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SIGPATUi1E TUNE 

LOUIS hl\.EONEY: 

Hello everybody. This is Louis Mahoney inviting you to 
join me for a closer look at 11.A.rts and Africa". 

SIGIJATl.Ri:~ TUIIB 

Today we meet two w'.1'.'i ters with different forms and different 
styles and somewhat different attitudes. But they do have 
one thing in common - they're both from Somalia. rhe 11Ho:::-n 
of Africa", that descriptive title of the corner of the eont-
inent thrusting uptovmrds _ Arabia, i3 also something of a 

reminder of its pastoral countryside with herdsmen and their 
camelg seeking new pasture. 

~ISl,LAN YA::~SIN !'°OHA;·~D :_ 

NOH.AMED: 

DELIUS: 

CHA;·-JTS .SOi'"1h LI POEM • 

Ca.anting is a traditional way of reclting Somali poetry and 
there's often a sinple musical accompaniment. But we weren't 
listening to a trad~ tional poem - t i.1at was . the prelude to one 
recently con1 ~)osed by Abdisalac1 Yassin !';.ohame.d. As he explained 
to Anthony Delius, aJ.though he uses modern subjects he still 
uses traditional imagery. Thus, although the poem you have 
ju.st heard chanted is about the problems of Somali students 
returning home from abroad, the imagery he uses is of camel s 
on the outskirts of a settlement pricking up their ears and 
huddling together in the heat of the afternoon in fear of 
hungry lions t hat are roaming about. 

·Returning to that chanting: Anthony Deli~s wondered whether 
there were other ways of reciting poetry. 

Yes, I could use two ways and I have the option of chanting it. 
Actually chanting is much more appreciated because then you 
put a lot of feeling into the poem and your listeners are 
kept in suspense and they would want to hear more what's coming 
nexto ~ut also, on the other hand, you can just recite it 
word for word 0 It would. have a great effect, too, but it 
would not have as much effect as when you chant it. 

It I s only recently that Somali. has become a . \IT~ tten language. 
vfuat happened to poems - or to the poets themselves? How did 
they keep their material before t hey had any written language? 
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Writing in Somali now has got a tremendous ad.vantage as far as 
the devlopment of the Somali language and -also the development 
of Somali in general is .:::oncerned. But I don 1 t know whether 
it would actually have some drawbacks for the forms of literature 
that we have, or whether it would help, because all poetry has 
its own forms and it has its own artistic charm and not only 
that but also the poets have got Euch a great retention in 
their memory. They retain a whole lot of poems: in fact some 
retain about 10, 12, 13 or 14 poems and recite them, and each 
or-e may be about 50 or 200 lines. So now, since the language 
is being written, I guess people are going to lose most of 
their memory. 

But, in another way you're going to change - a complete revolution 
is going to come, isn't it? vecause now you are going to be 
writing for the page and the eye and not reciting for the ear. 

I have suspected that the Som2li poetry as it is now, although t he 
lan~~age has been writte~ for two years, most of the poets 
actually do not want to write pvetry - or if they write, they 
would want to recite it immediately. They don t want to have 
their poetry being in between two pages, in the middle of a 
book. 

·what influences are you going to have upon you novt? Obviously 
you must have had influences from the Arabic world. Is this 
going to continue or are you n:iw going to have influences from, 
say, the United States? 

Not to a great extent as far · as imagery is concerned because 
Somali :poetry ha.s got its own forms., In fact, although we 
have a very long tradition with the Arab world and the Muslim 
world in general, we have very little influt:nce as f a1"' as the 
poetry of the Arabs or their artisti~ expression is concerned. 
because the Somali poetry is generally based on the 1ornadic 
set-up and the nomadic set-up has got its own imagery. Even 
the urbanised Somalis appreciate the nomadic imagery, much more 
so than a modern or urbaLlised imagery. Maybe ideas, not so 
much content or form. 

Your themes and your i~agery, therefore, remain those of the 
nomad crossing the desert looking for pasturag3 and that type 
of thing? 

Yes, indeed they do remain that. 

But, now, of course, Somalis are going out into the world, all 
over the place. I mean, you, yourself·s with your mild American 
accent, tell us that you are a very modern Somali, Aren't you 
taking in other themes now? Aren't you doing other themes, 
are you trying poetry in another language, anything like that? 

I try to write poetry in English and I experimented there. and I 
did it and I have about seven or eight poems that I wrote in 
English. 

Have you an example for us? 

Yes, I have an example of that. 

, . 
~ 
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Do you. think you could read it? 

Yes indeed. 

What does it concern? 

It concerns the cold weather which I have encounteree. in 
Vermont - northern Vermont in the United States. 

Ah, very much a Somali poet's rea~tion. Well, cto you think 
that you could go ahead and recite it for us? 

Yes, the title of the poem is "Mmmmmm11i;i_ and this is how it goes~ 

As Abdisalam was saying, there's a real challenge ahead for 
poets who are used to hearing the sound of their poetry rather 
than seeing the lay-out on the printed page. Prose writers 
whose first language is o~ly now being sc~ipted for the first 
time, these writers like Nuriddin Farah (you may have read his 
novel "From a Crooked Rib") have already established themselves 
in a foreign language. Here 1 s Nuruddin Farah reading the 
opening of his short story "Of Silence, Of Noise" to Elaine 
Caul~{er. 

NURIDDIN FARAH: 

. . - t 

READS OPENING OF "OF SILENCE, OF NOISE"e 

ELAINE CAULKER: 

FARAH: 

CAULKER: 

FARAH : 

CAULKER: 

Nuruddin, now that passage you re&d was in English. 
do all your writing in English? 

Do you 

Most of my writing I cio in English.. Sometimes I do my writing 
in Somali: in fact I have a novel that I am writing now in 
Somali and there's another one that I'm writing simultaneously 
in English. It 1 s not that I have only tried to wriiBin Somali, 
I've also tried tow.cite in Arabic and I'vel:Blped in the trans
lation of my novel into Italian and I've also helped in the 
translation of one of my plays into Italian. 

What kind of things do you write about? Let's just get back, 
for exa~ple, to the story that you read the paragraph from. 
What was the content of that ste,ry7 

Well, what interests me in people is obviously th0ir relationship 
with each other. But, a relationship someho,,,, really distorted 
in a way. Like what interests me is when vv0men, for example, 
who we always say is a potential mother, cannot have children 
because of some rearon or another. If you took a soldier as 
an example: if a soldier does not have a gun and doesn't even 
have the uniform - wht becomes of him? What becomes of a person 
who does not have that without which he cannot be what he ought 
to be? 

And you think it is out of t hese frustrations obviously that 
relationships are born? 
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I wouldn't call it frustrations - I would call it these 
relationships. 

How much do you find that writing in English constricts you? 
How much do you go into your mm language for metaphors and 
similes that perhaps are not translatable? 

' 

I go a lot into Somali and Arabic and Amharic and Hindi and many 
other languages. You see I have a difficulty with my publishers, 
at this stage, where they say that a novel that I wrote in 1971, 
whi9h is called 11The Naked ·Needle 11 , is very difficult for a 
readerio understand, to get what I'm talking about, because I 
refused . to dilute the imagery that I borrowen from any of these 
foreign languages~ And so there are some problems sometimes 
that I'm faced with. 

I was talking to you earlier about a book of yours, your first 
novel that, in fact, I haven't read, 11From a Crooked Rib 11 .,. 

Which is not worth rea1ing. 

As you told me, it's not worth reading - and that's an interesting 
thing for a writer to say~ Cou_ld you tell me why you feel ·chat? 

Because I don't read it. 
read it? 

Why would I tell anybody else to 

Well, why did you write it? 

Hell, why did I wr'i te it? 
your meal, yesterday night? 

You know, it's like: why did you eat 
¼'hy did you do that last last n.ight? 

CAULKER: Alright, let me ask you another question because that is definitely 
in the past. What about your work in the present? 

FARAH: It is a novel. It I s called "By Life Possessed". This is 
actually the tragedy o:: a family, I vmuld call it. And it is 
a story deliberately ill-told in every sense of the word. It's 
a no?el and I'm very fond of this novel bec9.use it communicates 
to me an experience, very familiar to almost anybody who has 
grown up in an African family circle. · 

CAULKER: One last question I'd like to ask. You say that it is a novel 
that is deliberately ill~told. You seem to be incredibly 
confident of your art. Are you, in fact? 

FARAH: Confident? 

CAULKER: . Yes. 

FARAH: Ah ••• when I'm doing it - yes. 

MAHONEY: A confident Hurddin Firah talking to El?ine Caulker • 
. "" :· - - . 

The . closing musi-c ·we I ve· chosen f~r today is, naturally, from 
Somalia and its the traditional lute and the · flute, the instruments 
that have for centuries accompanied the chanting of the poetsa 
So it's goodbye from me, Louis Mahoney,· until next week when 
we'll be listening to the arts of another part of the continent 
in "Arts and Africa". 

SONALI MUSIC. 
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