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Welcome to 'Arts and Africa" from Alex Tetteh-Lartey. And 
today I s programme begins with an account of a tradi tiorn:.lly 
African way of celebrating the birthday of the Prophet 
l\fohammed. 

MUSIC - Pilgrims Singing. 

ALEX TE'.l'TEH-LAH'l'EY 

The island of Lamu just off the coast of Kenya is famous for 
the artistic achivements of its people. It is also the site of 
the burial of one of the holy men of East Africa, the founde2 
of an important Islamic college. His tomo attracts pilgrims 
from far and wide as Saeed el'Gheith found when he went there to 
study. In particular as he's been telling me, the festival of 
the Pn,phet 's birthday is celebrated with much music and dancing. 

MUSIC - Pilgrims Singing, 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Can you describe brie1ly for me Saeed what is caking place? 

SAEED EL ' GHEI'i'H 

This celebration 9 or rather festival is known as "Maulidi·:· and 
the most impressive and fascinating one takes place in a11 
island on the north coast of Kenya called Lamu and here Muslims 
from different parts of Africa, and some of th:;m even from the 
Arab world, join us in this celebration. It's spec~fically 
taking place j_n front of the Muslim College in Lamu. I :. 
usually starts with the t raditional dances performed by various 
Muslims from the neighbouiing islands. These dancing groups 
would assemble themselves after the last evening prayer and 
start per fonr;ing. 

ALEX 'I'ETTEH-LARTEY 

What instruments do they use? 

SAEED EL ' GHEITH 

Well, the rhythm is from the drum which is the dominating 
instrument , the Mi ddle Eastern zither, the fiddler, the 
tambourine, and of course the inhabitants of Lamu Island are 
!-mown for their very special instrument called the cow born, 
played b_oth-by men and women. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Are the perforrr.ers all male? 

SAEED EL'GHF.ITH 

No it is mixed, which is very unusual, but, well, this of course 
has to do with Islam, it makes no distinctions. But, of course 
there are exceptions, women are not allowed to go into the 
M0 sque itself, but after all, the whole celebration takes place 
outside the Mosque. 

l½U.SIC - Dhikri 

ALEX TETTEH-L,".RTEY 

Well, Saeed , that's a most peculiar ·sound, what was it? 

SAEED EL'GHEITH 

Oh, that is Dhikri. It is done by the male pilgrims and this 
takes place at the tomb of the founder of the Muslim College of 
Lamu, These pilgrims assembled themselves together around the 
tomb, and after ~)raying to the dead man, they start jumping and 
breathing. Thj.s neavy sort of deep breathing, to their 
interpretation, is more or less a direct communication with 
God. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Does it throw them into a trance? 

SAEED EL 'GHEITH 

Yes, they certe:.inly go into a trance, to the ex-t:ent of losing 
thei:,:, ccnsciousness sometimes . Of course, thi.s is strictly 
done by men and no women are allowed in this, not even near .the 
area. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Have you been to any of these ceremonies'? 

SAEED EL'GHEITH 

Oh yes, because as a Muslim , I myself took part in these 
ceremonies, but of course I could not perform as perfectly as 
they were doing, but I cer~ainly attempted to do the breathing. 
(il lustrates) I felt very virtuous, very much redeemed after 
taking part. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well f Saeed, you described two very :;.nteresting events which 
take place by the celebrations. What exactly is the 
highlight of the whole tning. 

~ I 
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SAEED EL'GHEITH 

Oh, the highlight of the wbolA celebration is the recitation 
of the actual M&ulidi (as I 1ve told you the festival is kno-wn 
as Maulidi) and this takes place on the last day of the 
celebration, again in front of the Muslim College, where both 
male and female pilgrims congregate and the place enjoyE a 
high respect . This of course starts by the recitation of a 
specic:l verse of the Koran by a descendant of the Prophet and 
then the actual recitation of Maulidi comes. When the reader 
reaches to the verse where the Prophet's mother Bibi Amina, 
had the light shown in her womb which illuminated as far as to 
the palaces in Syria and where the animals were given the 
faculty of speech and all grass turned green, all the pilgrims 
stood together and collectively sing this chant. This is really 
the most - because I took part in this - I mean I have never 
felt myself close to God or really close to my own faith, than 
in this part, because it was really the holy moment of my life. 
And this chanting, which sometimes included the tambourine and 
a bit of drumming, is really the sparkling moment of tqe whole 
celeLration. 

ALEX TETTEH-LART£Y 

Saeed el'Gheith thank you very much for this very interesting 
account. 

MUSIC - ?ilgrims s..i..nging. 

ALEX TET'l'EH-LARTEY 

The festival of the birth of Mohammed. And from Lamu we're 
moving northwards to find out about.the Somali poet AbdulkaJir 
Hersi. Abdullahi Hc::.ji of our Somali Service has brought along 
a recording of Abdulkadir Hersi reading part o~ a long r oem 
written especially for FESTAC. 

READING - "The Blact: Nations 11 • 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well, Abaullahi, before we talk about Abdulkadir and his poetry 
I will read an English translatimn of the passage we've been 
listening to, and this is how it goes . 

ENGLISH TRANSLATION OF f'OEM 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Abdullahi, was this poem actually read at FESTAC? 

ABDULLAHI HAJI 

Yes A1ex, i t wus read in Somali first and then distributed in 
English. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

How would you describe the poem? vi11at points does 
Abdulkadir raise? 



HAJI -·-
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Well, the poem is really about African unity and African 
n~.tionalism. He is chiding or admonishing .Africa f or not being 
united and he is saying economically, socially, politically, 
culturally we are divided because of the lack of cohesion and 
unity. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

HAJI 

Now who is he? 

Abudulkadir Hersi as a forty-one year old man , who was born in 
the southern part of Somalia. He is probably one of the best 
poets alive today in Somalia and he is being recognised as such. 
He wrote recently a very long epic of five thousand verses in 
Somali. The man became a well-known poet and a prolific writer 
since the Somali language was written. He was there all right, 
he used to recite poetry from time to time, but all this 
intellectual brilliance and his fantastic poetry came to light 
after he started writing in Somali, using the Latin script • 
.Somali was first written in the Latin script in •1972 and this 
poem was written in 1973 for the FESTAC preparat~ons. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

P.AJI 

--
He seems tu have a sense of Africsn history, doesn 't he , referring 
back to past times, the achievements of these great people? 

What is also amazing, Alex, is this m~-n cannot read or write 
ar .. y o-t:hE:r language tha11. Somali, and to have a sense of African 
history and national ism in him, ·Ni thout reading African history 
in other languages, or travelling widely, is incredible. And 
you know, Alex, this man is so politically conscious wit,illut 
going to any particular African university. Let us listen to 
the next part of the same poem, where he is talking about 
African Nationalism. 

READING - 11The Black Nations". 

ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY 

HAJI 

Now I was reading from a pr~.nted version. Was the original poem 
in Som2li meant to be printed or vvas it in the traditional oral 
form? 

No, he wrote it himself in Somali because he could not memorize · 
all this at one go, since he was going to .£?ESTAC, to Lagos, 
to re~d it before an audience of two thousand, three thousand 
people. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

HAJI 

Do you think that now with this new Somali script, this written
down system, do you think there's going t o be a change in the 
ty~e of poetry written, so that you don't listen so much to the 
sound but to the actual form on the paper? 

Yes, you are absolutely right. There is a lot of change and there 
is also a lot of debate and argument in Somali as what should be 
done about Somali poetry. Whatevt:r people say in poetic form 
must have an intellectual message, but have a cultural message 
and they say that an oral poet can always construct sentences 
but his ideas might not be too profound. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

HAJI 

And you probably h ,:iVe the added advantage of permanence being 
brought to the poem? 

That·s absolutely true, and again it gives confidence to the 
writer, to the poet. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Abdullahi Haji thank you very much indeed. Time now to say 
goodbye - until next week that is, when there'll be more "Arts 
and Afric9. 11

• So for me, Alex Tetteh-Lartey, it's goodbye. 

IV1USIC: 




