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African

The Old Woman



h e  st o r ie s  that African tribesmen tell outside the kraal after
nightfall—for that, traditionally, is the only propitious time for 

tale-telling—are usually of more interest to the anthropologist than 
to the general reader. But Africa is vast and has so many stories to 
tell that the exceptions to such a generalization afford us a handful 
of tales of impressive quality by any standards. “The Old Woman,” 
for example, is so remarkable a narrative that it must be said to fall 
into the folk tale category only because those who created it pre­
ferred oral to written composition and no one man called it his own. 
Those who tell this story, the Hausas, are hardly a primitive jungle 
tribe. They are farmsteading people who live in Upper Nigeria, 
but, as traders, have ranged far and wide across the Sudan. Some of 
them were long ago converted to Mohammedanism, and this may 
account not only for the pious Moslem allusions in “The Old 
Woman,” but also for the fact that its subject, the mischief-making 
of an old vixen, is fairly common in the lore of the Mediterranean 
world. But no matter where the theme comes from, the Hausa story­
tellers have used dramatic scenes, suspense, and a mounting intensity 
to build it into a narrative that approaches classic tragedy.

It is possible to find other European influences or parallels in these 
stories: particularly in the fantastic transformation in “Takise,” the 
cumulative pattern in “Talk,” and the last ruse in “Marandenboni” 
which resembles the Donald O’Neary prank described on page 494. 
As for “Talk,” it is plainly a “talking dog” story, and one clever 
enough, despite its origin on the Dark Continent, to compete with 
similar jests that are still, and will always be, current in smart cos­
mopolitan periodicals. Many of Africa’s animal tales are virtually 
international, cousin to stories told of Reynard in Europe and Coyote 
in the American Southwest. But such family ties scarcely prevent a 
folk tale from establishing its independent identity. These stories 
are distinctly African, abounding in settings, characters, and moods 
peculiar to the people who tell them.
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