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Since the second half of the nineteenth century, Somali poetry has been
attracting the attention of academic researchers and amateur observers, and a
sizable volume of publications has resulted. Surveys- of relevant research and
documentation are now available,! but they do not extend to the most recent
period, and the aim of this article is to fill the gap by providing a brief account
of developments from 1981-1986. I am encouraged to undertake this task by the
fact that during this period some highly significant advances were made which
augur well for further sustained progress. '

THE PRECOLONIAL PERIOD

Somali oral poetry of the precolonial period is much less well documented
than that of later times, and thus the collected poems of Axmed Mahdi
“Gindhish” (1818-1905), written down from oral sources by Cali Sh. Axmed
“Mudiir” and Caadil Cusmaan Sheekh, is of special interest.? Their book bears
a somewhat unusual title, Baaris ka fog siyaasad (Research far removed from
politics),* which can be interpreted as reflecting a conviction, held by many
Somalis, that their national poetic heritage should transcend the tensions and
divisions of modern times. '

The texts of the poems have been collected by the two researchers from oral
sources with great care, and each poem is accompanied by extensive
explanations of its social and historical background as well as its poetic
message so that it is fully intelligible to the modern reader. The book also
contains a biography of the poet, who still enjoys a high reputation among the
people of the Galguduud region and adjoining areas. The pocms are mainly
concerned with the affairs of the poet’s family circle and local clan politics, but
there are some references to the events he witnessed in the latter part of his life,
when the Italian colonization of Somalia began to be established.

Axmed Mahdi “Gindhish] who was a peacemaker at a time of great
lawlessness and violence, exhorts his listeners to follow the Muslim virtues and
warns against the supernatural sanctions wrongdoers would incur. Apart from
fhcir undoubted aesthetic appeal, the poems in this collection provide valuable
insights into the social history of Somalia and show how poetry was used in the
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precolonial period as a means of exhortation and polemics in the public forum
of Somali clans.

THE DERVISH WAR PERIOD AND
SOMALI POETICS

In the years under discussion, two books concerned with the
documentation and interpretation of the oral poetry of the Dervish War were
published, and both contribute to our knowledge of Somali poetics and the role
of poetry in Somali society. The first is Oral Poetry and Somali Nationalism:
The Case of Sayyid Mahammad ‘Abdille Hasan, by Said S. Samatar.* It focuses
on Somali history between 1900 and 1921, concentrating on the formidable
figure of Sayid Maxamed Cabdille Xasan, the leader of the Dervish movement
and one of the most renowned Somali poets. The book also makes a major
confribution to the study of Somali poetry by giving a detailed account of the
Sayid’s poetry and that of some of his supporters and opponents, and by
explaining in depth the characteristics of Somali oral poetry of the public
forum and its social and political functions.

In his account of the Dervish War, Samatar shows how the Sayid used his
poetry as highly effective propaganda to attack his enemies, seek support from
potential allies, and expound his doctrinal justification for waging a holy war.
The author’s description of events is interspersed with complete texts, or
extracts, of poems of the Sayid and of his supporters and opponents,* and he
treats them not merely as local color but as authentic oral sources that
document attitudes and motivations as well as, in some cases, illuminate events
inadequately covered in European materials.

Most of the texts are given in English translation only, but Samatar takes
care to indicate where the Somali originals can be found, a matter of
mmportance to literary scholars. The translations combine accuracy with a style
which does justice to the high aesthetic standards of the originals.

In the introductory chapters dealing with Somali poetics, Samatar explains
how. poetry forms an integral part of the public oratory employed in the
traditional procedures of collective decision making and the conduct and
settlement of disputes. As he points out, because of a very demanding system
of alliteration and scansion, the circle of influential poets is limited to
exceptionally gifted people who are greatly admired by the general public, and
he explains how poetry reciters aim at accurate verbatim memorization of the
oral texts, which they learn from the poets or from one another. They are
prgl?lbited by custom from making substantial deliberate changes in the
original, and at each recital the name of the poet must be announced, in
0b§crvance of an unwritten copyright. This method makes Somali poetry a

imtable medium for disseminating at great speed and over a wide area a poetic
open letter” in oral form which leaves its listeners in no doubt as to the sender.

A diagrammatic model explaining the routes of dissemination is given in the

k.
booAny willful breach of copyright disgraces its perpetrator, fmd Samatar
describes a case of oral plagiarism and its punishment in the region where he
Jived in his youth.’ .

The influence of the poets on the public can be explained n‘ot_only by the
great love of poetry in Somali society but also by the popular behe_fs that highly
gifted poets have contact with supernatural forces, so that their curses are
feared, their blessings are received with gratitude, and their predictions of
future events are treated very seriously. From the sections of the _l?_o,ok
describing the nature of Somali poetry, it becomes very clear how the-Sayid, 2
poet of outstanding talent, could draw to himself, and hold many supporters
and undermine the morale of his adversaries.

In its scope, detail, and depth of interpretation, Samatar’s volume
substantially advances our knowledge of the subject. ' .

The other book concerned with the poetry of the Dervish War is Ina
Cabdille Xasan e sua attivita letteraria (Ina Cabdille Xasan .and his lrtera.ry
activity), by Yaasiin Cismaan Keenadiid.* To a large extent 1t overlaps with
Samatar’s work since both are concerned mainly with the life, dccds,_and
poetry of Sayid Maxamed Cabdille Xasan, but. the two books' differ
considerably in their approach and emphasis. While .Sa_matar provides an
overall historical description and in-depth interpretation of the dynamics
operating in Somali society at that time and of the Sayid’s role as poet and war
Jeader, Yaasiin Cismaan Keenadiid focuses principally on the poems composed
by the Sayid and his supporters and opponents.’ Each. text, given in both Phe
original and Italian, is accompanied by an introduction z%nd. very extensive
notes, which sometimes amount to short essays on Somali history, customs,
and traditional beliefs and practices. In this respect the book is a maodel for the
presentation of the older Somali poems in scholarly editions; sipce th_c aulh.or

is an eminent lexicographer and collector of oral literature, and since his f_a:fnly
has played an important role in Somali history, this is perhaps not surprsing.
All the poems were collected by the author from oral sources. Somc_havcmbecn
published previously by other collectors but in slightly ‘dlfferent versions, gnd
the divergences are of great interest to scholars studying ‘thc extent to which
verbatim memorization is achicved despite the limitations of the human
memory. o

The book has two introductory chapters. The first, which gives an account
of Somali history of the period and a biography of the Sayid,.coniams a great
deal of detailed information, some of which is not available in any pubhshed
sources. This chapter and the texts of the poems and accompanying notes
confirm and amplify Samatar’s findings on the crucial role of olral poetry in L}_le
Dervish War. The second introductory chapter describes the main




characteristics of Somali poetry, concentrating on some of its themes and socjal
functions, and is very amply illustrated by poetic texts accompanied by Italian
translations and annotations. Most of these examples are not concerned with

the Dervish War, but they add significantly to the documentation of Somal; oral
poetry in general.!

POETRY SINCE THE DERVISH WAR

In the period covered by this article, poetry since the Dervish War received
attention in two books, one published in 1983 and the other in 1986. Maansadii
Timacadde (The poetry of Timacadde), by Boobe Yuusuf Ducaale, is a
collection of oral poetry by Cabdillaahi Suldaan “Timacadde™ (1920-1973),
together with introductory and textual notes on each poem and a biography of
the poet. The notes describe the circumstances under which the poems were
composed, explain all the allusions to persons and events perhaps now
forgotten, and provide glosses on neologisms, archaisms, and obscure words.
Also included are elegiac poems in Timacadde’s praise by four leading poets
who admired his work, Maxamed Xaashi Dhamac, Cali Cilmi Afyare, Cali
Ibraahim Iidle, and Xuseen Aw Faarax.

During research undertaken between 1975 and 1978, Boobe Yuusuf
Ducaale transcribed most of the poems in this collection under dictation from

people who knew them by heart or took them from tape recordings made
during the life of the poet. Some texts, however, he obtained from transcripts
made by other collectors of oral poetry. Cabdillaahi Suldaan was a very prolific
poet, and the collection is not exhaustive, but it does contain some of his most
famous works and is a very important contribution to the documentation of
Somali oral poetry. Although Timacadde’s poems are much appreciated for
their aesthetic qualities, his popularity largely derives from his passionate
commitment to the cause of independence during the colonial period and his
fierce condemnation of the evils of corruption and tribalism in independent
Somalia. The poems span the period from 1936 to the beginning of
Timacadde’s terminal illness in 1971, and because of his deep involvement in
political questions they are of considerable value, together with Ducaale’s
notes, for the study of Somali political and social history.

Cabdillaahi Suldaan was not alone, of course, in being deeply involved in
the public life of his time; Somali poets comment on current affairs and
frequently influence events by swaying public opinion, which is not unusual in
a country where poetry is immensely popular in all walks of life. With the
Passage of time, however, poems once concerned with contemporary affairs
acquire a new function. Preserved and transmitied verbatim by poetry reciters,
and now also through writing and sound recording, they become valuable
historical sources, for the local written documentation is scanty and very

- “to-their-audience.
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T ORE-SONGS AND PRAISE-SONGS

= contrast with the works discussed so far, all of which deal with the
nzez of the public forum, two contributions were made in the period under
=== 10 the documentation and interpretation of poetic texts of work-songs
o coise-songs. Such texts belong to what John W, Johnson calls the family of
—=_:7zre genres, which usually have no known authorship and are not covered
= == Somali unwritten copyright.'® Most of the texts are short and haiku-like
= == :ompactness of their poetic message, and if they achieve any length they
=z omposed of sequences of thematically autonomous units, joined together
oz == Tstring of pearls” principle.

“=e first of the two works, Hoobaanta afka hoayo (The ripe fruit of the
—xZar tongue), by Said Ahmed Warsame, is written in Somali and

| zzmo——enied by a French translation by Aidid Aden. It contains a collection of

no==s zsad in the songs of the pastoralists of the Djibouti area, most of them
snesmed with cattle-herding and watering. Each poem is provided with an
Z.2ziory note, in many cases very extensive, and this is essential for a full
—zzmsnding of the texts since most of them use a figurative and symbolic
Z.zz2z i which the deeper, inner message is encoded. When the meaning is
=&d. under the surface of apparently simple or even trivial words there
7z aopears a depth of reflective thought and acute observation of the
=z = of life. Somali pastoralists believe that by singing to their animals they
ezoomoe their well-being and sense of security. The words of their songs,

nrwzoznare expected to be heard by their fellow herdsmen for their
sz =ment and instruction,

= —¢ Introduction, Said Ahmed Warsame describes the social and natural
erezzz=ant in which the poems were created and gives a glossary of rare and
snecx zad words occurring in the texts. He has added to the so far Very scanty
Znee—zzzztion of the miniature genres of Somali poetry, and through his notes

s —z=s our attention to the highly sophisticated nature of seemingly simple,
> =sed compositions. The texts tell us a great deal about the life of Somali
nzzumz s, their outlook on life, and their emotional attitudes toward the
ez ¢ = their care,

-~z second book to discuss work-songs and praise-songs is Dalkii
wnmzzr The Land of Spices, by a well-known Somali scholar and wriler,
A==l Cirian Xaange. Its Somali title means “The Fragrant Land,” a
rezm=oz o Somalia’s reputation, believed to £o back to the times of ancient

- = an exporter of incense. Despite the English words in the title, the
k= =Titen in Somali only, .

-2z :2h0r's main concern is Somali traditional material culture, covering a
Wi mmze of subjects; he describes, for example, the collection and use of

&7a=.2: zuns and resins, and he gives well-annotated lists of plants used for
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SCANSION AND ALLITERATION
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described in detail, and a very sophisticated system of graphic representation is
used for the purpose. The description of this mora-syllabic relationship within
Somali scansion given in the paper shows that its rules are even more complex
than was previously thought.

The second area of Somali scansion dealt with in Johnson’s paper concerns
words with syllables of variable length. In one group of words, the
membership of which is restricted to the definjte articles kii and #i, preverbal
pronouns, and certain particles and conjunctions, one of the syllables, or the
only syllable, may vary in Jength according to the style of speech and speed of
pronunciation. There are also variations in length, independent of grammatical
categories, which occur in syllables containing diphthongs not immediately
followed by a consonant within the same word. The paper draws attention to
the fact that poets struggling with the constraints imposed on them by the
complex rules of scansion make ample use of the choices offered by these
variations, and this practice has to be taken into account when dealing with
published transcripts of oral poems written in the official Somali orthography.
Editors of such transcripts often follow the orthographic rules, which
standardize the spelling of words with varying syllabic length in favor of the
longer variants, without making appropriate adjustments to represent the
shorter variants required by the scansion patterns. This makes it imperative
that any researchers working on Somali scansion not depend on written texts
without reference to their vocal realizations.

The connection between the intricacies of the scansion and alliteration

i\ rules, on the one hand, and the goal of verbatim memorization, on the other, is

[/lexplored in “Alliteration and Scansion in Somali Oral Poetry and Their

| I‘ Cultural Correlates” an article by the present writer, and in “Recent
Researches into the Scansion of Somali Poetry,” by John W. Johnson. Both put
forward the view that the formidable formal constraints of Somali oral poetics
act not only as a mnemonic device but also to protect the text against distortion
in memory storage and in transmission from one reciter to another. These
constraints also can account for the relative brevity of Somali poems as
compared with oral literary cultures which have epic poetry.

Although the scansion of Somali poetry exhibits a high degree of rigidity, it
does leave a certain number of free choices to the poets. An analysis of the
transcript of a famous poem of Sayid Maxamed Cabdille Xasan, Dardaaran
(Last will), by Ahmed Adan Axmed suggests that certain variations in
rhythmic patterns can be used by talented poets to heighten the relevance of
selected words and passages. In his paper, “Maanso Structure to the Meaning

of ‘Dardaaran’” Ahmed Adan Axmed explores the scansion patterns of the
poem and relates their acoustic expressiveness to the meaning and the
emotional appeal of the text, using his intuition as a born speaker of Somali as
the basis of his descriptive statements. His paper also contains a very useful

s
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Cabdillaahi Diiriye Guuleed’s seminal work in this field.

CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS
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NOTES

ili re, including poetry, is found in Andrzejewski (1984),
ié ich oicf:irdvgsigrf:g;;i&:;nh;%) (not extending bcyond.1918908)6;hou!.d be added.
oA e pral bibliography of Somali literature is that of I_.a‘mbm"u ( rc.d sl
i v TE‘CCN BCHCH' mish Wilson for bringing this book to my attention; it appcmdix I
i Z'I S of‘:l uotation marks in the Somali naming system, sce Appcr.l ol d.o e
pnm:'];%e'ln]:?:;il:jsugsicn 31 parentheses are provided for the convenience of readers; they
i rorks concerned. ! .
on ﬂl‘;:;:lg,gﬁslhzzlzgzl‘i;;criplion used by Said_S.BSa;nau;rlSloS:j:;;::cll?: :a;(r:fl:; PG et
from the official Somali orthography, see Appendix B. Sce

], which diverges

. i i ¢ same namcs. i 'ho flourished
dlvcrgcnf;cs m[}t?c Sil)"itni (;fiiin in Appendix B. It also includes texis by.somc.pic;_; gkol;za“ Soctics
f k4 izst;cf lhcscD:wish War. These texts are used as examples in the discussio
before or after the '
60n p. 71 of his book.

o} yi Xasan; st
na 1 Xas. s ari of Sayid Maxa Cabdlllc a
8/na means “son of " I Cabd lle anisay ant form A med 1, scC

Appendix A. o )
pl::“L;A list of these texts is given in Appendix C.
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16For information about the other collectors, see Andrzejewski (1985).

1A list of the texts is given in Appendix C.

124 list of their texts is given in Appendix D.

13For an account of the role of radio broadcasts and tape recordings in modern Somali poctry, sce
Andrzejewski (1985, 1986).

4For an account of Southern Slav poctry, see Lord-(1964).

15Page 29 of their book.

Johnson (1972).

17Most of the information in this book is not available in any other published sources. The volume
also contains a large number of specialized Somali terms relating to traditional technologies and is thus
of interest to lexicographers.

1¥This view is forcefully put forward in Said S. Samatar (1986).

1A bibliography of these articles is found in Johnson (1978).

2The first name of this author is also spelled Cabdullaahi. In its anglicized form, his name is
Abdillahi Deria Guled.

2Johnson uses the term seme in its specialized prosodic sense. It has no direct connection with
seme as used in semantics.
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APPENDIX A
Somali Proper Names

i ies it i er divergences in the spelling of
o Smdzsn:slss‘;?nn;ma(r)g i?nirt]g: ‘;gtlhc Somgali official orthography;
e pr; petz-,crl] to m}; orthographic conventions of European languageg <I)1
e, adap me are given in various kinds of phonolqglcal transcrip ng é
Pgrat_)IC, Siverg: nces occur in the spelling of honoriﬁcvvut‘]‘cs which p;e e
e ldwer%:z such as Sayid (“master”, “Jord™), Xaaji (“a person w] o_c”)
persona egat;ne Muslim Pilgrimage”), and Sheekh (“a learned Muslgplc e:f £
Pel'fOUt;ll_ article Somali proper names are spelled according to tht-_: ;'u e; e
11;1' 1Sff‘u:ial orthography except for divergent forms on (_hf.: tit] e]ﬁngs o
SOH} 2t to which reference is made. These nononhograph.lc spel ’ajge 21
P‘_lb IC?U?]?S Jist below, and each is followed by an onhograph:c_ eq?cilx_d o
D il c' ];hmed ,Adan Ahmed (Axmed Aadan Axmed); Al _1 v
s sy o At g L I
i i Sacn . _
e f'c? ﬁjaimag?:s;rﬂé Hasan (Sayid Maxamed Cf:lbdllle Xasgf::?;.g o
andlffgswective.of the divergence§ arising from the use of dlff:;le?t]jiﬁ ik
llin psome names have optional variants, uch as Maxgm/ |
irf)lzxanglznad (orthographic) of Mohamed / Muhamma h
Mabamm:;g g n:er:lir;?c;ﬁ:iasg;?x;dices B, C, and D, whel:c alphabfzmcczl l;srt: il;)el
i oy g y ali names follow the order customary 1n Somalia an kil
gWZ?t’eg] sTh?smis done since family names are not used there, and 2 p
mv .




grar};{liiaélher .01; the person concerned
eri i i :
nlormation about divergences in spelling and the Somal;
mali naming

As the volume of i
‘ publications relati
MO i ng to these countries j i
bibﬁogra;})ﬁ Cale;:df%{ anyone concerned with the compill:t?giazzz, LTUS‘CTE&(CS
M 1ographical information. I would be i i
Pted code of practice among scholars workjnzsfxfu tlhjt'o fq B;’elop 1
s field, and
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Qamaan Bulxan: 77-78; Raage Ugaas: 68; Salaan Carrabey: 68, 87; Xasan
Shiil: 178; Xuseen Dhigle: 172.

APPENDIX C

Poets Whose Texts Are Found in Yaasiin C. Keenadiid (1984)

For explanatory notes see appendices A and B.
Aadan Axmed Dubbe, “Gabayxoog™: 278-79; Afcad Xasan Dhiillo: 87-88;

Ammaan Faarax; 261-63; Anonymous: 67, 68, 74-75, 77-78, 78-79, 92-93,

95-100, 107-108, 111-13, 275-77; Biriir: 1i4-15; Cali Cabdiraxmaan, /Xaaji/,

“Xaaji Cali Majeerteen™ 70-71; Cali Dhuux: 272-73; Cali Jaamac Haabiil:,
267-69: Ciid Cigaal Xaaji: 121; Cilmi-Carab Cabdi: 274-75; Dubbad ‘Hiirad:
271: Faarax Caytame: 73; Faarax Sooyaan: 92; Faarax Yibir: 121-22;
Gabayhawle: 74-75; Geyllan Nuur-Gurey: 263-66; Gooni Cabdi Xaaji: 81-83,
Ismaaciil Mire: 271; Maxamed Cabdille Xasan, {Sayid/: 125-257,
Muxumud-Aflow: 275; Muxumud-Guure: 116-17, 272; Qamaan Bulxan: 279;
Raage Ugaas: 102-105, 11; Saahid Qamaan: 86; Shire Cilmi Islaan: 119-20;
Weerar Bulxan: 77, 101-102; Xasan Shiil, Gabay-Aweyte: 85: Yuusuf Dheere:

84-85; Yuusuf Sharmaarke Cisemaan “Shankukibir™: 280-81.
APPENDIX D

Poets Whose Texts Are Found in Antinucci and Axmed Faarax Cali
“Idaajaa” (1986)

For explanatory notes, see appendices A and B.
Aadan Axmed “Afgallooc”, /Xaaji/: 88-93, 148-53; Aadan Maxamad

Yuusuf, “Aadan-Carab”: 142-45; Ayax Maxamad Dhawre: 50-51; Cabdi
Maxamad Magan, “Cabdigalayax™: 128-31, 156-57; Cabdillaahi Maxamuud
“Qarshi”™: 98-99; Cabdillaahi Suldaan “Timacadde™ 134-39; Cabdulle Raage
Taraawiil: 160-63; Cabdulqaadir Xirsi Siyaad “Yamyam™: 180-83; Cali Xuseen
Xirsi: 106-109; Cali-Lugei Warsame Goomey: 54-55; Carroole Maxamad Kali:
42-43; Cismaan Yuusuf Cali, “Cismaan Keenadiid™: 112-15; Faarax Cismaan
Kowto: 58-61; Faarax Nuur: 66-67; Guuleed Jucfe Samatar: 78-79; Hurre
Aadan Muuse: 124-25; Ismaaciil Mire Cilmi: 70-71; Maxamad Ibraahim
Warsame “Hadraawi™ 166-71; Maxamad Xaaji Ismaaciil “Belaayo-cas™
118-21; Maxamad Xaashi Dhamac “Gaarriye™ 174-77; Maxamuud Cali
Beenaley: 74-75; Nuur Maxamad Laangadhe: 82-85; Nuurre Cabdille Kebed:

46-47; Yuusuf Xaaji Aadan: 102-103.



