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I

Somali is a very rich language from the point of view of phonetics, syntax and vocabulary. In its "Northern variant" (maxaad tidhi) it is a tonal accent language. 

The main classes of words in Somali are nouns and verbs.

Some words with attributive meanings belong to the class of verbs:

dheer – to be long, cad – to be white, etc.

The majority of words with adverbial meaning belong to the class of nouns: 

hoos-ta – bottom, si-da – mode, mean.

Cardinal numerals, demonstrative and personal (emphatic) pronouns and some others are subclasses of nouns. All of them, in particular, can adjoin a definite article. 

An important feature of the Somali syntax is the absence of prepositions. Their role in Somali belongs to a special category of particles which are called preverbs, since they always preceed a verb: (u – to, towards, for, ku – in, on, at, to, into, by means of, ka – at, from, away, out of, about, la – with, together with).

The literal translation into Somali such, for example, a sentence as „A conference in San Diego“ is impossible. It is not enough to know the words „conference“ (shir), in (ku or ka) and the name of the city, because the preverb k/ka must preceed a verb which is absent in the English sentence. Therefore it is necessary to know at least one  the so called „empty verbs“ which are used with the noun „shir“ (conference). They are: qabo (hold), qaado (take for oneself), yeelo (hold, possess), dhac (fall down, happen) and soco (go). And the so called impesnal prounon la is needed n soe cases to make a corect Somali sentence: Shir  lagu qabtay (qaatay, yeeshay) San Diego (a conference somebody held or took) in San Diego, or Shir ka dhacay (ka socday) San Diego – Literary: A conference which fell down or went) in San Diego. This is a lexicographic problem which is, unfortunately, ignored by the compilors of Somali dictionaries.   

 And the task of the combining preverbs with other particles (such as short objective pronouns (i – me, ku – you (sing.), na/ina – us incl./excl., idin – you (pl.) and changing them phoneically is a regular headache of everybody who dares to learn Somali. Andrzejewski estimated that the nmber of the combinations they make exceeds two hundered.   

A distinguishing feature of the Somali syntax is the presence of special sentence (or focus) particles from the paradigm of waa/ baa (ayaa) and waxaa in practically every independent affirmative sentence These particle predicatise the sentence, which would otherwise turn into an attributive construction, and place a logical accent on one of its members:

Ninkii yimid – The man who came, but

Ninkii waa yiimid – The man came or

Ninkii baa yimid – The man came or

Waxaa yimid nin – A man came.

II

The Somalis are recognized as a nation of poets. Their poetry, based on alliteration
 and scansion, is notable for its genre diversity. Among the Somali traditions one should mention poetical combats, resulting in a long-term exchange of oral messages which finally form a silsilad (‘a verse chain’). It is regarded as a particular virtue to be able in the answering poem to continue with the same alliterative sound used by the poet who started ‘the duel’.

The lust of Somalis for expressing themselves in verse, which for the first time was noted by British arabist and traveller Richard Burton who visited Somalia in 1854. In his “First Footsteps in East Africa” he wrote: “The country teems with poets …”. According to my estimation, a half of the Somalis are poets, and the other half consider themselves to be poets. This phenomenon has not been scientifically explained so far. I think that, the point is the Somali air, which is akin to the ether
 glorified by the Greeks.  It equally tells upon aliens. Having inhaled it, Bogumil Andrzejewski, outstanding scholar and well-known Polish poet, one of the best of men, was moved to study and translate Somali poetry.

I myself when visited Somaliand in 2001 became like everybody else. After having swallowed a sip of ether (i:the) and taken a piece of camel meat I wrote three poems. In one of them I likened Edna Adam – a soul and a blazing motivator of the Congress of Somali studies – to Etna, but did not lose sight of their difference: the energy of the lady is constructive and constant while that of Vulcan is destructive and rarely reminiscent of itself. 

But the creative endowments of the Somalis reveal themselves not only in traditional poetry but also in the narrative forms of folklore – folk tales and proverbs. In their own designation the Somalis use only two words for all the genres of their folk prose – sheeko (a tale) and sheekaxariiro (a fairy tale), but from the scientific point of view their stock of narrative art shows examples of various levels. It is suffice to mention fables, didactic animal, legendary and fairy tales, anecdotes and novelistic tales. 

Among the typical characteristics of Somali folk prose one should take note of cycle recurrence, brevity, simplicity of composition and limited expressive means. In these folktales one can scarcely find any descriptions of nature, subjects of material culture or detailed depictions of characters. The folktale action develops swiftly due to the quick and often sudden change of motifs. Many texts sparkle with humour. Just one example: 

Bakhayl, wiil iyo dhurwaa

Wiil baa nin u soo martiyey. Kolkuu soo martiyey wuxuu siiyey saan uu ku seexdo, mana soorin e. Kabacdii dhurwaa yaa yimid, yarkii yuu qaatay. Dadkii kale oo dhammi way kaceen, waxayna yiraahdeen:

– Wiilkii dhurwaa baa qaatay!

Waa la rooray. Ninkii aqalkiisa uu joogay yaa ugu horreeyey. Dhurwaagii yuu bur ku dhuftay oo wiilkii ka riday, kaddibna soo qaaday oo aqalkiisa keenay. Wuxuuna ku yiri:

– Wiilkaygiyow, inkastoon ku qadiyey  dhurwaagii   ku qaatay haddaan kaa riday, sow macruuf kuuma sameyn?

Wuxuu yiri:

– Macruuf iima sameyn. Waayo afkaaga ma ahe af kaleto inay wax galaan yaadan rabin. Dhurwaaga i qaatay isaguna inuu qado baad rabtay!

The greedy man, the boy and the hyena

Once a boy sought hospitality in a certain man’s hut. Now this man was greedy, and though he gave the boy a mat to sleep on, he gave him no food.   At night the boy was carried off by a hyena
, but the noise woke people up and they chased after the beast, with the greedy man at their head. He caught up with it, and striking it on the head with a stick he snatched its booty away and brought the boy home. Before going back to bed he said: ‘I didn’t feed you last night, but I did save you from the hyena.  Do I deserve your gratitude?’ ‘No, you do not,’ answered the boy. ‘You didn’t want to save me – you don’t like it when something falls into someone’s mouth and you just wanted to make the hyena hungry!’

III

One of the features of the majority of Somali proverbs, as also of poems and verses, is alliteration, i.e. the occurrence of two or more words beginning with the same sound. Consonants alliterate more often than vowels; all the vowels are regarded as one sound and a, for example, can alliterate with o, e and so on. It should be noted that only full-fledged words – nouns, verbs, numerals and proper names – are recognized as alliterative ones. In the proverb candola‘aa curatay ‘a cow had no udder, but suddenly gave some milk [said about a greedy person who suddenly gave something]’ both words have the alliterative sound c (ayn)
 and in the proverb oohin iyo aroos ammaah weeye ‘a funeral means debt and a wedding means debt’ there are three alliterative words, the initial vowel of one being a long oo, while the other two begin with a short a.   

Beside alliteration, the opposition of short and long vowels, and of stressed and non-stressed vowels, is significant for Somali proverbs. A general phonetic parallelism of all the parts of the proverbs is also often used.  Thus in the proverb looge looba joogee ‘if you love guests, here we are’, the common phonetical part of all the three words is as follows: oo-e, oo-a, oo-ee. 

A disposition towards syntactic parallelism can also be detected: nin aan talin jirin hadduu taliyo, nin aan tegi jirin ayaa taga; nin aan qaybin jirin hadduu qaybiyo, nin aan qadi jirin ayaa qada ‘if a man who has never governed starts to govern, a man who has never gone away will go away, and if a man who has never divided (food) starts to divide, a man who has never failed to receive (his part) will not receive it’.

It is interesting to note that beside the idioms which are widely used in Somali proverbs, such as, for example, ‘to take a tooth’ meaning ‘to eat in front of a hungry man’, some “usual” words can also be supplied with a transferred meaning. Thus the verb ‘to sit’ sometimes means ‘to be in trouble’, as in the proverb nin fadhigaaga arkeya looma sare joogsado ‘don’t ask for help from a man who sees you need it [lit.: who sees you sitting – because he would already have helped you if he had wanted to]’. And such an expression as ‘to look down’ may mean ‘to be anxious about something’, so that the proverb nin hoostiisa daya hareertiisa ma dayo ‘he who looks down does not look around’ needs the commentary  ‘he who is plunged into his own troubles pays no attention to those of other people’. 

IV

According to morden theories, proverbs are signs and models of certain situations, or certain relationships between objects. As signs the belong to language, as models, they belong to folklore. The signal nature of proverbs makes them convenient elements of any language. In fact, instead of having to describe in one’s own words some everyday situation, such as for example as ‘if a man acts alone, he cannot do much, and his efforts will not be effective’ it is enough to bring out from the memory a set form of words and say: Far keli ah fool ma dhaqdo - One finger cannot wash a face (if you are a Somali), One finger cannot catch a fly (if you are an Oromo) or One man is not a warrior on the battlefield (if you are a Russian). The signal nature of proverbs gives a clear answer to the question: Why are proverbs of different people, even those who obviously have no historical or cultural relations are so alike? They are alike because situations everywhere are the same. And the logic of people is the same. 

And yet the proverbs of different people are different. They differ by the material they are made of. It is always something which is at hand. That is why Russian proverbs are full of pigs, bears and wolves, and in Somali proverbs there are many camels, lions and hyenas. Just compare a Russian proverb Doofaar ilmihiisu daliigo bay leeyihiin – A wild pig’s children are striped   with its Somali equivalent Shabeelka ilmihiisu way giiran yihiin – A leopard’s children are spotted  with the meaning of ‘like father, like son’. 



The Somalis believe absolutely in the wisdom of proverbs, and they are sure that every proverb is true. They say: Soomaalidu been way sheegtaa, beense ma maahmaahdo – The Somalis can lie, but their lie will never become a proverb. But let us compare two Somali proverbs:   Belaayo ama ‘guur’ ama ‘guurso’ bay ku tiraahdaa – Misfortune tells you either to move or to get married and Nin aan guursanini gogol fiican ma seexdo – He who is not married does not sleep on a good mat.  The first one says: “It is bad to get married”, while the second one affirms: “It is bad not to get married”. These proverbs obviously contradict each other. According to normal logic, one of them is true and the other one is false. But proverbs have their own logic. Both of the above mentioned proverbs can be true or can be false. If they are used properly, i.e., if they are used in the situations the meaning of which they cover, or it is better to say, the signs of which they are, then they are true, if not, they are false. 

�	 The occurrence of at least one word in each line beginning with the same sound. 


�	 In ancient Greek mythology it is the upper layer of the air, clean and transparent – the residence of the Gods. 


�	1The guests of Somali nomads usually sleep outside the hut, in the so-called ardaa.





�	 Voiced pharyngeal fricative.







