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Somali Poetry
the Case of the Miniature Genres

by
Mohamed Abdillahi Rirache

Many observers of Somali society have been very impressed by
the Somali veneration of poetS and poetry; many references have been
made to this very important aspect of Somali culture. In 1854, Richard
Burton observed that the country was teeming with poets, poetasters
and poetitos, and that every man had a good ear for recognizing a good
poem from a bad one,l

A century later (1964) Professors Andrzejewski and Lewis
admired Somali poets for achieving worthwhile results in the very
difficult medium of Somali prosody; they were also impressed by feats
of memory by the reciters of poetry. some of whom were poets.2 In
reference to Somali ~try, Said Samater. a Somali scholar. seconded
these earlier foreign scholars in their assessment of Somali poetry
writing:

The very fonn of the an has been a factor distinguishing
prominent poets from less talented ones. Somalis coosider a line
to be poetry when the units of which it is composed are
alliterative and balance one another with rhythmic regularity.
Even the most elaborate poets and reciters are unable to clearly
express the complex rules of Somali verse.3

It is because of its importance to both the Somalis themselves and the
observers of Somali society that Somali poetry is a major component of
Somali studies. However, the different Somali poetic genres were not
identified for a long time. It was shortly after the Somali language was
put into a script that Abdillahi Diriye Guled and Mohammed Hashi
Dhama discovered Somali poetic scansions or meter (MIISAN) based
on vowel numbers and their arrangements.4

Though this opened the way for identifying Somali poetic
genres, some of the most basic rules and genres were not given a
conclusive treatment. In complete agreement with Said Samater, "even
the most elaborated poets and reciters are unable to clearly express the
complex rules of Somali verse."5

Using poetic scansion, scholars identified the most famous
genres such as GABAY. BARAANBUR, GEERAAR, and JIIFTO, but
the smaller genres, though not less important. remained either unknown
or vaguely defined. According to Somali poetic scansions. a genre has
a certain number of vowels, some long and some short, arranged in a
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cenain way. If we depend on the number alone, there are many genres
which have the same number of vowels; however, a trained ear can stiU
recognize differences between genres. Therefore it is equally imponant
to establish how the vowels are arranged and how each line gets its self­
balancing.

With my colleagues AlxIi Migane and Orner Ma'allin, we tried to
identify the smaller genres; we were struck by the fact that the Somali
poetic genres are far more numerous than we thought As an oral
society Somalis devised songs for every type of work. Of course, this
resuhed in the emergence of many verses or genres. These work songs,
with their simple vowel arrangements, the shonness of the lines and the
verses' harmonious rhythm, made it easier for every Somali pastoralist,
from a very young age, to memorize and sing them.

Most of the shon genres belong to Somali children's literature or
poeuy. Most of these children's verses or genres are the basis for the
more complex verses or genres. By slaning with the shonest genres, in
a very descriptive way, I will try to identify different genres and
establish the relations between them.

A. The shonest genre which we have identified has four vowels. The
verse is taken from a woman's work song for pounding grains in the
monar (MOOYAHA).

(4) MOO/YAHA
(4) MAGAlCIJ

2:2
2:2

1lIe mortar
What is its name?

The self-balancing within each line is in the vowel arrangement of 2:2,
but they ~ not fixed in their arrangement. They can be either all long
or all short; in most cases one pan has long vowels while the other can
be shon.

B. the second category of genres belongs to the six·vowel system.
Though there may be many genres in this category. we have identified
only two.

I. The first of the twO consists of verses sung when watering animals
(SHUBAAL). For each line to have its self-balancing it seems that the
six vowels must go in pairs.

I GEELUIGEEUFULAY
2 GAADHI/MANYEE
3 HAKNDABA/FULO

3/2:2:2
3/2:2:2
3/2:2:2

The vowels do not have fixed positions. The long ones and the short
ones can exchange positions. When a line begins with a long vowel,
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the number of vowels, at least in writing, are apparently seven, but
when singing the singer shortens the vowel at the beginning of the line.
Therefore. we consider that the third line can be taken as a standard line
of this genre.

U. The second genre in Ihis category is laken from verses used in the
S ED EX LA Y , a folkloric dance. This particular verse, the
MARJUUOA, is used only in certain pans during the course of the
dance. This short and sharp verse is:

NAAIMALAYKO
MAY/LlNKAYGA
FQOlJMARooDl
SAW/MAMOOOID

2:4
2:4
2:4
2:4

In contrast 10 the first genre in Ihis category, each line of the
MARJUUQA gelS its selr-balancing in the vowel arrangement of 2 : 4.
The vowels also have fixed positions: they should come in the
arrangement of longlshortJlonglshon.

C. The third category of genres belongs to a seven-vowel system. Like
the genres in the second category, we have identified two.

I. The ftrst of the two is taken from a children's song MAQALAY
WARLA Y. They sing it when marching baby sheep, singing:

MAQALAY /WARU.Y

MALAGUU/WARRAMAY
INACALI/ LA DILAY

00 aJMAR / LA OILAY

ooWARAN/DHULGALAY

00 OHllG / QULQULAY

O. uninfonned baby
sheep,
weren't you are told.
That Ali has been
assassinated
and Orner has been
assassinated
And spear were put to
operate ..
And blood was let flow.

The self-balancing within each line is in the vowel arrangement of 4 : 3.
At the same lime the vowel positions are nOI ftxed: a long vowel can be
replaced by two short vowels. This is panicularly ttue of the ftrsl pan
of lhis genre's lines which has four vowels, but since lhe second part
has three vowels in il. there mUSI always be a shon vowel.

n. The second genre in this category whose verses are laken from
children's song. WARYAA WARAABE. in contrast to the firsl genre.
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gets its self-balancing in the vowel arrangement 3 ; 4. Besides, the
vowel positions are flXed.

WARYAA WARAABE
XAGGEED KU ROORl
XAGGI KHADlIJA

Hey Hyena,
Where are you running to
To where Khadiija was.

D. The fourth category of genres belongs to the eight-vowel system.

I. The first of the two genres which we have identified is taken from a
children's song, HEELLADA BUTIILE; it refers to a children's story
about a human like monster, BUn, that used to feed on the tender flesh
of children,

HEELLADN BlITllLE
SARE LOOt MAQAAOO

HOOS LOOt MAQAAOO

The song of Butiile
shouln't be sung with a
high voice,
shouldn't be sung with a
low voice.

As one can see, the self-balancing within each line is in the vowel
arrangement of 4 ; 4; the vowel positions of the first part are not fixed,
but in contrast to the second part vowel positions are fixed in the
arrangement of short/1onglshort.

II. The second genre in this category is also taken from a children's
song, MAROODl! CAD HOOLE. It refers to an elephant with a sldn
disease.

MAROODVCADHOOLE
HADDn call LA SHEEGO
CADAADDN KU MEERE

HASHII COS/SOB WAATAN

Hey, Mr. Elephant!
If an enemy comes
you hide behind the acacia
tree
But the she-camel Cossob
is here.

Like the first genre the self-balancing within each line is in the vowel
arrangement 4 : 4, but unlike it the vowel positions are fixed for both
parts of the verse line. They should come in the arrangement of
short/1onglshortlshort/1onglshon.

E. The fifth category of genres belongs to the nine-vowel system. We
identified one genre only. But with this category the major and the most
famous Somali poetic genres begin. To most people it is known as
JIIFTO or JIIB. Most of the songs that go with Somali Folkloric
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dances come from this genre. Each line of its verse gels its self­
balancing from the vowel grouping 4 : 5, but the vowel positions are not
fixed. They come in Ihis (ann:

FARASKANN DHEXOOWGA EG
O! the one who resembles the horse on her waist

DHUDfYEY!MA NABADBAA
o Dhudi, are you in peace...

F. The sixth category of genres belongs to the len vowel system.
Although there are several genres in this category, I will confine my
discussion to two of them.

I. The first of the twO is GEERAAR, one of the best known Somali
poetic genres. It is nexible in the way in which it either lakes additional
vowels or drops some without changing irs character. Sometimes it can
have nine vowels: ISKU GOOYEY/ ClYAARTA (9). Sometimes it
can have eleven vowels: NIN CALOOLAI CAD JOOGA YOO (11)
But, on the average, most examples of GEERAAR verse have ten
vowels. Each line gets its self-balancing from a vowel grouping of 5 :
5; the number of vowels in a line is nine, it will be 5 : 4, or if it has
eleven, it will be 5 : 6. II seems that the vowel position of the
GEERAAR are nOt fixed, but the eight vowels of the middle of the line,
or at the end, have fixed positions in the arrangement of
shorv1ong/shonlshort/long/shon.

MAAUNTI! CUMARAADAN

II. The second genre in this category is taken from a woman's work
song that is sung while extracting butter from milk in the DHlIL or
KHODE (two different milk vessels).

HAAmlV BUROY II BAX
O! the milk vessel Buro give me buner.

Each line of the verse within this genre gels its self-balancing with the
vowel grouping of 4 : 6. The vowels in the first pan of the line have a
fixed position, but in most cases, those of the second pan also have
fixed positions, coming in an arrangement of short/longllong/shon.

What I have discussed above are some of the basic Somali poetic genres
which I consider simple. But I believe that for each category the
number of genres identified are not the only ones. A genre can be
formed with any vowel grouping or vowel arrangements. Therefore,
for each category, other genres can belong.
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By combining two lines of a genre, one can create a compound genre.
The famous genre of HIRWO, known to some as WIGLO or
OHAANTO, belongs to this category. Each line of the HIRWO is two
times that of the SHUBAAL (B I.) The line:

SIDII CIRKU HOO
RAY MEEL aJSSOBLOO

is made up of two lines of the SHUBAAL genre. Therefore, for any
genre which is made up of two lines of a simple genre, a compound
genre eltists. In the same way, by combining two different simple
genres, a new compound genre eltislS. Thus, genre fonnation is a
continuous process in Somali poetry.

There is also an interrelation between the simple genres. We stated that
the simplest genre, (A) MOOYAHA has four vowels; by adding a
grouping of three we can:

(A 1) MOOYAHA+3V=aMAQALAYWARLAY=413
Again,

(A 2) MOOYAHA + 4VS (in a filted vowel arrangement of
short/longlshon) .4/4. (0 I) HEELLAOA BUTllLE
(A 3) MOOYAHA + 5V = 4/5 = JlIFTO/JlIB
(A 4) MOOYAHA + 6V = 4/6 = HAArmJ BUROY II BAX

In the same way, there are some other genres which came from one
another. The MARJUUQA genre (B II) with the vowel grouping of2:
4 (FOOL MAROOOO, when a short vowel is put at the front we have 1
+ 2,4 = 3/4 = M.t..FOOL MAROOOI = (C II) = WARYAA
WARAABE.

By making the arrangement 3 + I shon : 4, adding a shon vowel to the
first vowel grouping of three, we have 4 : 4 :::: WARYAA!!...E.
WARAABE. The genre in (0 II) :::: MAROODI CADHOOLE. By
putting a shon vowel in front of the arrangement I + 4 : 4 :::: 5 : 4 ::::
MAMAROODI CADHOOLE, we can have a line of a GEERAAR (F I).
Therefore, in most cases, we can have a genre by adding a vowel to an
eltisting arrangement or by dropping one from it.

In conclusion, the identification of Somali poetic genres will
make it easier for students of Somali poetry to not only understand its
nature, but by utilizing it for composing in a more efficient way. In
modern compositions Somalis do not only use traditional genres, but
also create new ones by making different combinations. I believe thai
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there remains a lot of work stiU to be done in underslanding the complex
nature of Somali peelT}'.
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