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Hello, this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey welcoming you to another edition of Arts and 
Africa. 

EXTRACT FROM A POEM BY MOHAMMED ABDULLA HASSAN 

ALEX TE'ITEH-LARTEY 

That's the sound of Af Qaashe reciting some of the poetry of Moharraned Abdulla 
Hassan - also know as "the Sayeed". He was the early 20th century Somali nationalist 
and anti-colonial hero whom the British dubbed the "Mad Mullah". But the fact that 
he was also a poet shows how in Somali society, poetry, the oral tradition and politics 
are, and always have been interlinked. Whatever the reason for this is no one doubts 
that poetry plays a far greater role in Somali society than it does in most others, 
and this was a point that Florence Akst discussed with the Somali writer and academic 
Said Samatar. He has just written a book in conjunction with David Leighton called 
"Somalia: Nation in Search of a State". It's an all encompassing book about the history 

.and people of Somalia, their culture, politics, economics and present predicaments. 
Of course it would not be complete without a section devoted to poetry, so Florence 
Akst asked Said Samatar about its significance in Somali society. 

SAID SAMATAR 

It has to be mentioned, because one can not avoid it, even a foreign observer, 
would promptly note the pervasive, sometimes sinister influence of poetry. 

FLORENCE AKST 

Sinister? 

SAID SAMATAR 

That's correct, and I wil explain in a minute what I mean by sinister influence 
of poetry on Somali life. For example, Sir Richard Burton .•..• 

FLORENCE AKST 

The 19th century traveller? 

SAID SAMATAR 

Yes, the eccentric, romantic, British explorer. When he showed up on the Somali 
coast in 1854, and actually disguised himself as a Muslim holyman with the name of 
Al-haj Abdulla, and got himself elected as the Imam, the leader, who led the Somalis 
in prayer on Fridays for six months .•.... 



(2) 

FLORENCE AKST 

What would have happened if he had been found out? 

SAID SAMATAR 

He was! 

FLORENCE AKST 

Oh they did find out! 

SAID SAMATAR 

Yes, that is why he had to flee the country, being chased by Somali spearmen, 
and as a matter of fact he was wounded. A javelin hit him through the jaw, and for 
the rest of his life he carried that scar on his jaw. At any rate, Burton says: 
"The country teams with poetry. The fine ear of this people takes a great delight 
in hearing harmonious sounds, whereas a prosaic phrase or an unmetred quantity provokes 
their violent indignation. Every man" , Burton goes on to say, "Every man has his 
defined position in literature, as precisely as though he had been reviewed in a century 
of magazines". 

FLORENCE AKST 

What a most interesting account , and it ' s still true? 

SAID SAMATAR 

It ' s still true. 

FLORENCE AKST 

Sir Richard Burton talks about the measures and the sounds. Could you give 
us a brief example of what we would hear? 

SAID SAMATAR 

Let me say there are two prime characteristics of Somali poetry. One is, what 
is called alliteration. Somali poetry alliterates and as you know alliteration was 
also a characteristic of early English poets . ... 

FLORENCE AKST 

Very early, but yes you have the same sound appearing in the same line frequently . 

SAID SAMATAR 

That ' s right. So a line of Somali poetry has, if it begins let us say with 
the letter 'M' , a corresponding sound of 'M' at the end of the line. So that the 
two 'M's in that line alliterate, as for example, to take a line from the Somali 
nationalist hero 'the Sayeed', Moharrmed Abdulla Hassan, the 'Mad Mullah' by the way 
of British history •... 
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FLORENCE AKST 

Oh, the 19th century adversary? 

SAID SAMATAR 

19th and 20th century •..•.. yes the ' Mad Mullah ' of Somaliland. The British 
decided that because he resisted them that he must be mad, insane. He says this: . .. . . . . 

EXTRACT rna1 POEM BY t-OHAMMED ABDULLA HASSAN 

SAID SAMATAR 

Now I think that even if you don ' t understand the language, you can tell the 
alliteration in 'M' that's going on. The second characteristic is the metre, the 
foot, which is essentially achieved by the alliteration of long and short syllables. 
So depending on the genre and by the way, there are four or five classical genres, 
classical forms, a line might vary from about six syllables, of the genres, with shorter 
lines, to the Gabay form which has almost sixteen syllables. 

FLORENCE AKST 

Oh, that's a very long span to keep going, isn ' t it? Could you give us the 
line again that you gave us earlier, when we were listening out for the 'M's, so this 
time we can listen out for the beat? 

EXTRACT FRCM POEM BY t-OHAMMED ABDULLA HASSAN 

FLORENCE AKST 

Yes, yes, I can hear that, and it ' s very mell ifluous . By the way, what ' s the 
sense? 

SAID SAMATAR 

Well, this is a poetic attack by the Somali national hero on those Somalia who 
refused to join him in his campaign against the British, incidentally, and so he says, 
ffduplicity, perfidious duplicity is the inveterate habit of the Somal is, by day and 
by night, they will come to you with a new colour or a new face, as for me I know 
that these liars are destined to be doomed and darnnedn . 

FLORENCE AKST 

My goodness, that's strong stuff isn't it? It sounds so sweet in the verse, 
and is that in a way typical of the use poetry is put to? 

SAID SAMATAR 

Yes, and to go back to my point about it playing a sinister role, a poet has 
the capacity, because of these obsessive interests, both aesthetic and political, 
the Somalis have in oral poetry, the poet has, therefore, an undue influence, an undue 
power and influence in society ..... 
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FLORENCE AKST 

I'm sorry to interrupt , but I was just wondering if there was some parallel 
elsewhere. You know the United States and Britain, well nobody has that sort of power 
in the written word here, do they? 

SAID SAMATAR 

That is quite interesting in the sense that in industrial societies the poet, 
and poetry in general play a marginal role in society whereas in Somali society the 
poet and poetry play a central role. 

FLORENCE AKST 

So it's like poetry plus journalism? 

SAID SAMATAR 

Absolutely so. Poetry plays a similar role to that of television and the press 
in western societies. It's an archival account , so that poetry has several functions, 
one of course aethestic, political, social, but also it records the history and heritage 
of the people, so that by going back to 19th century poetry, you can actually reconstruct 
the history of what took place then. In fact this is what I did in my other book 
on the national hero we were talking about: Oral Poetry and Somali Nationialism", 
even the title hints that Somali nationalism and oral poetry were intimately linked . 
And it is through the use of poetry that I was actually able to reconstruct the main 
events of the resistance movement. 

ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY 

The Somali academic and writer Said Samatar. His book "Somalia, Nation in search 
of a State" is available in Britain from Gower Press at a price of £16 . 50. 

In last week's programme we heard music from Zaire. The musicians were in London 
to play in a series of concerts called the "Music of the Royal Courts". This week 
we hear more music from that festival, this time from Morocco. Seven musicians came 
to London from the Institute of Music in Tetouan to play. Their music has ancient 
roots and indeed what we are about to hear derives from the courtly music of al-A:ndalus, 
Moorish or Arab Spain out of which the Moors were driven in the "reconquista" or 
"re-conquest" in the fifteenth century. The first piece of music is called Nawbab 
el-Istehlal and its refrain means "I wouldn't know the meaning of love without you". 

MUSIC: NAWBAH EL-ISTEHLAL 

ALEX TETI'EH-LARTEY 

Well that's it from Arts and Africa this week, and this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey 
leaving you with one more piece of music from Morocco. This piece is called Nawbah 
el-Hijaz. It's also about love: "I shall send you a letter - please read it and 
send me your answer without~- until I hear your reply I shall know no pi ece of 
mind". Goodbye. 

MUSIC: NAWBAH EL-HIJAZ 


