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One of the difficulties Westerner scholars have had to face in their study of
African poetry has been in trying to avoid the ethnocentric assumption that the
structure of all the poetry of the world would resemble Western metrics. In an
article entitled « A Survey of African Prosodic Systems », published in 1960, for
example, the renowned linguist Joseph Greenberg, stated that:

« It appears safe to conclude that except for possible recent influences of Euro-

pean rhymed poetry, the vast majority of African peoples south of the Sahara,

including here the non-Moslem peoples of West Africa and all the Bantu peoples
except the Islamized Swahili, do not possess prosodic systems (p. 928) ».

Interestingly, in the same article, Greenberg, went on to state that « ... there
are two exceptions ..., the occurrence of tone riddles among the Efik in Nigeria,
and the ... system of alliteration among the Somali ». But even here, he thought
Somalis had been influenced by Arabic poetry and that « ... the prosodic system
of the Somali is about the minimum conceivable ». Using texts published by Reinisch
(1900), Kirk (1905), and Cerulli (1913), in which the graphemes for long vowels
were not doubled to provide an important clue to the overall scansion system,
Greenberg based his suspicion solely on the obvious trait of unified Somali allitera-
tion, one of many rules now known concerning Somali metrics.

Least I appear myself to be possessed of self-righteous hindsight in this matter,
let me plead guilty to my own charge. I attempted off and on for fifteen years
to uncover the rules of Somali prosody, but alas, to no avail. It took a Somali,
Cabdullaahi Diiriye Guuleed, to discover the key to Somali poetics, the mora
which is a temporal unit equivalent to a short vowel in colloquial Somali. I have
described how this happened in an earlier essay (Johnson 1980).

If we are ever to solve all the problems of African systems of prosody in-
cluding the Somali, and we have only just begun Somali poetics, we must look
closely at the structure of the indigenous languages involved and at their relation-
ships to the music employable in their actual recitation. Key concepts from the
study of Western poetry can help, but only to a certain degree. Metrics in the
Somali case may be viewed as a language which has a minimum of three con-
straints placed upon it: first the grammatical, second the prosodic, and third the
musical. Then having solved the structural problems, we must look to the relation-
ship between poetry and its actual use in real performance situations in Somali.
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And finally, as I have often contended, there are very significant theoretical im-
plications of Somali metrics upon a general theory of oral literature and the
sociology of literature.

This essay will deal with the first and third of these issues and conclude with
a statement about much needed research on the second issue.

The Somali classical genres of gabay, jiifto, geeraar, and buraambur are govern-
ed by the temporal unit of the mora, Somali prosodics depends upon a relation-
ship between syllables and the mora. It is not merely how many syllables to a
line, but rather theoretically the amount of literal time it takes to sound out the
vowels on a line which determines its length. Thus, short vowels fill half the amount
of time that long vowels do, and if one counts short vowels once and long vowels
twice, a consistent number of moras per line are characteristic of each genre in
question.

Although moras are a key part of the constraints of Somali poetry, they belong
to the set of grammatical constraints from colloquial language mentioned above.
How they relate to each other in poetry, however, becomes a part of the prosodic
constraints which constitute, if you will, the « grammar of poetry ». This brings
up another key concept of Somali classical prosody.

Moras from the colloquial language fit into metric slots which are called semes,
and which come in a variety of forms. To understand how classical poems scan,
one must have a clear picture of these semic patterns, for they are more important
in the scansion of poetry than any other unit. As the foot can be considered
the key to many a Western poem, it is the combination and configuration of
semes which are the key to Somali classical metrics, some of which do not exhibit
combinations which may be classified as a foot. This semic distribution is govern-
ed by a system, which I propose to call set theory.

So the temporal unit of the mora and the prosodic slot into which it fits,
the seme, are key pairs in Somali metrics. In order to round off a complete
understanding of set-theory, it is important to understand that syllables also play
a role in some of the genres or internal parts of them. Indeed, in set theory there
exists a relationship between moras and syllables, which Cabdullaahi and I have
termed the moro-syllabic relationship.

Now, there are two things to understand here. First, in all classical genres
and apparently in a few other genres we have not yet fully investigated, semic
configurations and moro-syllabic relationships are fixed. Moreover, three varieties
of semes exist. There are monosemes, into which a short vowel governing only
one syllable may fit; there are disemes, into which a long vowel governing one
syllable, or two short vowels governing two syllables, may fit; and there is at
least one case of a triseme into which a long and a short vowel governing two
syllables, or three short vowels governing three syllables may fit. Each genre ties
specific semes together in different configurations, and I will describe each of
the four classical generic semic patterns below. It is these configurations, and
the moro-syllabic relationships which govern them, that determine the uniqueness
of each classical genre.

The second thing to understand is that there are three varieties or sets in moro-
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syllabic relationships, and there may be four: open, closed, semi-closed, and semi-
open sets. (We are not yet sure of the fourth pattern at the present state of our
research.) Set theory attempts to account for these relationships and their meaning
in Somali classical scansion.

Let me state a few absolute rules as a jumping off place to understanding
set theory. The boundaries between semes of any variety may not be crossed by
long vowels. While the mora count remains fixed in all sets and is not affected
by semic boundaries, the moro-syllabic relationships are determined by each genre.

What may fill the diseme and triseme depends on the moro-syllabic relation-
ship. Strangely enough, the same is true of the monoseme, though in all but the
closed set moro-syllabic relationship, a monoseme is a slot into which only a short
vowel may fit. Note that regular colloquial vowel length must be honored in the
open set. In the closed set, a long vowel may fit into a monoseme, thereby violating
the grammatical constraint, but not violating the prosodic constraint. This
phenomenon is an example of what may be termed « poetic license ».

In the closed set, the monosemic occurrence may be symbolized by a micron
superimposed on a macron, an either/or situation in which a long or a short
vowel from colloquial speech may fill the seme, but it will always be considered
a short vowel in metrics. Note here that regular vowel length may be manipulated
by the poet. A long vowel be « shortened » if necessary without regard to collo-
quial practice.

In the open set, any diseme may be filled with a long vowel or two short
ones anywhere the diseme occurs. In other words, a maximum to minimum syllable
count is the rule. Note that regular colloquial vowel lenght must be honored in
the open set. For all intents and purposes, the open set may be considered to
have no moro-syllabic constraint, and the diseme may be symbolized by a pair
of microns superimposed on a macron.

In the closed set, again a diseme may be filled with either a short vowel or
a long but is always symbolized by a lone macron. 1 might just add that in the
closed set, most often it is the case that short vowels fill monosemes and long
vowels fill disemes. The poet simply has the license to lengthen short vowels and
shorten long vowels if he or she needs to do so, in order to get the message
across at the semantic level of the poem. A fixed syllable count is characteristic
of this set and will be identical to the mora count.

With the semi-closed set, both mora and syllable count are again fixed, but
on the line or half-line, no specific diseme is designated to receive the long vowel.
Only one example of a semi-closed set has so-far been found, and that is the
gabay-hooris, or second half-line of the gabay, in which 8 moras and 6 syllables
must occur. This means that, within the restrictions of the half-line where three
disemes occur, two must be filled with long vowels and the third must be filled
with two short vowels, but which pair contain the long vowels is not specified.
Again note that regular colloquial vowel length in Somali must be honored.

The importance of understanding and fully describing set theory in Somali
metrics cannot be overstressed, for it appears to be the manipulation of these
semic configurations and moro-syllabic relationships that may actually account
for how Somali genres of this type evolve over time. When semic patterns change
new genres are created, and Somalis seem to enjoy the intellectual exercise of
manipulating these patterns to coin new genres. It must be an ambition among
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Somali poets to become known as the innovator of a new genre, a point worth
checking first hand in Somalia.

Let me turn now to a description of each of the four classical genres by describ-
ing the semic configurations and the particular metric sets involved with each
genre. [ will not describe all the rules of these poems, but only the ones which
relate to set theory.

In the following analysis, microns are used to symbolize short vowels, while
macrons are used for long vowels. Double vertical lines are employed for foot
boundaries and single vertical lines for semic boundaries. They mark monosemes
when only one mora may occur between them; disemes when two moras may
occur between them; and trisemes when three moras may occur between them.
Single vertical dots divide disemes in which either a long vowel or two short ones
may occur. Double spaces with no dots dividing the diseme must be filled only
with long vowels (closed set trait). A large mid-line space represents the caesura,
or half-line pause, in appropriate genres.

Now, if I am to take my own advice and look at Somali poetry from the
point of view of Somali linguistics and not Western preconceived units of scan-
sion, we must adopt a guiding rule to successfully uncover all the rules of Somali
metrics. Let that guiding rule be the following. Let us start with the smallest
unit of recurrent pattern and proceed to the next largest unit. This rule will take
us from the mora, the smallest unit, all the way to the strophe or stanza or the
poem as a whole if there is only one strophe.

First, the gabay may be defined as a genre whose foot pattern may be describ-
ed as diseme—diseme-monoseme(| sivluiv loB), There are four feet per line,

thus:
O O TR DO T O R DO OO D O%

There are 20 moras per line, but an « up-beat » at the front of the line is
permissible, allowing for 21. Twelve moras occur in the first half-line, while 8
occur in the second. The open-set moro-syllabic relationship applies to the first
hemistich rendering a maximum of 12 syllables possible and a minimum of 7.
The semi-closed set occurs in the second hemistich where 6 syllables and 8 moras
always occur. The caesura occurs between the 12th and 13th moras, after the
first diseme and before the second diseme, of the third foot, a trait unique to
the gabay. An example of a gabay line is as follows:

AL T LN LICIC N E b CICV ML T W
Ilaah baa dabkoodiyo sandahay, danabbadoodii ye

God has put out their fire, and has dampened [the valor of their heroes].!

With the jiifto there are no discernible feet shorter than the line. The semic
configuration for this genre is diseme-diseme-monoseme-diseme-diseme, thus:

. .
FV3 9% 93 luivlvivl
s vu'v wivs fari

! This line of gabay is reprinted from Andrzejewski and Musa H. L. Ga]aal; 1963.
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The jiifto exhibits an open-set moro-syllabic relationship with a maximum of
9 syllables possible and a minimum of 5 per line. There are always 9 moras and
only one alliteration per line. Because jiiffo are most commonly composed in
couplets (sometimes triplet lines can also be found in a poem), enjambement is
common. For this reason, scholars of the past have incorrectly transcribed two
Jiifto lines as one. The fact that they are couplets explains what was commonly
thought to be the unusual phenomenon of line-and-a-half type jiifto lines, which
are in reality triplets. No triplet jiiftos as such occur, but triplet lines sometimes
occur within normal couplet jiiffos. An example of a Jiifto couplet is as follows:

Poio b Lo ot

Waxaan Kaa dalbahayaa,

R S O U O S O O O |

Duunkaagu wuxuu gabo,

What I claim from you,
Is only what you yourself owe me.2

The geeraar may be defined as a poem with a foot pattern of monoseme-
monoseme-diseme(lvlvl l), Two feet occur per line and it is common to add

a monoseme at the end of the second foot, giving a sort of syncopation to its
rhythm. Thus, there are 8 or 9 moras per line:

felel__Relel___ Il
Because the geeraar exhibits a closed-set moro-syllabic relationship, there are

always 6 or 7 syllables on the line, depending on whether or not the optional
monoseme occurs. An example of a geeraar line is as follows:

UV IR T I I B

Waar tolow, colka jooja!
Oh clansmen, stop the war! 3

The semic configuration of the buraambur is very complex and may be described
as triseme—diseme—diseme-monoseme—diseme—caesura-a'iseme-monoseme-diseme-
monoseme-diseme, thus:

. . . . : s
ivivlivivloleie | ivlivivivlivluivl
'f&l vivivivliulwiv vivivivivliuvliuio

The friseme contains three moras and one initial or terminal long vowel is
possible there, though three short vowels may occur. There are 18 moras per line,
with 10 in the first half-line and 8 in the second. The moro-syllabic relationship
is open, rendering a maximum number of syllables identical to the mora count

2 This line of jiifto is reprinted from Andrzejewski and Lewis, 1964: 74-77.
3 This line of geeraar is reprinted from Andrzejewski and Lewis, 1964: 130-31.
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and a minimum number of 11. An example of a burambuur line is as follows:

T I L 1% R I O I I I R VR I IR B

Dalkeenniyo reer Caloo, deyr La kala marshow,

You were the fence standing between our land, and the descendants of Ali.4
* k¥

I stated at the beginning of this paper that I would address the larger issue
of the theoretical implications of Somali metrics upon a general theory of oral
literature.’ What I would like to do here is to give a lightning survey of what
folklorists have thought of as significant in the texts they have studied over the
last century or so. Over the decades, folklorists have maintained a consistent in-
terest in the text, and the discipline may be described as a text-centered endeavor.
Thus I may be able to put into perspective the potential contribution of the study
of Somali poetics in this progression of theory in the history of ideas and schools
of thought.

To begin, let me state that folkloristics is a discipline which attempts a formal
study of what academics and many peoples of the world call tradition. Whatever
it may be in the real world, a point I will address below, tradition is an academic
construct with which scholars seeks to explain major segments of human behavior
and some of the reasons groups of people act in the way they do in specific
culturally defined situations. Students of performance theory in and out of the
discipline also argue that tradition is a process and not merely the product or
products of that process. I will have more to say about performance theory in
the final section of this essay.

Tradition is also a construct among the people who practice it as well as among
the scholars who study it. In a word, it is the lore of the folk, the latter being
defined by the American folklorist Alan Dundes (1980) as « ... any group of peo-
ple whatsoever who share at least one common factor ». It has been a long time
since American folklorists have defined the folk as the peasant class of society,
a view more common in Europe. In American academics, the folk can be any
segment of society, any group of people who define themselves as a group by
practicing tradition together. If we were to give a new name to the discipline
of folklore today, we might call it group-lore, or even group-tradition.

Returning to my earlier point, the folk who practice the lore may not call
it tradition. They may call it inheritance or something else, but there is often
a word to represent the concept in the metalanguage the group uses for describing
its own culture. In this sense, tradition is often thought of by its users — as
it indeed has been by many folklorists — as an inherited body of knowledge from
which the group may, but does not necessarily have to, draw models for its cultural
institutions and ways of behavior.

4 This line of buraambur is reprinted from Andrzejewski and Lewis, 1964: 138-39.

5 I am indebted to a number of my colleagues and students at the Folklore Institute, Indiana
University, particularly Roger Janelli and Sandra Dolby-Stahl, who have participated in a seminar
I conduct on the topic of the concept of tradition in folklore. These friends hare called my attention
to many of the ideas and readings which form the background to this part of my paper.
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To be more precise, this body of knowledge is stored in the memory until
it is needed. But in the real world, groups do not have memories. Only individuals
have memories. The social process of tradition, thus results from each member
relying upon his or her own memory and discussing and debating each given situa-
tion as it arises. This process constitutes the process of tradition and the resulting
products produced by it. In the real world, then, tradition represents not so much
an actual body of knowledge, but instead a form of group behavior, including
not only its members’ agreements but also their disagreements and the resulting
compromises. This process invariably leads to an unstandardized multiple varia-
tion in the products produced by the process of tradition. It is during the perfor-
mance of folklore (or its rehersal) ¢ that these debates and agreements take place,
but I am getting ahead of myself. I will have more to say about performance
theory at the conclusion of this essay.

An important part of this thesis is that tradition exhibits two major
characteristics, those of continuity and change. In much of academic thought in
the past, scholarly studies concentrated on continuity and sometimes completely
ignored change. Indeed, older views of tradition in the Historical-Geographical
School of folkloristics considered change to be a negative and corrupting influence
on tradition, the deterioration of an older, purer form. Continuity was seen not
only as the most important aspect of tradition but the only legitimate aspect of
it. Change was described with negative concepts, such as forgetfulness and
misunderstanding during the diffusion of tradition.

The dominant view of human creative abilities at the time held that people
were not very creative. They were only capable of carrying on, not creating, tradi-
tions. Any change which occurred was the result of deterioration in the original
text. The text was seen as a once-created, often-repeated, and above all o/d form.
If these conditions were not met by the text, it was considered recent and not
a part of the authentic traditional lore of the group.

From ballad scholarship within the discpline came an idea first proposed by
Philips Barry and later perfected by Gordon Gerould. These scholars proposed
the theory of communal recreation,” stating that a ballad text did indeed have
a single origin but was « recomposed », and thereby possibly changed, even if
only slightly, by each singer who became involved in its diffusion. What the
folklorist collected at any point in the life of a ballad was a composite text of
communal composition up to that point in time, a collective product of the folk.
While the folk were not all that creative, they were considered at least a bit more
creative than had been earlier postulated by the Historical-Geographical scholars.

An early challenge to the view that change was negative came from Carl von
Sydow, whose theory of the oikotyping of folktales argued that, although there
might be single origins of folk tales, change was not so much negative as it was
a reconstruction for local cultural consumption.® Germans might tell the story
of Cinderella in a way more meaningful to a German audience, and the French
and others would do likewise. A quick example is the contention that the French,

6 For an interesting discussion on the role of rehersal on the interpretation of the past with
regard to the nature of performance in tradition, see: Schechner, especially chapter two.

7 For a description of this theory, see: Gerould 1932.

8 The concept of oikotype (also spelled oicotype) was first described by the Swedish folklorist
Carl W. von Sydow. For a full description of the idea, see his two articles, 1948a and 1948b.
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who apparently had great difficulties in the Middle Ages feeding themselves, might
reward the heroes and heroines at the end of a tale with a great feast, while
the German variant of the same marchen might end in a wedding; where the
lowly peasant gets the royal prince or princess as a reward for valor.’ Von
Sydow’s view, then, was one of cultural retranslation, but he still agreed that
these regional types would maintain their continuity once they had been condition-
ed to the regional culture.

What has become known as the Parry/Lord thesis, or the oral-formulaic thesis
is the next important concept contributing to this century long debate over the
nature of the text and its human creator. Milman Parry and later Albert Lord,
dealing with the recorded epic poetry of Homer and the living epic of southern
Yugoslavia, postulated that each time the poem was sung, even by the same bard,
it was completely recreated.!® texts were never merely passed on. They were
always recreated. Using a complex methodology of morpheme by morpheme and
line by line comparison of variants of the same poem composed by the same
bard at different times and by different bards singing the same poem, these scholars
have shown that epic poetry is indeed recreated each time it is recited.

Scholars through the years, then, have changed their minds about the nature
of the text and its reciter in folklore. A shift has occurred beginning with the
theory that the text is created once and diffused to others in the same society,
to other societies, and to other generations, in basically the same form. More
recent views hold that the text is recreated each time it is recited and that change
is due not so much to the negative reasons of forgetfulness and misunderstanding
but to new situations in which the text is recited. Change is seen as a deliberate
way of making the text more relevant to the audience for which it is intended.
It is here that studies of Somali poetry can contribute very significantly to the
progression of these theories in oral literary composition, because the Somali case
is somewhat of an enigma in the progression of these theories over the decades.

Somalis and Somalists have claimed for years that Somalis memorize their
poetry verbatim. Over the years more and more evidence has accumulated to sup-
port this hypothesis. The fact that poet and reciter are separate skills in Somalia
indicate that single origins in creativity occur. In oral formulaic poetry, poet and
reciter are represented by a single skill. Studies on the structure of Somali prosody
which have led to such theories as the set theory presented earlier in this paper
further support the possibility of verbatim memorization because of the extreme
complexity of its metrics. A specific study which Cabdullaahi and I conducted
on variants of one poem, namely the gabay Koofil by the Sayid Maxammed Cab-
dille Xasan, indicates that verbatim memorization is no idle claim. Other studies
by Andrzejewski describing how and why verbatim memorization is praised and
prized in Somalia point to social reasons for this practice (Andrzejewski 1981).

The important theoretical question here is this: is the Somali poem a once-
created, often-repeated text, or is it recreated each time it is recited? All the evidence
points to the former view, a view which is not only out-of-date in folkloristics,
but extremely unpopular. Obviously, each time a Somali poem is recited, it is
physically recreated, but the seminal question is this: is it recomposed? Our study

9 For a full discussion of the contention that the French often ended their folk tales with great
feasts, see: Darnton, 1984, especially chapter one.
10 For a thorough description of the oral-formulaic thesis, see, Lord, 1971.
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of Koofil indicates that portions of that poem have indeed been changed. Dialect
differences exist, but are not important to our question of recomposition. Some
differences in grammatical use exist. Minor morphological differences exist, but
all changes which are made scan within the extremely tight rules of Somali metrics.
Conclusions to date may be represented by Andrzejewski’s theory of the goal
of verbatim memorization, which again clearly argues for the intent of reproduc-
tion and not of recomposition. I put it to you that this problem is not yet solved.

I should like to conclude this essay with a brief look at the second issue men-
tioned at the beginning, nameley the relationship between the structure of Somali
poetry and its actual use in real performance situations. Performance theory, one
of the current schools of thought both inside and outside of folkloristics, is con-
cerned with the performance context of artistic forms. It is as departure from
some of the earlier theories and methodologies, in that interest swings from the
text as the central focus to the performance of the text. This is not to say that
the text is or should be neglected. What is important in this approach is that
there are many aspects of any society that influence the structure, content, and
function of a text, and performance theory attempts to take into account all of
this information to arrive at a more holistic view of continuity and change in
tradition.

To determine the actual abilities and practice of verbatim memorization of
poetry in Somalia, I would propose two methodologies suggested to me by Pro-
fessor Albert Lord. One would involve tests on the abilities of reciters to memorize
poetry, the other would involve the observing of actual performances of Somali
poetry in their natural contexts. First, a laboratory test situation will enable the
researcher to determine if Somalis are capable of verbatim memorization. A col-
lection of the entire repertoire of several reciters in the company of each other
could be attempted. Later one could attempt to get a reciter who did not know
one of the poems recited by one of the other reciters to attempt to sing it into
a tape recorder. In this manner a test can be made of the Somali claim that
some reciters can repeat a poem they have heard only once. After some months
these tests can be repeated and a comparison made of the same poems sung by
the same reciters with a time depth allowed for possible forgetfulness. It is impor-
tant that some of these repertoires be overlapping, so that a comparison of the
same poems recited by different reciters can be made. In this manner, Somali
claims can be tested under controlled conditions.

It is one thing to be able to memorize poems. But it is another thing to recite
them word for word in actual performance situations. The other method I pro-
pose is to attempt to collect as much poetry in actual performance situations as
possible, hopefully coming across some of the same poems encountered in the
laboratory situation. A comparison of poems collected from actual performance
contexts and those from controlled contexts should reveal some interesting insights
into Somali claims and actual practices. The ultimate goal of these twin
methodologies is eventually to answer the question, is Somali poetry merely repeated
or is it actually recomposed? The answer should have significant impact on text-
centered and performance-centered folklore theory.
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