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The Art of Elegy by West African Poets of the 20th Century

Abstract

West Africa is a region that has had strong commercial and cultural rela-
tions in the past with North Africa, which was ruled by the Arabs. However,
narrative African Literature was not much affected by Arabic writing in trans-
forming it into written literature before the arrival of Islam. When Islam came
to the region, African Muslims were interested in Arabic, and they specialized
in all branches of the Arabic language, especially in Arabic poetry. It was rare
to come across a famous scholar who does not have a Divan (poetry collecti-
on) or at least does not have an ode for the prophet or anyone else in the re-
gionThese poets, however, were at the same time the scholars of the societies
they were living in. For example, Ahmad Bamba al-Hadim from Senegal who
was famous for his strong poems and had many divans was a religious leader
and a faqih (expert in Islamic jurisprudence) who founded the Muridi sect in
Senegal.

Despite all this, some subjects of Arab-African poetry remained undisco-
vered by researchers and scholars of literature, so we deemed it beneficial to
study one of these topics in a literal and rhetorical approach. The topic we
settled on is the art of elegy by West African poets in the 20th century.

While expressing their perspectives towards life, African literati wrote the-
ir poems based on Arabic poems and showed their own poetry skills. It could
be argued that the interest of most poets of the region was different in terms
of the genres to Arab poetry. They usually started their poems by praising
primarily Hazrat Prophet then their sheikhs. In style and importance, there
is not much difference between elegy and praise. While Sheikhs and scholars
were included in their elegies, we were surprised that they didn’t give place
to The Prophet (peace be upon him) nor his companions.

West African poets followed classical Arabic poets in terms of style and
content in their laments and wrote dirges for people, places and animals.
They honor deceased persons, be it family members, relatives or friends, sc-
holars, or prominent persons in the community. If the deceased were scholars
or saints, they praised them by emphasizing their knowledge, piety, oracles
and sufi rank. If the dead was one of the leaders, poets wrote about his strugg-
les to free his country from the malicious colonists in their odes. In addition,
innovations seem in odes written for people. For example, Poets developed
a poetry type named in al-rasa al-zati in which they imagined themselves as
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dead and pitied themselves, thinking about their situations at the time of de-
ath and what would happen on the Day of Judgment.

On the other hand, poets in their odes expressed their sorrow for the sac-
red places and scientific centers that were destroyed due to external and inter-
nal conflicts, both regionally and globally. Examples of these places include
Sokoto, the capital city of the Islamic state founded by Fullani Osman Dan
Fédi, which was destroyed by the British colonialists, the city of Masina, a
scientific center destroyed due to the sectarian differences and clashes, or the
Masjid al-Agsa occupied by Israel.

As for the odes written for animals, death of animals did not seem to evoke
the feelings of poets in the region. Only a very few poets addressed this issue
in their poems. For example, the poet Ahmed ‘iyan St who was affected by the
death of a cat, and Amir Samba, who was upset about the death of a parrot
wrote odes for these pets.

Some West African poets expressed their sadness and grief as if they were
wailing for the dead in their odes. However, while they expressed their deep
grief, they did not leave the doctrines of Islam, immediately remembering
that Allah pronounced death on all creations. After lamenting and crying for
the dead person in their poems, some poets invited people to stay away from
worldly desires and to prepare for the hereafter. Others did not stay away
from their country’s social and political issues while describing the virtues
and outstanding characteristics of the deceased. The poets artistically combi-
ne Arabic and African styles which have literally displayed all the contents of
odes that express their intense feelings.

Part of the findings we arrived at in this study is that there is a concentra-
ted usage of rhetorical structures coupled with indigenous African phrases by
African poets in their elegy, such as their analogy to the morals of the person
they are praising or eulogizing with the purity of milk, which is an important
food for poets from the tribes who are known herdsmen.

They used rhetoric widely and while using narrative arts, they mentio-
ned the styles of African languages. Therefore, anyone who reads these odes
can feel that they sometimes live together with classical Arab poets and/or in
African culture due to these poets’ styles. As the poets of the region used Af-
rican poetic styles, odes written in West Africa differed from those in classical
Arabic poetry and brought a new and unique tone to African Arabic poetry.
In order to highlight these features of the specific African Arabic poetry in this
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study, we tried to shed light on the types of elegies that the poets in the region
tackled and the issues they considered while discussing the values of their
dead. Also, the art of eloquence found in some of these elegies and the artistic
methods poets derived from the African nature and the realities they lived
were examined using an analytical method, in order to depict their mastery
in the art of elegy.

Keywords: Arabic Language and Eloquence, Arabic literature, West Afri-

ca, poetry, elegy
Bat1 Afrika 20. Asir Sairlerinde Mersiye Sanati

Oz

Bat1 Afrika, Araplarin hiikiim siirdiigii Kuzey Afrika ile ge¢mis yillara da-
yali giiglii ticari ve kiiltiirel iligkileri bulunan bir bélgedir. Buna ragmen sozlii
Afrika edebiyati, bolgeye Islam gelmeden &nce yazili edebiyata doniisecek
kadar Arap yazisindan etkilenmemistir. Bolgeye Islam geldiginde Afrikali
Miisliimanlar, Arapgayla ilgilenmis ve Arap dilinin tiim dallarinda, 6zellikle
de Arap siirinin sanatinda uzmanlasmislardir. Blgenin meshur alimlerinden
ya divan ya da en azindan Hz. Peygamber’e veya baskasina 6vgii (medih)
mahiyetinde kasidesi olmayan bir alim yok gibidr. Bu sebeple Afrikal sairler
ayni zamanda bolgenin fukaha ve alimleriydi. C)rnegin; bircok siir divanina
sahip olan ve giiclii sairligiyle bilinen Senegalli Ahmed Bamba el-Hadim,
Senegal’'de Miiridi tarikatin1 kuran dini lider ve fakih biriydi. Biitiin bunlara
ragmen, Afrika Arap siirinin bazi konulari tizerinde edebi inceleme yapilma-
mustir. Bu nedenle Bat1 Afrika 20. asir sairlerinin ele aldig1 bu konulardan biri
olan mersiye sanat1 {izerinde incelemenin faydal olacagiongoriilmiistiir.

Afrika edebiyatcilari, hayata yonelik bakislarini ve duygularin ifade et-
mek i¢in Arap siirinin klasik vezinleri ile kasidelerini nazmetmislerdir. Arap
siirinin her tiiriine deginmis ve siirsel yeteneklerini gostermislerdir. Afrikalt
sairlerin Arap siiri tiirlerine ilgilerinin nicelik ve nitelige gore degistigi soy-
lenmelidir. Onlar genelde teberriik i¢in Hz. Peygamber’e daha sonra seyhle-
rine dvgiilerde bulunarakmedih siirlerine baglamaktaydilar. Onem bakimin-
dan mersiye tiirtine bakildiginda, medih tiiriiyle aralarinda ¢ok fark olmadig:
goriilecektir. Fakat onlarin mersiye siirlerinde seyh ve alimlerine yer verirken
ne Hz. Peygamber’e ne de ashabina yer vermemeleri bizi sasirtmistir.

Bat1 Afrika sairleri, agit siirlerinde stil ve igerik yoniinden klasik Arap sa-
irlerini takip etmis ve insanlar, yerler ve hayvanlar icin agit yakmislardir. In-
sanlar hakkinda nazmettikleri mersiyelerinde 6lii ister aile ferdi, akraba veya
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arkadas olsun ister alim ya da toplumda 6nde gelen biri olsun, onun erdem-
lerini ve onurlu yonlerini zikretmislerdir. Olii, limlerden veya evliyalardan
ise onu ilmi, dindarlig1, kerameti ve sufi riitbesiyle ile methetmislerdir. Vefat
eden, onderlerden biri ise, iilkesini kotii niyetli somiirgecilerin elinden alip
ozgiir kilmak i¢in onun siirdiirdiigii miicadelelerinden bahsetmislerdir. Ay-
rica makalenin yazarlar: insanlar hakkinda nazmedilen mersiyelerdeyeni bir
iislup tespit etmiglerdir. Bu da sairin hayattayken kendi mersiyesini yazma-
sidir. Sairler yazdiklar: bu mersiyeye er-resau’z-zatidemisler, kendilerini bu
mersiyelerde 6lmiis gibi hayal edip 6liim anindaki durumlarinmi ve kiyamet
giiniinde neler olacagin diisiinerek kendilerini mersiyeye konu etmislerdir.

Yerler hakkindaki mersiyelerde ise sairler, bolgesel ve kiiresel diizeyde
dis ve i¢ catismalar nedeniyle yikilan kutsal mekanlara ve ilmi merkezlere
{iziintiilerini ifade etmisleridir. Ingiliz sémiirgeciler tarafindan tahrip edilmis
Fullani Osman Dan Fdi'nin kurdugu Islam devletinin bagkenti olan Sokoto
sehri, tarikat farkliliklarindan dolay: yikilan ilm1 merkez olan Masina sehri ya
da hala iggalci Israil’in isgali altinda olan Mescid-i Aksa buna 6rnektir.

Hayvanlar hakkinda nazmedilen mersiyelere gelince; hayvanlarin oliimdi,
bolgedeki sairlerin duygularini harekete gegirmemistir. Sadece ¢ok az miktar-
da olan sairler bu konuya deginmislerdir. Bunlardan biri de kedinin 6liimiin-
den etkilenen sair Ahmed ‘Iyan Si ve papaganin dliimiine iiziilen sair Amir
Samba’dur.

Bazi Bat1 Afrika sairleri, mersiye kasidelerinde Oliiler icin asir1 derecede
aglayarak tiziintii ve kederlerini dile getirmislerdir. Fakat aglayisi sirasinda
olimiin Allah'm yaratiklarina takdir ettigi bir hitkmii oldugun hatirlayip
Islam 6gretilerinin digmna ¢ikmamislardir. Bazilar ise, dlilye agit yakip ag-
ladiktan sonra insanlar1 diinyadaki arzulardan uzak kalmaya ve ahiret i¢in
hazirlanmaya davet etmislerdir. Digerleri ise, Oliintin erdemlerini ve giizel
sifatlarini anlatirken {ilkelerinin sosyal ve politik meselelerinden de uzak
durmamislardir. Sairler, yanan hislerini ifade eden biitiin mersiye igeriklerini
edebi bir sekilde goriintiilemek igin Arap ve Afrika {isluplarin birlestirerek
sanatsal yonlerini kullanmiglardir. Varabildigimiz sonuglardan biri de sair-
lerin belagat sanatlarini ¢okga kullanmlar1 ve bu sanatlar1 kullanirken Afrika
dillerinin tisluplarina da deginmeleridir. Ornegin, Olen kisilerin ahlaklarinin,
¢obanlik isiyle ugrasan kabilelerden gelen sairler i¢in 6nemli bir besin olan
siitiin safligina benzetilmesidir. Bunun i¢in bu mersiyeleri okuyan her kim-
senin, bazen sairlerin kullandiklar: {isluplarinda sanki klasik Arap sairler ile
birlikte yasadigini, bazen de Afrika gelenegi ortasinda kendini buldugunu
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hissetmesi miimkiindiir. Bolge sairlerinin Afrika {isluplarmi kullanmalarm-
dan dolays, Bat1 Afrika’da nazmedilen mersiye kasideleri, klasik Arap siirin-
deki mersiyelerden bir farklilik gostermis, Afrika Arap siirine 6zgii ve yeni bir
tat kazandirmistir. Afrika Arap siirinin tasidigr bu 6zellikleri ortaya koymak
i¢in bucalismada, bolgedeki sairlerin ele aldig1 mersiye tiirlerine ve onlarin
oOliilerinin degerlerinden bahsederken degindikleri konulara 1s1ik tutulmaya
calisiimistir. Yine, onlarin mersiye sanatindaki ustaliklarina vakif olmak igin
veri analiz yontemi kullanilarak bu mersiyelerin bir kisminda bulunan be-
lagat sanatlar1 ve sairlerin Afrika dogasindan ve yasadiklar1 gergekliklerden
elde ettikleri sanatsal yontemleri incelenmeye tabi tutulmustur.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Arap Dili ve Belagat1, Arap edebiyati, Bat1 Afrika, siir,
mersiye
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