to settle in the southern part of Côte d'Ivoire and from which the country originated. 1 According to the legend, Princess Abraha Pokou, politically persecuted in her home land, lead the Baoulé migration to a safe territory and became Queen of a new country only after she complied with the gods' request that she drown her infant child. The myth

in its archetypal form places emphasis on tyrannical means to political legitimacy and on human sacrifice as positive values, two core elements which, years later, found a viable place within the language of the nationalist propaganda of the post-independence period in Côte d'Ivoire.

As a brief reminder, starting with the year of independence from France (1960), the country was first ruled by president and dictator Houphouët-Boigny and later, upon his death in 1999, overtaken by nationalist government forces whose politics of ethnic and religious difference split the country into two sections (South, Government-held/North, rebel-held) and lead to years of bloody civil wars that only ended in 2011. As Amy Reid rightly observes, during this time, Queen Pokou's story of sacrifice "was invoked, as well as . . . the idea of 'ivorité' an ethnically limited definition of national identity that demonized both foreigners and members of the Ivory Coast Northern and predominantly Muslim minorities".2 Tadjo's rendition of Queen Pokou's legend, on the other hand, deconstructs and rejects the linear language of the original myth transforming the primary text into a concerto (as the title suggests) of variations on the original theme.

By creating multiple new accounts that negate the univocal linguistic and ethical foundations of the hypotext, Tadjo produces a purposely disjointed literary discourse that better represents the country's ethnocultural variety as well as its present condition of socio-political disorder. As the present essay aims to demonstrate, Tadjo's rewriting of a collectively known past mythical narrative denounces the oppressive nature of a coeval discourse of power articulated through a language of oppression and subjugation. Through a process which critic Irène D'Almeida defines as une prise d'écriture on the part of contemporary African female voices such as Tadjo, the author first investigates then disallows the use of ivorian mythical heritage as a weapon to promote death through sacrifice and of religious and ethnic hatred as epistemologically acceptable principles. By transforming the static narrative of the legend into a fluid text subject to interpretation, the author formulates a clear accusation of political tyranny as destructive and calls reading subjects to become active writers of the novel as well as of the country's current history. 3 Tadjo's version of Reine Pokou is structured into three main sections or chapters, the second being the longest and most diverse, with a further division into five major subsections. The novel is introduced by an "overture," in itself enunciated through three chronological phases in the author's evolving perception of the myth. In the opening lines of this introduction, Tadjo evokes the fundamental role played by the oral transmission of the legend during her childhood days, when her imagination was captivated by the language used to describe the heroine as an unquestionably positive example of personal courage and selflessness: The author's childhood recollection of the myth draws upon foundational female models rooted in both Africanité/Negritude (her "Madone noire" suggesting the mystical and exotic black woman in Senghor's poem "Femme noire") and Christianity through the parallel between Pokou and the Virgin Mary who also sacrificed her only son for the greater good of the people. In the ensuing lines, Tadjo recalls that Pokou's mythical figure had later been metamorphosed into a legitimate historical character described in high school textbooks as a "heroïne-amazone conduisant son people vers la liberté".5 In the closing lines of the preface however, Tadjo reflects on the country's present history and denounces the false premises and the limitations of such a discourse.

The embellished language of both the mythical and the historical narratives as told orally and in writing inevitably needs revisiting when the listening/reading subject is confronted with the reality of senseless ethnic and political conflicts that Pokou's myth can no longer justify:

Plusieurs décennies plus tard, la violence et la guerre déferlèrent dans notre vie rendant brusquement le futur incertain. Pokou m'apparut alors sous un jour beaucoup plus funeste ; celui d'une reine assoiffée de pouvoir, écoutant des voix occultes et prête à tout pour asseoir son règne.6 

Tadjo disinvests Pokou of her mythical allure and exposes her true nature to the readers -that of a power hungry queen who, much like current governments, will go to any length to enact her strategies of dominance over the people. While the author's position on the myth is stated clearly at the end of the introduction, the novel refuses to skew the reader towards a pre-established singular truth. For this reason, the three chapters in Tadjo's novel begin with the official account of the events in Pokou's life and then move forward to explore multiple conflictive scenarios of a mythical discourse that, traditionally, had not admitted any interrogation.

The first section titled "Le temps de la légende" reproduces the straightforward version of the myth as stated in the original XVIII century account of a story that had been an integral part of the country's collective memory for many generations. Using a lyrical yet matter-of-fact descriptive language, Tadjo recounts that Princess Abraha Pokou was born in the powerful kingdom of Ashanti (geographically corresponding to Ghana), and, although she was predicted from an early age to achieve a great future, her triumphs would only be attained at the price of great suffering. The first manifestation of the heartache that will accompany Pokou throughout her life comes from her manifestly sterile body, infertility being the ultimate a curse in a patriarchal society and the predictor of ominous events to follow, as the narrator remarks: "Briser le cycle de la vie. Quelle plus grande malédiction pouvait-il avoir pour une femme? ". 7 Although the Princess ultimately succeeds in producing a male heir, a baby boy who is destined to the throne, mother and child soon find themselves in danger of being murdered by power-hungry political enemies.

To escape the political disorder and the threat of assassination in her own land, the Princess is forced to escape in search of a new home. Leading a conspicuous group of followers with her, Pokou reaches the dangerous waters of the Comoé river which prevent her and her people from continuing on. When the gods are consulted, Pokou is asked to perform the supreme sacrifice: allow a noble child, her son, to be offered to the tumultuous waters of the river in order to appease the gods and save her people. In her textual rendition of the narrative climax of the legend, Tadjo abstains from passing any judgment on Pokou's actions, reporting the narrative sequence of the infanticide from an external and objective viewpoint only: "Pokou prît son petit garçon, le leva au-dessus de sa tête et le jeta dans les eaux du fleuve. Le sol se mit à trembler. Des éclairs fendirent l'air. Un gigantesque arbre centenaire vint s'écraser devant eux. [ . . .] Le peuple passa sans encombre au-dessus du fleuve". 8 Tadjo depicts this pivotal dramatic moment in the story through a series of short sentences centered on the use of performative verbs that focus solely on the rapid sequence of actions executed by the princess. No emotional reference transpires through the text. The reader is denied access to Pokou's thinking process and emotional status. No possible internal turmoil is reported or suggested. Pokou, like the Moses of the Old Testament is simply depicted in her primary role as the chosen leader whose ultimate goal is to head the exodus to a promised land. From the perspective of the original myth, child sacrifice is an act of heroism performed to guarantee safety for the subjects while simultaneously achieving personal glory (transformation from Princess to Queen). The myth is hence crystallized in its primitive form which acknowledges infanticide as an acceptable ritual to salvation: the death of a child leads to the birth of a nation. The name Ba-ou-li chanted by the people at the end of the chapter and meaning "the child is dead" thus becomes a marker of identity for the Ivorian people for generations to come.

Foreclosing the linearity of the legend as reported in the first chapter, the second section of the novel titled "le temps du questionnement" displays a multipart account of Pokou's myth which unveils its potential as a violent and deceitful story that political powers have manipulated to reduce subjects to a position of submission. Critic and philosopher Judith Butler in her The Psychic Life of Power: Theories of Subjection, argues that the relationship between power and the subject can best be elucidated through what she defines as the "paradox of subjection". As Butler explains "subjection signifies the process of becoming subordinated by power as well as the process of becoming a subject". 9 To interrogate the ways in which such powers have used the myth to enact strategies of subjection on the Ivorian people, Tadjo reconceptualizes the homogeneous narrative of the legend faithfully recounted in her first chapter and calls the very act of sacrifice into question: "A quelle divinité faisaient-ils un tel sacrifice? A qui offraient-ils la mort de l'enfant ? Et où étaient-ils donc les dieux miséricordieux d'Afrique". 10 Tadjo pushes her query even further with every page, casting doubt on the foundations of the entire story, openly undermining its genuineness through more probing questions "Mais l'histoire est-elle vraie? Le fleuve Comoé s'est-il véritablement ouvert pour laisser passer les fidèles en déroute? Les eaux se sont-elles fendues comme pour Moïse et le peuple juif ? ". 11 A relentless interrogation of the genuineness of the events quickly expands to an examination of Pokou's actions and motives for the infanticide. In the first vignette of the section subtitled "Abraha Pokou, Reine déchue," the Princess is depicted not as a power-driven leader but rather as a woman torn between motherhood and political responsibility. Her internal dilemma, this time elucidated by Tadjo's narrative, still culminates in the drowning of the child but is immediately followed by Pokou's retracting her decision and coopting life over death, as she declares: "Aucun royaume ne vaut le sacrifice d'un enfant". 12 Through her act of defiance to the gods, Pokou relinquishes her role of political leader in favor of that of woman and mother. 13 Tadjo rewrites the legend and its premises by giving Pokou the power to write a different ending for her and her child. Here, the princess ultimately chooses to follow her child in the waters of the river, metamorposizing into a new creature suggestive of yet another African myth, that of Mammy Watta 14 , hybrid water deity "mi femme, mi poisson, deesse incontestée de l'univers sous marin, reine des oceans". 15 Tadjo's critique of political power as subjugation in this section has a broad scope and expands from condemnation of Ivorian internal politics to an accusation of all repressive historical narratives, colonialism being the most relevant to African history. In one of the subsections titled "la traversée de l'Atlantique," the author envisions the possibility of Pokou's refusal to comply with the gods' request and the consequences that 8 Tadjo 2004: 30. 9 Butler 1997:2. 10 Tadjo 2004:36. 11 Ibid. 38.

12 Ibid. 45. 13 Tadjo has herself commented that, while Pokous as a political and historical figure has always been at the core of Ivorian history, her human side had largely been ignored. As she observes, "Although Queen Pokou is a powerful figure, she is totally invisible as a real person. As a woman, and as a mother, she doesn't exist [. . .]. In spite of the fact that Pokou sacrifices her child, she remains invisible in the sense that her true human nature and her motherly feelings are totally ignored. She is like an object that is transparent, the reality of suffering 'passes through her'". 2013: 5. 14 In 2000 Veronique Tadjo published a children's book titled Mamy Wata et le monstre which she both wrote and illustrated. On the book cover Mamy Wata is depicted as a mermaid with long octopus-like hair and is represented in the short story as "La reine de l'eau", a benign creature who liberates local villagers from the threat of horrible monster, breaking the curse that had transformed him from human to beast. 15 Tadjo 2004: 46.

such an act of defiance would carry for her and her people. In this version of the myth, Pokou saves her child only to fall prey to the transatlantic slave trade. The language Tadjo uses to recount the enslavement of Pokou and her people is deliberately raw, as exemplified in a brutally visual description of the inhumane conditions of the slaves during the passage to the Americas. The text alternates between the symbolic ("le navire, spectre noir sur la mer endeuillée) and the shockingly realistic, with Tadjo's language drawing on all the five senses to convey the horrific nature of such an experience: "les excrements pourrissaient les chairs, puanteur irrsspirable.

Vomissures. Seuls les rats célebraient l'abondance". 16 In this nightmarish rendition of the myth, Pokou after being enslaved is raped and gives birth to a second son. Both her children eventually rebel against the oppression of colonial powers only to be captured and hung, their sacrifice a useless act of courage against a political system of oppression that negates the value of human life in all its forms. In the last subsection in the chapter titled "les paroles du poète", the original mythical discourse undergoes an irreversible collapse. The validity of the legend is destabilized through a series of questions that interrogate its very foundation: "Et l'enfant? Etait-ce véritablement un enfant? Ne symbolisait-il pas plutôt ce que le peuple avait de plus cher et qu'il fallait céder, abandonner pour ouvrir un passage entre les rangs de cette puissance armée?". 17 If the child never existed in human form, as Tadjo here hypothesizes, the entire legend is destined to implode. No longer able to provide meaning to Ivorian history, the legend is exposed for what it really advocates: loss of human life can be acceptable if martyrdom is instrumental to the greater good of the people. In this economy of war where child sacrifice is considered as a viable weapon (as demonstrated by the practice of enlisting child soldiers), the story loses its original beauty and fascination, becoming a dangerous political tool of domination and manipulation of the subjects: "la belle parole fabriquée pour apaiser le peuple, lui redonner confiance en l'avenir". 18 The groundwork on which the myth is built is unescapably bound to collapse in the face of historical events that destroy the premises of the country's own existence.

The final chapter of the novel composed of only one short narrative segment and significantly titled "le temps de l'enfant oiseau" restores the story to its poetic dimension and enunciates a new mythical alternative to the one originally articulated in the legend. No longer buried in the deadly waters of the Comoé river, the child and any child is free to soar high over land and water. On the ground however, pain and suffering still afflict the African people, as Tadjo writes in an indented passage whose language is evocative of poetry: "les larmes coulent, le sang gicle. Il entend tout, les cris, les supplications. Le bruit des armes couvrant la voix humaine. Il sent l'odeur de la haine, le parfum de la peur ". 19 Much like Jesus in the Christian tradition, the bird child is sent to this earth to fight the timeless battle against evil and rescue mankind: "il est venu combattre les maux de tous les temps". 20 The duel sees the prospective savior oppose the "serpent noir," the ultimate symbol of malevolence in both Christianity and African culture and the iconic representation of the cruelty and destruction of war. The snake who terrorizes and kills, who "se faufile dans les maisons, mord les habitants, resort et va dans la foule des marchés et des attroupements", 21 evoking images of destruction seen in Côte d'Ivoire as well as in Rwanda during the genocide, is eventually conquered and killed. The serpent's demise sanctions the victory of hope over despair and provides a message of faith in the future for new generations of Africans: "L'enfant-oiseau rit, lève les bras au ciel. Il a vaincu la bête". 22 By ending her concerto on the segment dedicated to childhood and to "l'enfant oiseau"'s triumph, Tadjo skillfully connects present and past narratives of child sacrifice and gives voice to the innocent youngsters that have been sent to die then and now in Côte d'Ivoire and in the rest of the African continent. Hope lies in the new generations of Africans who must look to the past to never repeat the mistakes of their ancestors in their future.

Ultimately, through a bold and innovative rendition of the myth of Abraha Pokou, Tadjo reverses the premises on which the legend is built and articulates a multipart narrative discourse that deconstructs an untouchable ancient myth in order to promote peace and life in place of war and death. As Amy Reid observes, what Tadjo puts into place is "the enactment of a rejection of a unitary truth in favor of a fractured and shadowy realm of truths, and a call to the readers to reconsider the ethical dimensions of our personal and collective truths". 23 The author does not entirely reject a myth which is an integral part of the country's collective memory. Rather, she formally and semantically reshapes it, giving it positive and more human connotations. The dead child drowned in the waters of the river is replaced by "l'enfant-oiseau" who victoriously fights for freedom. The novel uses discontinuous and fragmented language to reinscribe the legend of Pokou into its proper dimension which is that of a mythical narrative, not of history proper. In a time of war where even children are enrolled to 16 Tadjo 2004: 59. 17 Ibid. 82. 18 Ibid. 82. 19 Ibid. 90. 20 Ibid. 90. 21 Ibid. 90. 22 Ibid. 91. 23 Reid 2009: 177. fight and kill, there is no room for unquestionable truths unless they are to foster peace and tolerance among people.

The population of Côte d'Ivoire is comprised of many different ethnicities but the Baoulé are considered to be the first settlers and founders of the country, and therefore implicitly superior to other northern peoples that settled in later years.
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