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Quadrilingual means comfortably fluent in four different languages, and that is how one might describe Aaron Mushengyezi’s new book on oral literature, or orature as they call it at Makerere. This text, Oral Literature for Children, elegantly presents sizeable samples of young people’s verbal creativity in Luganda, Runyankore-Rukiga and Runyarwanda-Rufumbira, all with meticulously rendered English translations.
All the texts were transcribed from live performance recordings made by the author and his assistants in 2004 and 2005, in a field research marathon traversing vast areas of the Buganda, Ankole and Kigezi regions. This is one of the dearest treasures of this publication. Many researchers have gone out and recorded samples of oral literature, but most of their findings remain dormant in academic archives and unpublished dissertations.
Publications of extensive and systematically processed field material seem to be rather the exception than the rule in our operations. Mushengyezi’s selection and presentation of his primary data is, therefore, a boon to present and future scholars of orature. The point is that, whatever theoretical or hypothetical statements we may want to make about the subject, they should be based on concrete, well-researched and well-presented texts of orature.
Mushengyezi draws on his amazing polyglot competence to give us this gem of selections of young people’s oral genres in three of Uganda’s major “national regional languages”, as Ngugi wa Thiong’o would call them, complete with interviews and responses from their performers and primary audiences. It is always good to come across a conscientiously rendered oral text, but the book under review should be of particular interest as it is a “state-of-the-art” reflection of what Ugandan orature sounds like, on the ground, at the beginning of the twenty-first century.

For me, with a little familiarity of at least one of the languages from which the author selected his samples, Mushengyezi’s selections are an intriguing interrogation of several of our assumptions about oral composition and performance, including what I once described as the tradition fallacy of assuming that these performances are passed on, unchanged, from generation to generation.
But Mushengyezi’s book is much more than just oral texts. Despite its deceptively modest main title, it is a sophisticated scholarly study of oral literature, using the collected material as a springboard for a fresh plunge into the major debates that have exercised the minds of “oralists” since the formal entry of the subject into the academic field, about half a century ago in the case of Makerere. The author signals his scholarly intentions in the subtitle of his study: “rethinking orality, literacy, performance and documentation practices”.
This obviously goes way beyond children’s play! Indeed, the first 120-plus first pages of the book, comprising a preface, introduction and four chapters of analytical discussion, are devoted to rigorous consideration of past and present approaches to oral communication, especially in relation to literacy, and pointing out possible new departures that might enhance our handling of the discipline.
The author does not claim to have solutions to all the problematics of oral performance or the challenges of representing it in writing and translation. But his account and justification of his own handling of his collected material offers valuable suggestions for scholars and future researchers.
So, here is a text that offers worthwhile material for scholars and general readers alike. While the furrow-browed scholar may delight in poring over the provocative theoretical and critical challenges raised in the first part, the simply young at heart need only leap to the Appendix of texts and get narrating, riddling, reciting and singing, in four different languages. But of course there is no reason why the two pleasures cannot be savoured side by side.

