
The Keeper of the Thread: The Griot and 

Memory as Craft 

 

The Voice Before the Gathering 

In a courtyard in old Mali, a man rises to speak. He is old. He carries no paper, no scroll, no 

book. He carries his training. When he opens his mouth, what emerges is not a story in the casual 

sense - something invented, embellished, shaped to charm. What emerges is a genealogy 

reaching back many generations, naming ancestors whose bones have long since returned to the 

earth. Marriages, migrations, alliances, betrayals, the founding of a kingdom. The names come in 

sequence. The order does not break. He speaks for hours, and the community listens - not as 

audience but as witness, because they know the account, and they would know if it drifted. 

He is a jeli - a griot, among the Mande peoples of West Africa. And what he performs is not a 

talent. It is a profession. 

Essay 3 established that ritual and oral tradition are a disciplined way of knowing - a method as 

rigorous as the written record the West mistook for the only kind. This essay turns from the 

practice to the practitioner. If ritual is the curriculum, the griot is its trained teacher. If oral 

tradition is the archive, the griot is its librarian - except the library lives in a human being, and 

the shelf is a lifetime of apprenticeship. 



This essay follows the griot - and kindred keepers across the continent - as trained custodians of 

lineage, law, and story. It traces the great oral repositories, from the epics of Mali to the praise-

poets and record-keepers whose recitations carried the weight of whole kingdoms. And it 

answers a quiet dismissal that has shadowed African history for centuries: that Africa “left no 

records.” The record was always there. It was kept by hands the world refused to credit. 

Not a Storyteller: Recovering the Station 

“Griot” has softened in popular usage into something like “storyteller” - a figure of charm and 

warmth, dispensing folktales to children around a fire. The flattening is so complete that the 

word itself has become a compliment stripped of its weight, applied to anyone who tells a good 

story. 

The station deserves better. Among the Mande peoples - the Mali, the Malinké, the Mandinka - 

the jeli is a hereditary keeper of speech, history, and genealogy. The jeli is counselor, historian, 

mediator, genealogist, and guardian of protocol. Attached to ruling families and lineages of 

standing, the jeli is present at births, marriages, and deaths - called upon to recite who a person is 

by reciting where they come from. To know a name, the jeli must know the whole line behind it. 

Thomas A. Hale, in Griots and Griottes: Masters of Words and Music (1998), offers the fullest 

scholarly account of the jeliya tradition - the hereditary system that produces and sustains the 

griot's station. Hale traces the breadth of the role: the jeli as advisor to rulers, as oral historian 

preserving the record of kingdoms, as mediator of disputes where knowledge of precedent and 

lineage carried legal weight, as master of ceremony at rites of passage. This is not a hobby. It is 

an office. 

And Hale restores what the record too often erased: the griottes. Women keepers, whose voices 

carried the same weight, whose training met the same standard, whose station held the same 

authority. The popular image of the griot as an old man with a kora erases half the tradition. The 

griotte stood beside him - and sometimes instead of him - carrying the same archive in the same 

disciplined voice. 

To flatten the jeli into “storyteller” is to make the same error this collection exists to correct: 

mistaking the conditions of the West’s encounter with African knowledge for the shape of the 

thing itself. The griot was encountered as entertainer because that was the frame the West 

brought. The griot was never entertainer alone. The griot was - and remains - a repository of a 

people’s record, a voice trusted to speak history accurately because their entire station depends 

on that accuracy. 

Made, Not Born: The Training of the Keeper 

The jeli is not born knowing. The jeli is made. 



The training begins early and lasts for years. A child born into a jeli family - a jeli ka fa or jeli 

muso ka fa - enters apprenticeship under a master, often a parent or elder relative, and begins the 

slow, exacting work of absorbing the people’s record. Genealogies, praise-names, historical 

narratives, the founding charters of lineages, the protocols of ceremony, the songs that 

accompany each rite of passage. The words must be precise. The order must be exact. The 

training is drilling - repetitive, demanding, corrected again and again until the master is satisfied. 

Hale documents this training in detail. The apprentice recites before the master, who corrects 

error. The master recites before the community, which knows the account and would catch a 

deviation. The training is not private study. It is public accountability, built into the method from 

the first day. 

Isidore Okpewho, in The Epic in Africa: Toward a Poetics of the Oral Performance (1979), treats 

this training as the production of a craft - governed by discipline, poetics, and rules as exacting 

as any written form. The griot’s art is not improvisation. It is architecture. The apprentice learns 

not merely what to say but how to say it: the meter that holds the words in place, the melody that 

guards the sequence, the formulaic structures that resist alteration. To change the words is to 

break the form, and the break is audible. The form is the vessel. The training is what makes the 

vessel hold. 

This is a discipline as demanding as any scholar’s. Years of apprenticeship. A lifetime of 

refinement. A station maintained by accuracy, lost by error. The comparison to the academic is 

not incidental - it is the comparison the West refused to make. The griot was not measured 

against the scholar. The griot was measured against the entertainer, and found wanting - not 

because the griot fell short, but because the ruler was too short for the thing being measured. 

For the organizer, the advocate, the community leader - every movement has its keepers. The 

person who remembers why a decision was made. The person who holds the story of how the 

work began. The person who can trace the lineage of a strategy back through every meeting that 

shaped it. The griot names and dignifies that role. To keep memory is a station, not a hobby. And 

like the griot's station, it requires training, correction, and the discipline of rehearsal. 

The Epic of Sundiata: Proof of Transmission 

The founding proof of the griot’s discipline is the Epic of Sundiata - the founding narrative of the 

Mali Empire, transmitted orally across more than seven centuries. D. T. Niane’s Sundiata: An 

Epic of Old Mali (1965) was transcribed from the griot Mamadou Kouyaté, and it opens with the 

keeper's own declaration of his office: 

“I am a griot. It is I, Djeli Mamadou Kouyaté, son of the griot Dyeli Madiang Kouyaté, master in 

the art of eloquence.” 

The announcement is the argument. Before the story begins, the keeper names himself. Before he 

speaks of kings, he speaks of his own lineage - his father, his training, his station. The griot’s 



authority does not rest on inspiration or invention. It rests on a chain of keepers stretching back 

before him, each trained by the one before. Kouyaté does not say “I will tell you a story.” He 

says, in effect: I am the latest hand holding a thread that reaches back centuries, and my training 

qualifies me to hold it. 

The epic itself carries the weight of a kingdom. It records the birth of Sundiata Keita - the child 

who could not walk, who was mocked and exiled, who rose to unite the Mande and found an 

empire that would stretch across West Africa. It carries genealogies, military campaigns, political 

alliances, the protocols of court, the obligations of kinship. It is history, law, literature, and 

philosophy woven into a single narrative, performed by trained keepers across generations. 

That the epic survived at all - across seven centuries, through colonial disruption, through the 

changing of empires - is itself the proof of transmission. No single page preserved it. No archive 

held it. The griots held it. And when Niane finally transcribed it in the twentieth century, what he 

found was not a fragment or a fading echo. He found a whole narrative, intact, carried in living 

memory by a trained keeper whose lineage had held it since the empire’s founding. 

Okpewho’s treatment of the epic as crafted performance - governed by poetics, discipline, and 

structured rules - confirms what the survival already proves. This is not memory as the West 

understood it: fragile, private, bound to fade. This is memory as institution: hereditary, trained, 

communally verified, and handed forward with the same care a scribe would give a manuscript. 

Kindred Keepers Across the Continent 

The jeli is the most thoroughly documented of Africa’s oral keepers, but the jeli is not alone. 

Across the continent, trained custodians of memory served their communities with the same 

discipline and the same authority. 

Among the Yoruba, the àrokò system and the keepers of oral tradition maintained historical and 

legal records through structured recitation. John Pemberton III and Funso S. Afọlayan, in Yoruba 

Sacred Kingship (1996), situate the keepers of oral tradition within the wider Yoruba world of 

lineage, authority, and the presence of ancestors in communal life. The keeper of a Yoruba 

lineage's history served a function parallel to the jeli: trained, hereditary, accountable to the 

community for accuracy. 

Among the Zulu, the izimbongi - praise-poets - carried the record of kings and battles, preserving 

the political history of the nation in verse that was composed, memorized, and performed before 

audiences who knew the events being recounted. The praise-poem was not decoration. It was 

record. The imbongi was not entertaining the king. The imbongi was holding the king 

accountable to history - praising what deserved praise, but also naming what could not be 

hidden, because the poem was performed before witnesses. 



Across East Africa, from the Swahili coast to the interior, keepers of genealogy and oral history 

served the same function - custodians of a people’s record, trained in the precise words and 

sequences that preserved it. The forms differed. The discipline did not. 

Jan Vansina, in Oral Tradition as History (1985), established the comparative framework: oral 

accounts across the continent possess genuine mechanisms of fidelity and can be evaluated as 

historical evidence, subject to their own tests of reliability. His work is not about any single 

people. It is about the recognition that trained memory is a technology - developed independently 

by distinct peoples, adapted to distinct needs, but recognizably the same intellectual achievement 

across cultures. 

Name the peoples precisely. The Mande jeli, the Yoruba lineage-keeper, the Zulu imbongi - these 

are not variations of a single “African storyteller.” They are distinct professionals serving distinct 

communities, each with their own training, their own forms, their own standards. Their 

convergence - that memory, when disciplined, becomes an archive - is meaningful precisely 

because they are distinct traditions arriving at kindred solutions to the same fundamental 

problem: how to carry a people’s knowledge across generations without losing it. 

What the Keeper Carried 

The griot did not carry stories alone. The griot carried law. The griot carried genealogy. The griot 

carried diplomacy - the protocols of marriage, alliance, and obligation between families that held 

the social fabric together. The griot carried medicine, in the knowledge of which plants and 

practices served which ailments. The griot carried political philosophy - the record of how 

decisions were made, which leaders served well and which failed, what a community owed its 

rulers and what rulers owed their people. 

To call this “oral tradition” is accurate but insufficient. It was an oral archive. And the keeper of 

that archive served a function as essential to the community’s survival as any institution the West 

built from stone and paper. When a dispute arose over land, over lineage, over the terms of an 

agreement made generations before - the keeper was called. When a marriage was negotiated, the 

keeper verified the lineage. When a new leader was installed, the keeper recited the history of the 

office - the deeds of previous holders, the obligations of the station, the warnings of past failures. 

The community’s history was not written on paper. It was written on trained human beings - 

committed to memory through years of apprenticeship, held accountable by public recitation, 

preserved by a station whose social survival depended on accuracy. The keeper was the archive. 

The gathering was the reading room. The recitation was the record, alive and answerable. 

The Keeper and the Crossing 

The disruption of displacement struck at the heart of this system. The griot’s discipline depends 

on an unbroken chain - a master to train an apprentice, a community to witness and verify, a 



gathering to hold the recitation. Sever the chain, and the transmission falters in a way a written 

archive does not. A book can survive in a locked room without a reader. A living tradition cannot. 

When the crossing scattered the peoples of West Africa across the ocean, it scattered the keepers 

from their apprentices, the elders from their ceremonies, the communities from the gatherings 

that held them whole. This is the real cost of the rupture, and it must be spoken honestly. The 

archive that lived in a human being was an archive vulnerable to the scattering of human beings. 

But the thread was not everywhere severed. Robert Farris Thompson, in Flash of the Spirit: 

African and Afro-American Art and Philosophy (1983), follows African memory systems across 

the water and finds them - transformed, adapted, but recognizable. Rhythms survived. Practices 

re-formed in new soil. The discipline of keeping, once learned, could be rebuilt from what 

remained. The seed planted here will be harvested when the collection reaches the ocean crossing 

in Essay 5 - but the seed is already visible in the principle the griot embodies: because 

knowledge was held in living practice, it could be re-membered, put back together, wherever 

even a fragment of the practice endured. 

Connect back to sankofa from Essay 1 - the Akan bird whose head turns backward while its body 

moves forward. The griot is the human embodiment of sankofa: a figure whose entire existence 

is devoted to the discipline of reaching back - retrieving what was carried, verifying what was 

kept, handing it forward intact. The griot does not invent. The griot retrieves. The forward 

motion of the community depends on the backward reach of the keeper. 

The Station, Dignified 

The griot’s craft answers the quiet dismissal that Africa “left no records.” The records were held 

in trained hands. The archives were living. The keepers were professionals - trained, corrected, 

witnessed, and accountable to the communities they served. 

For the organizer, the advocate, the community leader - the person who holds the story of how 

the work began, who remembers why a decision was made, who can trace the thread of a 

movement back to its source - the griot names what you do. You are not a nostalgic. You are not 

decorative. You are a keeper. The memory you carry is a station, and the station deserves the 

discipline of training, the accountability of witnesses, and the seriousness of a craft. 

This is knowledge for working hands. Not an archive sealed behind glass, but an archive kept 

alive by being spoken, rehearsed, and handed forward - carried in the voice of a person whose 

training made them worthy to hold it. Mamadou Kouyaté announced himself before the story 

began: I am a griot. His announcement was not vanity. It was the naming of a station earned 

through a lifetime of discipline, and a lineage of keepers stretching back before him who refused 

to let the thread fall. 

The Thread, Held 



Come back to the courtyard in old Mali. The old man rises. He carries no paper. He carries his 

training. The genealogy unspools. The names come in sequence. The order does not break. What 

looked like a remarkable feat of memory is revealed as a profession - an archive housed in a 

trained keeper, a lineage speaking aloud through a disciplined mouth. 

Having moved from the practice of ritual to the practitioner of memory, the reader can now see 

the griot not as a colorful figure but as a custodian - a professional whose station was as essential 

to the community’s survival as any written institution. The record was always there. It was kept 

by hands the world refused to credit. 

For the organizer and the advocate: you are already a keeper. The stories you hold, the histories 

you carry, the names you refuse to let lapse - these are the discipline this essay honors. To keep 

memory is to keep a people. And to keep it well is a craft that deserves the same rigor the griot 

gave it: trained, rehearsed, witnessed, and handed forward. 

Begin wherever you are standing. The circle always returns - and it returns because someone was 

trained to hold the thread: a keeper, a voice, a station earned and never taken lightly. 
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