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Matigari
For some literary work, it is easy to distinguish the genre, but this is not always the case. Some authors trend a fine line between different genres, making it hard to distinguish the genre within which their work falls. For a case in point, In Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s Matigari, it is not easy to distinguish if the literary work is a novel or an epic.  While the edited copies of the work are labeled as a novel, there are some elements of narration, characterization, and structural composition, which could qualify the work as an epic. This paper will argue that Ngugi’s Matigari qualifies as an epic because; its characterization, use of diction and imagery, as well as structural composition  
One of the reasons why Ngugi’s Matigari parallels an epic is the characterization of Matigari as a mythical hero. In this work, Ngugi has created a literary myth, whose historical hero is the protagonist Matigari. Matigari has supernatural attributes that parallels those of epic heroes including Rama and Odysseus. For instance, just like Odysseus enjoys the help of goddess Athena in his quest, Matigari seems to be enjoying the protection of a higher being. For instance, when he is attacked by children the stones thrown at him are phenomenally redirected.  Similarly, he “seemed to be protected by some magic power, for the bullets did not hit him… it was as if on reaching him they turned into water.” (173). Matigari is also able to escape from the prison and the mental hospital, and slip from the fingers of a vast military force that is hunting him. The same case is evident when the hero Odysseus is able to escape the wrath of the gods, and the captivity from goddess Calypso. Both Matigari and Odysseus are return heroes. While Odysseus returns from war to save his wife and son from the harassment of the uncouthly court, Matigari also comes back from his struggle with Williams, to redeem his people from the oppression of a corrupt administration. 
 Matigari is the people’s hero as is evident from the praise songs that even those who have not met him formulate about him, and he is also crowned as the seeker of truth and justice. 
The characterization of Matigari matches those of other epic heroes. His physical and ethical attributes, as well as how he relates with humans, nature and the supernatural, and his enigmatic fate makes him like the epic heroes Odysseus, and Rāmā. To start with, the childhood of Matigari has not been described. On the contrary, he is introduced into the story as a man of undefined age, who is able to look old in one minute, and young in another. “The courage of truth had once again transformed him. It seemed to have wiped age off his face, making him look extremely youthful” (31).  This means that by the time of his introduction into the story, Matigari just like and Rama is already a hero. This is contrary to Bakhtin’s description of a novel hero. 
According to Bakhitin, “the novel hero should not be portrayed as an already completed and unchanging person but someone who is evolving and developing, a person whole learns form life” (50). From this description, it is clear that Matigari is not a novel hero. When he is introduced into the story, he is already a complete and unchanging person, who has already learnt enough, and is ready to apply his heroic fate into action. For instance, immediately he comes back, he begins looking for his family, he saves Guthera form the police, and he miraculously escapes from the prison. In the same manner, Odysseus is introduced into the story as an already formed hero, who is going to war to protect his country. 
Besides the characterization of Matigari, the diction and the imageries used by Ngugi wa Thiong’o mirrors the language and images of epic narratives.  For instance, Mr. Williams and John Boy are not only the managers of the Anglo-American Leather and Plastic Works, but they are also an image of a double-headed ogre which was in existence right through the colonial era, in the context of worker exploitation. When Matigari is addressing the Minister of Truth and Justice he says, “I finally managed to bring both of them down. Boy first; then Settler Williams… but who do I find standing at the gate of my house? Boy’s son together with Williams’s son.” (114). This is a metaphorical representation that is evident in many epics whereby when the epic hero chops off the enemy’s head, another one grows in place. A similar incident is witnessed in Ramayana. When Rama chops off one of demon Ravana’s head, a new head grows (Tagore 254). Besides, Matigari refers to the leadership of the country as “ogres currently running the country” (56). The term “ogre” or “monster” has commonly been used in Ramayana.  As such, Ngugi’s use of diction and imagery matches that of epics such as Ramayana tus qualifying the text as an epic. 
The compositional structure of Matigari also depicts the text as an epic.  For instance Ngugi’s prefatory note depicts his carefulness in holding fast to the details of the oral narrative composition. Ngugi gives a disclaimer that his story is imaginary, it has no fixed time or space, and neither does it demarcate time in any of its measures (Wa Thiong’o ix).  He then starts his story with the once upon a time… stressing further that the story and its setting are not time bound.  However, unlike the traditional epic writers, Ngugi who is a modern writer is concerned that his text might be confused for a political allegory. As a matter of fact, the Kenyan government considered the text as an allegory of post colonial Kenya, and even considered Matigari as a real character despite Ngugi’s disclaimer. The elements of time, space and plot defined in Ngugi’s prefatory may be undefined in other epics such as Odyssey, but they are inbuilt in the epic texts. In this case, Ngugi’s aim is to protect the text from being read as a political allegory. Ngugi’s address to the reader / listener means that despite it being modern text, Matigari still conforms to the performative procedure and oratory reading that typifies traditional epics such as Ramayana and Odyssey.
 The compositional structures of each part of the narration also aim to heighten the mythic importance of the epic hero Matigari. For instance, part one ends with,”still, the question remained; who is Matigari ma Njirungi? (66). Also, part two ends with, “but who is Matigari ma Njiruungi (127). The last part ends with “who is Matigari ma Njiruungi, was he dead, or was he alive (174).” For epics such as Odyssey, and Ramayana, events revolve around the epic hero. Similarly in this case, the structural composition of the ending of each section a deliberate recurring artistic motif that is meant to aggravate the interest in, and magnify the epic significance of the protagonist, who is the epic hero in the text.
In conclusion, while Ngugi’s Matigari has been labeled as a novel, its characterization, use of diction and imagery, and its structural composition qualifies the text as an epic. To start with, Matigari the protagonist like other epic heroes has been depicted as a supernatural being, which enjoys the protection of a divine power. Secondly, the diction and the ogre imageries used in Matigari corresponds to the diction and imageries used in epic narratives. Also the structural composition of Matigari reflects that of epic texts such as Odyssey and Ramayana. Still, just like in these epics, the structural composition of Matigari has also been used to build interest on, and aggravate the significance of Matigari the epic hero. As such, in these capacities, Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s Matigari can be considered as an epic. 
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