Bruce INGHAM
University of London

The Salfah as a Narrative Genre

Abstract

The “Arabian oral historical narrative’’ (sdlfah) is examined with regard to sub-
ject matter, literary style, and language, with an additional section describing com-
mon physical gestures that may accompany the narration of a sdlfak. It is em-
phasized that a sdlfah does not occur in a set canonical form and that only the
events occurring in it are received through tradition. The actual form of the nar-
rative is recreated with each rendition and owes much to the skill of the narrator
and his knowledge of the events. There is also no specific register or vocabulary
involved. The language is the Bedouin dialect used to its optimum degree by a
skillful raconteur. Stylistic characteristics noted are 1) the involvement of minor
characters, 2) the introduction of detailed information, and 3) the use of pictur-
esque expressions and formulae.
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INTRODUCTION
THE salfah genre, though familiar to dialectologists studying the

dialects of the Arabian Peninsula, may be less well known among
other researchers in the area. Luckily we now have an excel-
lent general study on the subject by Sowavan (1992) which may bring
this genre to the attention of a wider public. Sowayan describes the
genre as the ‘““Arabian oral historical narrative,” which defines it
fairly accurately. The qualification ““Arabian’ is, I think, important,
since the type is generally confined to the area of central Arabia and
the allied Bedouin tribes of the Syrian desert. The word salfah is
derived from the root salaf ‘to go before, to happen previously’ and in
that dialectal area is associated also with the verb sdlaf ‘to speak’. The
salfah narrates important events arising in the history of intertribal
raiding, warfare, rivalry, personal disputes, and the rise and fall of
individual leaders, occurring mainly in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, but in some cases as far back as the seventeenth century.
These suwalif (plural of salfah) are viewed as narrations of events
historically important to the society, and are felt to embody its values
and mores. The characters occurring in them are historical figures
known throughout the Bedouin world, and although the narratives
usually refer to events concerning a particular tribe, their circulation
is by no means confined to the tribe of origin, since the values they
express are important in Bedouin society as a whole.
The suwalf operate within a tradition in which other forms, such
as poems (gusid), proverbs (amtal), and riddles (algaz)—equally im-
portant as vehicles of tradition—are preserved orally and passed down
from generation to generation, with the editing and reanalysis that
inevitably accompanies this process. They do not have a received
canonical form; each narrator re-creates the composition and actual
wording with each act of narration, although particular segments of
direct speech or specific turns of phrase describing important phases
of the action do recur in separate renderings. Consequently one ren-
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dering may be far longer than another, depending on the version told
by the narrator and on his personal skill. In addition, certain events
in a particular rendition may be either emphasized or played down
depending upon the tribal background of the narrator and feelings of
loyalty towards particular participants in the action. In certain cases
(usually minor) I have heard disputes, not about the accuracy of the
narration of the events, but about who the actors actually were, with
people claiming them for rival tribes or factions. As SowayvaN also
mentions (1992, 23), an individual narrative does not form a discrete
literary unit; rather, the events embodied in it are discrete units oper-
ating in a “grid” of interconnected units, so that a long narrative is
often a cluster of smaller narratives. QOccasionally a narrator will be
diverted by the course of events in one narration to bring in another
salfah which is the background to the first. SOWAYAN expresses this
very strikingly:

The narration of a salfik is not a recital. It is a creative process.
The linear stringing of its episodes and the establishment of con-
nections between its events is complex and trying. The task is
made more difficult by the fact that various events are intertwined
like a grid, forming a complex network of episodes interconnected
in a crisscross fashion. Actually a long narrative is a cluster of
smaller narratives which are embedded and interlinked with each
other., The swarming of the various narratives to the narrator’s
mind as he starts, and the disentanglement of the various episodes
as they come in the way of one another and crowd in his breast
“tidaham b-sadruk’ can be likened to the flocking of thirsty camels
to the drinking-trough at a water well, or as they say “as-suzalif
tirid.”” Only a competent and experienced herdsman can water
the jostling camels in an orderly way. By analogy, only a skillful
narrator can tell an extended, complex narrative in a coherent
linear fashion. (1992, 23)

Particular events occurring in a salfah are often enshrined in a
poem or gusidah which is recited in accompaniment to the salfah. It
does not have a particular place in the narrative and may be recited at
the beginning, the end, or sometime during the narrative. The poem
is regarded as a seal of authenticity, since it is more permanent in form
than the narrative and is not re-created at each telling, although varia-
tions in rendering do occur.

When considering the Bedouin salfah as a narrative genre, one is
struck by the existence of a definite style, characteristic of the genre,
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which some raconteurs command and others do not. It is possible to
hear a story told in colloquial Arabic that has all the correct dialectical
features and the usual themes and subject matter, but that lacks the
required style of the genre. LawRreNnce (1935, 278-79) relates an oc-
casion where he himself imitates the narrative style of cAudah Abu
Tayih in a good-humored jest at the latter’s expense. Regardless of
one’s opinion concerning the veracity of that work, Lawrence’s pas-
sage definitely catches the spirit of a Bedouin narrative (although his
is a personal narration rather than a traditional story), showing in par-
ticular the introduction of incidental detail and the use of time expres-
sions involving natural phenomena. In the following pages I hope
to demonstrate how these and other features are characteristic of the
genre.l

Having said this, it is necessary to point out that the actual form
of the language used does not differ from that of normal speech in
any structural way—i.e., there is not a special register for the salfah
that can be defined in terms of morphology, syntax, or even vocabulary.
The language of the genre is only that of the Najdi dialect used to the
optimum degree by a skillful raconteur. Although it may seem to
non-Najdis that the language is archaic and unusual, this is only be-
cause the dialect itself is archaic, preserving many features common
to Classical Arabic that are not present in other dialects. The stylistic
techniques used in the salfah are also used in ordinary conversation
by skilled speakers, although perhaps not by those less skilled. One
must see the salfah in the context of a society where large gatherings
of men? are common and where the narration of events to an au-
dience is an appreciated skill. The origins of the salfah genre are of
course to be sought in an earlier time, when face-to-face contact was
the only way of spreading information. Even today, though, when
modern communication media are widespread, the majlis society per-
sists among both nomadic and settled Bedouins, and the stories told
are mainly those of the earlier period. Modern events, both important
and trivial, may also be narrated in the same style, enriching the genre
with new subject matter, but at the moment the majority of suwalf
continue to narrate events of the premodern era.

SuBJECT MATTER OF THE SALFAH

It is possible to distinguish two types of oral literature, ‘“‘folk literature”
and “‘heroic literature,”’ both of which can be found in the Arab world.
Folk literature in this definition is the literature of the ordinary people,
whether urban or rural, and usually deals with legendary events. These
may originate in actual historical events, but are now outside the ken
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of society and are not necessarily treated as “true.” They generally
introduce a good deal of fantastic material in the course of the story,
such as miraculous events, fantastic creatures, and the intervention of
the elements or the gods. The hero in these tales is very often of
a knavish quality and is fond of using ruses and tricks to solve the
problems encountered in the story. Heroic literature, on the other
hand, deals with actual characters and events that are known to the
society, even if only at second hand. Here, even if the characters
are fictitious (which the society presumes they are not), they still
function within a world known to the hearers, and the deeds they per-
form are within the range of possibility, although a certain amount
of exaggeration and idealization may be involved. Heroic literature
is essentially the literature of a warrior society or ruling warrior class
and enshrines the military values of that group, including bravery,
truthfulness, loyalty to the clan or chief, and steadfastness in difficulty.
In the Bedouin context we can add to these the essential virtues of
hospitality and generosity. This type of literature is exemplified in
the West by the Homeric Ikiad,? the Anglo-Saxon Beowulf, and the
Old French Chanson de Roland. 1Tt is possible to come across forms
which mix both types of subject matter; the Odyssey of Homer, itself
a written adaptation of earlier oral tales, is one example, since Odys-
seus, the hero of the tale, is a warrior hero, but also faces numerous
fantastic opponents and has a wide repertoire of tricks and stratagems
to help him (ArNotT 1972, 25).

In both the nomadic and settled Arab world the folk literature
genre is exemplified by the Bani Hilal cycle (originating in the twelfth-
century emigration of the Bani Hilal from the Arabian Peninsula to
North Africa) and tales of az-Zir Salim and other such legendary pre-
Islamic heroes (all of whom are thought to have had historical origins,
even if compound, but whose exploits have been embroidered and
added to over the centuries). Nevertheless, the classic type of the
Bedouin salfak is of the heroic literature genre, where the participants
are considered to be real people living in the same world as the hearers
and whose deeds are possible even if occasionally exaggerated. This
is not a hard-and-fast classification, however, and in fact a story can
pass from one genre to the other. I have heard renderings of the Bani
Hilal stories from the Kawawilah (“‘gypsies”) of southern Iraq and
Khuzistan which involved mythical animals—including an #rbid ‘man-
eating serpent’, afah ‘dragon’, husan tayyar ‘flying horse’, and an un-
specified animal called a kumurtan (apparently a rhinoceros, an animal
outside the ken of most Arab populations)—and in which events that
in Bedouin culture would have one meaning take on quite a different
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significance in the context of the story.* The hero in these stories,
Abu Zaid, can speak the language of the animals, foresee the future by
drawing in the sand ytaxxit ibtaxt irramul, and disguise himself, be-
coming at one time a Syrian doctor and at another a slave, i.e., a Negro
(IngHAM 1982a, 157). In contrast I have heard Bedouin renderings
of the Bani Hilal stories that did not differ in character from the
usual Bedouin salfah, and in which the events were the same as those
of the narration of a ghazw ‘raid’ of the early twentieth century (INGHAM
1982a, 111). Similarly, it is possible in some cases to see the trans-
formation of the salfah into a generalized Bedouin romance. This can
happen when the story is related outside the community in which it
originated. In these circumstances, the significance of small details
and incidental events or characters can be lost, misunderstood, or re-
interpreted in a general way. Thus in the version of the poem of the
Shammari al-Hithrubi given by de LANDBERG and recited by a Christian
bard of the Hauran region, the stanza

lo yacrudilli labis attog wisnif Even if a girl adorned with jewel-
led belt and earrings should
come to me,
hittes law innah cala rrik caz-  What use would it be even if she
2am were intent on love.

(1919, 11, lines 6a and b)

which is in fact a reference to the amorous advances of the sister of al-
Hithrubi’s host, is taken to be a general comment on his inability to
take an interest in romantic love while under the obligation of revenge,
and does not link up with anything specific in the accompanying nar-
rative. 'This generalizing of events can of course also happen within
the Bedouin tradition, so that in the same story the reference to Abu
al-cAuf in the line

tafrij ihalin cinnah hal abu l <6f ~ Take pity on one who has be-
come like Abu al-cAuf,

was explained by my informants as referring to-a bird with many feath-
ers but little meat, while AL-KAMALI glosses it as ‘‘a small creature
slightly bigger than an ant” (1964, 316). Which is correct, or whether
both are possible alternates, is not plain. That the simile signifies an
unfortunate state is, however, obvious in both cases.

As stated earlier, the subject matter of the genre comprises Be-
douin life and the martial values that regulate it. In a great many
cases, therefore, the stories involve raiding and wars between tribes.
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In other cases, however, although there is a background of war, the
actual events are not warlike and may be more concerned with the
virtues of generosity, hospitality, and loyalty. Stories of the romantic
love of a heroic character also exist, although these are not always
revealed to the foreign investigator due to the protective character of
Bedouin society towards its womenfolk.

As an example of the type of subject matter the salfah deals with,
of how it embodies the values of the society, and of the way it relates
to important events in the history of the area, I present here an English
rendering® of the story of the wife of Ibn Rashid and the slave Husain,
along with a small segment of the accompanying poem.

One day ¢Abdallah Ibn Rashid, the regent of Hayil, was forced to
flee from the Jabal Shammar under pressure from the attacks of
his enemies. He fled at night, taking with him his wife, who was
near childbirth, and a slave called Husain. During the night the
enemy closed in on them and Ibn Rashid had to leave his wife
with the slave to save himself, knowing that according to Bedouin
custom no harm would come to the woman, and that the slave
who was protecting her would probably also be spared. Before
leaving he gave instructions to Husain that if his wife gave birth
he should determine whether the child was a boy or a girl and then
kill it, since the baby could not possibly survive in the open desert
and its presence might endanger them. Almost immediately
after he left, the lady went into labor. Under difficult conditions
at night, in the open desert, and surrounded by enemies, she gave
birth to a boy child. The slave, Husain, assisted in the birth and
afterwards tore strips of cloth off the long sleeves of his clothes®
and used them to wrap up the child and to bind the lady’s stom-
ach for support after the birth. He immediately felt compas-
sion for the child and was unable to carry out his master’s orders,
but himself carried the child wrapped in strips of material
inside his robes. As soon as his mistress was able to walk and
when they felt that they were safe, they set out over the rocky
landscape to rejoin Ibn Rashid. The lady was weak and barefoot
and unused to this type of traveling, and soon her feet became
bruised and lacerated from thorns and rocks. Husain bound her
feet with strips of material and from that point on chose a path
across soft sand, avoiding hard ground. Eventually they rejoined
Ibn Rashid and presented him with the boy, who grew up to be
Muhammad Ibn Rashid, the most famous ruler of Hayil. Husain,
however, was troubled and embarrassed, having been with Ibn
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Rashid’s wife alone and under such intimate circumstances. Ibn
Rashid, on perceiving this, recited the famous poem in praise of
Husain, exonerating him from any shame and describing his flight
with his mistress from Hayil.

1. irm al-hdi li-mgézil al-¢én 1. Give your sandals to the ga-

ya hsén zelle-eyed one, O Husain,
w-igta® laha min ridin tobak and cut bindings for her from
liyanah the sleeve of your robe.

2. jamnmib $itat al-hazim w- 2. Avoid the stony ground and
itha¢ baha l-lin lead her over the soft sand,
w-ugsir xta rilek  w-im§ shorten your pace and walk as
mSayanah she does.

3. ya hsén wallah ma lha sabt 3. O Husain, see that she has no
rijlen shoes.
ya hsén Sayyab ba-d-dimir O Husain, her limping has
ahkacanah made my heart grow old.

4, in Siltaha ya hsén tar 4. If you carry her, Husain,
ma bha §in there is no shame in it
tara l-xawi ya hsén mitl al- For a companion is like a thing
amanah entrusted.

5. ya hsén ma yistakk kid 5. O Husain, only the base man
ar-ridiyyin holds doubts,
willa tara t-tayyib wsicin The good man’s heart is toler-
ibtanah ant.

The last two lines are often quoted, and serve as a matal ‘saying’
castigating one of suspicious nature. The above is a good example of
a salfah, exemplifying the intimate connection of the poem with the
text. It is told against a background of war and rapidly changing
conditions, with the events throwing the characters into unusual cir-
cumstances from which they extract themselves by means of ingenuity
and courage. Note that although the wife of Ibn Rashid is a central
figure in the story, we do not learn her name and she remains a passive
participant. 'The story embodies the virtues of courage, fortitude,
loyalty, and respect for the women of the tribe.

LITERARY STYLE OF THE SALFAH

The style of the salfah is basically linear, relating events chronologically
as they occur in time, Classically they set a scene in which tribes or
characters stand in a certain relationship, pose a problem arising out
of this relationship, then produce the solution to the problem. This is
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perhaps no more than the normal storyteller’s technique of introducing
expectations, inserting a twist in the tale that interrupts these expecta-
tions, then by some further twist resolving it. In many cases the story
is very basic and serves only as a background for the poem or poems
that accompany it, whereas in others the story is quite elaborate and
full of interesting detail, and is the main component of the complex.
As mentioned above, a story is thought to be incomplete without an
accompanying poem, which is regarded as a stamp of authority for the
story. Nayif ibn Hamid al-Suwait, one of my informants among the
Dhafir, refused to relate to me stories that did not have an accompany-
ing qasidah, since he felt that these would be regarded by other Bed-
ouins as unauthenticated. This, even though he was himself the son of
a previous ruling shaikh, Ham@d ibn Nayif, and regarded as an au-
thority on tribal history.

Having said that the style of the salfah is basically a simple linear
representation of events, it is possible to note certain features of the
genre that embroider it and lend it interest. Three main characteristics
are treated here: 1) the involvement of minor characters in the nar-
rative, 2) the introduction of detailed information, and 3) the use of
picturesque expressions and formulae. These are not to be taken as
defining characteristics, but are nevertheless quite marked in the genre
and add to its literary character.

The Involvement of Minor Characters in the Narrative

Minor characters are often introduced into the narrative who do noth-
ing to affect the course of the plot but who add what seems to be an-
other, perhaps more human, angle to the story. Often these minor
participants are women, relatives of the main participants, or some-
times slaves. 1 give here three illustrations of this. In each a minor
character comes into the tale and makes a contribution to the story in
the form of a verbal comment. The contribution of the characters
does nothing to affect the final outcome of the story, and it is arguable
that if they had been omitted nothing would have changed in the course
of events, with the possible exception of 1) below. However, these
characters often unwittingly make important pronouncements or augur
future events. Parallel examples are easy to find in Western literature,
the classic example perhaps being that of Hector’s infant son shying
away from his father’s plumed helmet before the latter’s fatal battle
with Achilles. Here and throughout the article I present segments of
stories that I hope constitute reasonably comprehensible units, though
out of context. Reference to the source is given for those who wish to
see the segments within their wider context. The translation is very
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literal so as to convey something of the style of the original. Items
added within the text for clarification are placed in brackets.

1) The daughter of <Ugib ibn Suwait

In this narrative the Al Suwait, shaikhs of the Dhafir, are involved in
a dispute with the Al Sacdiin, shaikhs of the Mintifij. The Sacdiin
enlist the help of the Al Rashid to overpower the Suwait. However,
the Suwait are saved from murder at the hands of the Sacdiin by the
intervention of the Twalah clan of Shammar. In order to appease the
Sacdiin, the Twalah suggest that the Sa¢diin be allowed to take camels
from the herds of the Dhafir as a form of penalty. The Sacdiin descend
on the herds of the Dhafir and confiscate a group of camels. However,
they unwittingly take these not from the herds of the Dhafir but from
those of a tent neighbor, a woman of the Mutair tribe who was living
with them. The Dhafir then return home to their families and herds.
Ugiib, one of the Al Suwait, is greeted by his young daughter:

When they returned first of all to their families on the way, <Ugib
ibn Suwait, God rest his soul, was with them and his daughter,
who died only recently, burst in on him and said, “Oh father, if
only you had been here.”” He asked, “What? What has hap-
pened?”’ She replied, “Because of our neighbor. Her camels
were taken, and she cried out and tore her dress.” He said, ‘“She
cried out?”’ She said, “Yes, she cried out.”” And he struck his
hand on the camel saddle on which he was leaning? [and collapsed
forward against it], and when they approached him they found
that he was dead.

Here ¢Uglib, a member of the Al Suwait, the shaikhly lineage of
the Al Dhafir, dies because of the shame he feels (min algahar) at the
violation of his tent neighbor’s rights at the hands of Ibn Sacdiin, shaikh
of the Mintifij (INcaam 1986a, 84). His daughter, in her innocence,
unwittingly brings him the news that causes his death. The death of
¢Ugib is an event accorded extreme importance in the traditions of the
Al Dhafir, a tribe that, even more than other tribes,® prides itself on
the steadfastness of its protection of fugitives and tent neighbors. In
order to visually mark their tents as a haven for fugitives, the Al Suwait
sew a small white square of cloth in the roof of the tent over the center
tent pole. This is still done to this day, even though the function of
tribal shaikhs as protectors of fugitives is much diminished.
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2) 'The wife of Ibn Garmalah

This narrative involves the long series of wars between the Gahtan
and the ¢Utaibah tribes to gain control of the pasturelands of central
Najd. Ibn Humaid, leader of the ¢Utaibah, is struck by drought and
comes to ask the permission of Ibn Garmalah of Gahtan, then in con-
trol of central Najd, to pasture his flocks in Wadi al-Risha where there
is sufficient grass for all (INgHAM 1982a, 109-11). Ibn Garmalah re-
fuses and Ibn Humaid leaves the tent in anger:

When he [Ibn Humaid] left, the wife of Ibn Garmalah was watch-
ing him. She said, “O Ibn Garmalah, why didn’t you give
permission to Ibn Humaid to graze on the spring vegetation in
Najd?” He said, “Go away, O harlot. 1 suppose you found him
attractive.””  She said, “By God, I was not attracted to him, but
O my husband, 1 thought that he would come back and attack
you.” He said, “Go away, you have no knowledge of the mat-
ter!”’

Here the words of 1bn Garmalah’s wife portend her husband’s
defeat at the hands of Ibn Humaid, whose tribe from that point on oc-
cupied central Najd and is to this day acknowledged as the most im-
portant tribe of the area. Ibn Garmalah mocks and abuses her, re-
vealing a less pleasant side of his character.

3) The slave of the Sharif

In this story the Sharifs of Mecca are involved in a war in the Hijaz
with Ibn Suwait of the Dhafir. The latter, faced by an adversary too
powerful to resist, sends a messenger to the Iraq marches and seeks
the help of lbn Qashtam, then ruler of the deserts of southern Iraq
(IngHAM 1986a, 52-53). The latter asks Ibn Suwait to be patient
until the cool weather of winter arrives to facilitate travel. When
autumn comes he comes south to join him:

When autumn arrived, Ibn Qashcam brought his army over [from
Iraq to Hijaz] and they fell on the Sharifs and defeated them.
That was when the Sharif said—he had a slave called Bais— “What
news, Bais?”” He replied, “Uncle [the usual term of address of a
slave to his master], this is an enemy who does not recognize Bais,”
meaning that the Qashtam were strangers and had not fought with
him before. They didn’t know him, didn’t know his bravery.

Here the words of the slave Bais sum up the situation, pointing
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out that the participation of Ibn Qash®am, an unknown quantity from
the Iraq marches, had turned the scales against the Sharifs, the rulers
of the Hijaz.

Many other examples of minor characters in the suwalif can be
cited: the daughters of Ibn Suwait and Ibn Hadhdhal in the story of
al-Hithrubi (de LanDBERG 1919, 8-9, IncHAM 1982b, 257 and 1986a,
60-61), the sister of his hosts Khalaf and Khulaif (INcHAM 19864, 50),
the daughter of the Amir of the Bani Hildl in the war against Zanati
Khalifah (IncHAM 19822, 111), the slave of the ¢Umdr, shaikhs of the
Bani Khalid, in the war against Ibn Hadhdhal (INcHAM 1986a, 78),
and many others. In all of these cases the minor characters add a note
of authenticity and reality, give added human interest, and sometimes
serve as a mouthpiece for the narrator in commenting on the action from
the sideline,

The Introduction of Detailed Information

Information is often introduced into the narrative which provides added
detail on the course of the action. It is sometimes incidental insofar
as it does nothing to affect the final outcome of the story, but it adds
authenticity and reality, the implication being that these facts could not
have been known unless the actions had been witnessed. Examples
of this are given below.

1) The cloak of Ibn Humaid

In the story referred to in 2) above, Ibn Humaid comes to the tent of
Ibn Garmalah to ask permission to graze his herds on the latter’s ter-
ritory. 'The narrator mentions the appearance of Ibn Humaid at an
early stage of the tale, noting his fine clothing, his dignified entry, and
the way his cloak drags along the ground as he walks, a sign of nobility
and nonchalance marking an Arab chief:?

When he [Ibn Humaid] approached the majlis, behold his clothes
reached the ground. He was wearing robes, wearing a jikhah,10
wearing robes.

But later when he rises to leave the tent having been rebuffed by Ibn
Garmalah:

Ibn Humaid gathered himself up and left the majlis in anger.
And when he left behold his clothes did not reach halfway down
his shins, which were dragging [on the ground] before. Anger
carried him off.
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The narrator again refers to the cloak of Ibn Humaid mentioned earlier.
Ibn Humaid’s anger is such that his body swells up and his chest be-
comes rigid so that the clothes become shorter and the long, magni-
ficent cloak reaches only to his shins.

2) The horse of Furaid the ¢Ilijani

This narrative involves a surprise attack planned by Ibn CUralclr, ruler
of al-Hasa in the ecighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, against
Ibn Suwait, who at that time was in southern Iraq (INGHAM 1986a,
69-71). Ibn Suwait learns of the impending attack after intercepting
one of Ibn ¢Uraicir’s advance spies. In order to avoid facing his power-
ful opponent while unprepared, Ibn Suwait devises the stratagem of
leaving his camp under cover of night, leaving a member of the tribe
behind to tend the campfires. In this way the enemy, believing them
to be there, will wait to attack at dawn as was the custom, thereby giv-
ing Ibn Suwait and his tribe time to escape. The one chosen to stay
behind is Furaid, a member of the ¢Ilijanat branch of the Dhafir, who
owns a particularly good horse called Mit¢ibah ‘the tirer’, and who can
thus be expected to evade capture by fleeing at the last minute:

When the sun rose [before the sun rose] the raiding party of Ibn
¢Uraicir charged down, coming from al-Hasa. When al-Furaid
mounted his horse and spurred it on, he found that it was in re-
tention (agtat), which means it could not stale. Al-Furaid was
the owner of Mittibah. When a horse is in retention, it cannot
gallop at all.

At this point al-Furaid is captured by Ibn ¢Uraitir and mounted on his
own horse with one of Ibn ¢Urai¢ir’s slaves. Then when they have
gone a short distance:

The horse pulled at him. It pulled the reins and stopped after
being in retention. If a horse cannot stale, it cannot move and
cannot gallop. When it had staled and finished, al-Furaid took
the reins, threw off the slave, mounted up, and galloped off. As
he passed the shaikh he said, “Ibn ¢Uraitir, my greetings to you.
I am Furaid, mounted on Mit¢ibah.”” And he spurred the horse
and galloped off. The horsemen charged after him in chase.
They chased and chased him from sunrise until noon. They
were unable to catch him, the horsemen of Ibn ¢Uraicir.

At dawn al-Furaid, unable to flee because his horse is in retention,
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is captured by Ibn cUraicir. Later, however, the horse recovers and
Furaid gallops off, chased by Ibn ¢Uraicir’s horsemen. They chase
him until midday, by which time they are thoroughly exhausted, the
result being that Ibn ¢Uraicir retires to al-Hasa and gives up the idea
of attacking Ibn Suwait. Here the equine technicality adds au-
thenticity to the story and introduces a twist of suspense.

The Use of Picturesque Expressions and Formulae

These are of various types, generally comprising conventionalized
epithets that refer to particular recurrent situations. They include
instances of synecdoche, the substitution of a part for the whole; of
metonymy, where the name of an object is used for the thing it sym-
bolizes; and of metaphor, where a name or quality is attributed to
something to which it is not strictly applicable. Also important is the
use of natural—sometimes meteorological—phenomena as marking the
passage of time. The presence of such set formulae in oral poetry has
led to the development of the “oral-formulaic’’ theory, in which such
poetry is viewed as being composed mainly of a stock of set expressions
that are woven together around a plot or theme in never-ending re-
arrangements by professional bards, the composition normally occurring
during the performance. This view was developed mainly by LorD
(1960), following the seminal ideas of Milman Parry based on his ob-
servations of Yugoslav epic poetry.

SowavaN has discussed the relevance of this theory to Nabati
poetry (1985, 183-208). He does not consider it applicable, because
of the importance accorded to accuracy of transmission in the genre and
because of the absence of professional bards of the type found in the
cultures on which the theory is based. The theory was evolved to ac-
count for the nature of oral poetry and is not necessarily concerned
with prose, but it is nevertheless worth noting, I think, that the salfah
genre is even less susceptible than Nabati poetry to any characteriza-
tion as ‘““formulaic.” With a number of exceptions, suwdlf are not
particularly long and are not necessarily told by professional bards.
Most of the examples that I recorded were narrated by ordinary tribes-
men (though often of high status) who were regarded as authorities on
tribal history and who had a certain facility with language and a good
memory for verse and prose. Moreover, perceived accuracy in the
relation of events is extremely important in the salfah, since the charac-
ters and events are generally well known in the Bedouin world and are
relevant to the present relationship of tribes and clans. The language
is not, in fact, particularly elaborate, and the style is rather laconic and
bare, with a somewhat staccato quality in many cases. Literary de-
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vices and formulae nevertheless exist, and a number of examples are
given here in illustration.

1) Bairag ‘war banner’ symbolizing a raid

The word bairag (pl. bayarig) is often used to signify a raid or attack.
This must be seen in the context of Bedouin warfare, which usually
takes place on horse or camelback in the generally flat, featureless land-
scape of central and northern Arabia. In these circumstances a colored
war banner fluttering in the breeze would probably be the first thing
one saw of an approaching raid, and must thus have loomed large in
the minds of a people who at that time were often under the threat of
attack. 'This device occurs in such contexts as:

yom ftanaw wilya bérag ibn  Suddenly they noticed the war

sicdun caleham banner of Ibn Sac¢diin bearing
down upon them.
al-badu yxafian yijtamcin bi-l- The Bedouins were afraid to
barr can al-bayarig gather together in the desert
because of the war banners
[raiders].

2) Sidig ‘friend’ and caduww ‘enemy’ in complex expressions

The concepts of friend and enemy are commonly used in qualifying a
head noun, principally to produce an unfavorable qualification. Thus
gahwat caduwwak ‘coffee fit for your enemy’ would indicate extremely
bad coffee. A number of examples can be cited, such as hal caduwwak
‘a condition fit for your enemy’, binyan aduwwak ‘tent making fit for
your enemy’, akil caduwwak ‘food fit for your enemy’, etc. The phrase
caduww cénak hadir dak alyom ‘the enemy you loathe to see should
have been present on that day’ describes a terrible battle. Similarly
the word sidig ‘friend’ is used negatively in the expression konin ma
yhadurh as-sidi§ ‘a battle at which you would not wish your friend to
be present’, meaning a most terrible battle.

3) Falconry metaphors

Expressions comparing men to falcons, implying bravery and fierceness,
are common in poetry. In prose the most common metaphor used in
approbation for men is fér Salwa ‘a Shalwa falcon’. The word $alwa
apparently refers to a locality from which good falcons could be ob-
tained, though I was unable to ascertain exactly where it was.
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4) Natural phenomena as markers of the passage of time

Bedouins, as a people living close to nature, measured time by natural
phenomena, and this is often reflected in the telling of stories. Time
is not measured mathematically by days, weeks, or months so much as
by seasons and markers of seasons, since the yearly cycle of Bedouin
life is intimately connected with the passing of the seasons. In the
summer they gather around permanent sources of water, like wells in
Najd and rivers in Iraq. In the winter and early spring they spread
out with their flocks in search of grazing, wherever it can be found.
Thus an expression such as 7la abrad al-barad ‘when the cold weather
comes’ is more relevant to the Bedouin way of life than “in two months”
or “in three weeks,” since the change of weather—which will facilitate
travel—is the more important factor.

Seasonal changes are not for them merely a matter of relative con-
venience as they are for us in the West—they are of vital importance,
and the expressions connected with them show an intimate familiarity
with the natural world. Examples are phrases such as ila abrad al-¢id
‘when the twigs bud’ (i.e., in the early spring), and faggt al-cid ‘at the
time when the twigs become brittle [break audibly]’ (i.e., at the peak of
the hot season). Other expressions relate to star lore, such as ila talac
shél ‘when Canopus appears’, marking the start of the autumn grazing
period and the beginning of the nomad year,!* ba-l-cannah ‘during the
concealment [of the frayyah ‘Pleiades’]’, signaling the height of the hot
season. Expressions relating to the time of day include ila kisar al-
fayy ‘when the shadows have crossed over to the other side’, meaning
just after noon; inkaft al-gannas ‘when the hunter comes home’ and ila
hdalat al-bil ‘when the camels come back around the tent’, both mean-
ing at the close of day. Equally, when relating a journey such expres-
sions as ‘a§Saw ‘they stopped for evening’, saraw ‘they carried on tra-
veling at night’, and asbahaw ‘they were in the morning at a particular
place’ are immediately expressive since they relate to the physical con-
ditions of traveling at particular times of the day.

Expressions relating time to the activity of camels and other animals
are more immediate and meaningful in such a society than those that
use calendrical dates. Thus the expression #la wardat al-bil ‘when the
camels come back to the wells’ (Sowavan 1982, 62) indicates the end
of the winter and spring grazing period when graze has grown scarce.
The expression tgirin wa hi ma waldat ‘you will launch your raid be-
fore she [the horse] has foaled’ (Sowavan 1992, 156) is more meaning-
ful than, for example, “within three months.” The duration of time
can also be related to the sun. Long battles are often said to last min
talcat as-Sams lén garrab magibaha ‘from the rising of the sun until near
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its setting’. A more homely metaphor for a short period is hamsat
ghawah ‘the time it takes to roast a handful of coffee beans’.

"THE LANGUAGE OF THE SALFAH

As mentioned earlier, the language of the salfah does not constitute a
special register and is not distinguished syntactically or morphologically
from the language of everyday speech. Rather, it represents the Najdi
dialect used to its fullest capacity by a skillful narrator. Because these
stories are told against the background of Bedouin life, technical vo-
cabulary involving camels, tents, and desert topography frequently
appears. This is appreciated by the hearers as a means of lending
atmosphere to the tale, but it is not contrived and is a natural feature of
the genre and its subject matter. Younger hearers, who may not have
been brought up in a nomadic environment although they might have
spent time among nomadic relatives, appreciate the authentic character
lent by these features. There are, however, certain constructions and
usages that are employed to a greater degree in the salfah and that
contribute to its effectiveness. These add to the dramatic effect of
the story and have the effect in some cases of involving the hearer in
the action. The following six features can be observed to operate in
this manner.

1) The use of the transferred second person pronoun

It is quite common for the actor to speak as though he is addressing the
participants in the narrative. 'This has the effect of enlivening the text,
since it is as though the participants are there with the speaker. The
narrator will use the second person pronoun in¢ ‘you’ followed by the
vocative particle ya ‘oh’ and the name of the participant. In conform-
ity with this, past actions are signaled by the imperative,2 so that it is
as though the narrator is orchestrating the action of the story. This is
usually done at a point where an important or dramatic phase of the
action takes place, as in:

w-iskit ya bn swét w tir minham  Fall silent, O Ibn Suwait, and rise
w-infidic bhak as-Sijarah from them and recline by that
tree! [signifying “Ibn Suwait

fell silent and stood up and

went and lay down by that

tree.”’]
w xada Il-jlal w-jdicu w-irkab  He took the reins and throw him
calyah off and mount upon it! [signi-

fying “He took hold of the
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reins of the horse, threw off
its rider, and jumped onto it.”]

The strategy of addressing the participants can also be used to
mark out more explicitly the actor of the verb in a sequence where many
different participants are involved, as in:

gal: ‘min hadola’ hu asgah ma  He said, “Who are these people?”
yasmac, int ya ganim and he was deaf. He couldn’t
hear. You O Ghanim [i.e., it
was Ghianim who was deaf].
gam caléh ba-s-sef wi-dbihu cam-  He fell upon him with the sword
mak ya dari uxik ya snétan and killed him. Your uncle,
O Dhari. Your brother, O
Sunaitan [i.e., the killer was
the uncle of Dhari and the
brother of Sunaitan|.

2) 'The ethic dative

Another rhetorical use of the second person pronoun is in what has
been referred to as the “ethic dative.”’13 In this usage the hearer is
involved in the narrative by the use of the object pronoun -k ‘you’ or
the complex -lak ‘to you’ suffixed to the verb. Again, this occurs at
points of dramatic interest. Interestingly, it often seems to occur when
the physical movement of people from place to place is involved, as in
the following examples:

ygazi wi-ysil-lak al-bérag min  He mounted up a raiding party

Zaryah and brought [for you] the war
banner from Garyah.

w yatwi bétu wi-ysil wi-ysiul-lak  He folded up his tent and moved

caleh camp and attacked him [for
you] with all his tribe.

The suffix -% is often used with the verb ja ‘to come’. Sometimes
the verb ja occurs in isolation and sometimes with a following active
participle. Examples include the following:

w-casSaw wila ba xétan jayyik  And they halted at evening and
macih $ohat, casa Sohat there was Abu Khaitan coming
[to you] carrying a $Ghat, a

Sohat stick.
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wila dgayyim jayyak as-séf bi- And there was Dughayyim com-
dracu ing [to you], cradling his sword
on his arm,

The function of this use of the second person pronoun is to bring the
hearer into the story, making it less remote.

3) The use of the demonstrative hak

The demonstrative hgk denotes a remote object which is either out of
sight in the immediate environment or exists in a previous period. As
a demonstrative of reference its use implies that the referent is known
to the hearer. However, it is often used in narratives to refer to ob-
jects that are obviously not known to the hearer. The function of this
usage is again to form a link with the audience by implying familiarity,
as though the hearer already knows the story (though in fact he may
not). This is parallel to the uses of -k and -lak in 2) above. Examples
include:

w tir minham w-injidic bhdk as- And he went and lay down by
§fjarah that tree,

4) The use of the “presentative particles”

In the Najdi dialects there is a class of deictic particles that has been
termed “presentative’” particles. These can be translated as “behold”
or “lo” for general purposes. They are to some extent syntactically
bound in that they commonly introduce a main clause beginning with
a noun or pronoun and following a past-time clause introduced by yom
‘when’. The use of these particles as syntactic markers of a complex
sentence involving a past-time clause has been discussed elsewhere.14
Since the salfah relates past events, these particles occur commonly in
the genre. However, skillful narrators increase their use of the par-
ticles so that they appear in a wider range of contexts, i.e., not only in
the main clause in the type of complex mentioned above, but preceding
almost any type of clause. Again, the function of this is to add dra-
matic atmosphere to the narrative, to highlight important phases of the
action, and to involve the hearer in the story, since it is as though the
narrator is pointing to the participants as the story unfolds. Certain
narrators have a definite propensity towards the use of these particles,
as can be seen from the following passage. The presentative particle
is underlined in the Arabic and translated as “behold” in the English.

al-amir dgayyim uxih sléman ba-d-dewan wlawinnah al-xél jay wila
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dgayyim yamm al-haram ma diri badda‘wah wila I-jarba jayyin
mic itaru ciSrin xayyal yabinu wila sleman yom gal: ‘va sfag’ . . .
wila dgayyim yamm al-lajjah wila hu jay min al-bét wlawinn dgayyim
jayak as-séf bi-ddracu: ‘wis al-cilm’ '

The Amir [at that time] was Dughayyim. His brother Sulaiman
was sitting in the council tent and [behold] the horsemen came
and [behold] Dughayyim was in the women’s quarters and was
unaware of what was happening and [behold] the Jarba arrived on
his tracks and with them twenty horsemen seeking him. And
[behold] when Sulaiman said, “O Sfiig” [the name of the Jarba
shaikh] . .. and [behold] Dughayyim arrived at the tumult and
[behold] he was coming from his tent and [behold] Dughayyim
appeared cradling his sword on his arm [saying], “What is the
matter?”’

5) Use of the historic present

In a similar way to that in many European languages, the imperfective,
which normally indicates a present, future, or past continuous action,
can be used to indicate a past punctual. This is employed in very
much the same way as the narrative imperative shown above in 1) to
mark out sudden dramatic phases in the narrative and changes in the
course of events. Typically, the imperfective is preceded by the inde-
pendent subject pronoun and the copula w- ‘and’. Use of the imper-
fective serves to enliven the narrative and vary the nature of the syn-
tax, since otherwise in a passage relating past time almost every verb
form would be in the perfective. The following passage illustrates
this usage. Verbs showing the historic present use of the imperfective
are underlined, as are their equivalents in English. In all cases what
is translated as a past tense, e.g., ‘“‘packed up,” would in a more literal
translation be translated as present, ‘“packs up.”

yom samcah w hu yatwi bétu wi-  When he heard it, he packed up

y§il w-yanzil cala bn swét w- his tent and moved camp and

yiddi lham hadi I-gusidah. dismounted at the camp of Ibn

- Suwait and gave them this
qasidah. -

6) Omission of expected items

In order to speed up the narrative and add a more lively quality, certain
verbs that can be presumed present in the meaning are often omitted
in the text. 'This gives the narrative a telegraphic staccato quality.
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The most noticeable instance of this is in passages of direct speech

where the verb “to say” is often omitted, as in the last sentence of the

passage given above under 4). It is also possible to omit the verb

“to go” or “to travel” and allow the preposition yamm ‘towards’ or

¢ind ‘at, beside’ to imply the verb. It would seem obvious that in tales

which involve the movement of individuals and groups (as is frequent
in nomadic life) and where the actual words of the participants are
presumed to be used, the verbal functions of “to go” and “to say”
would be frequent. By omitting these the narrator introduces a lighter
and less ponderous character to the narrative, as in the following ex-
amples:

arkab jés w-yamm ibn sibhan He mounted up a force and [went]

to Ibn Sibhédn.

He said, “What is the decision?”’
They said, “The decision is
[that we ride] against Ibn
Garmalah.”

When they reached him [they

gal: ‘wis ar-ray’. galaw: ‘ar-
ray cala bin garmalak’

yom joh: ‘hah ya walad wis int’

gal: ‘wallah adawwir-li nagi-
tin rjacat xalij cala wldah’.
‘wen  al-carab’. gal: ‘wallah
al-carab Saddaw ams w-agfaw

said], “Well young man, who
are you?”’ He said, “l am
looking for a she-camel that has
gone back looking for its foal.”

min hada’ [They said], ‘“Where are the
carabs?”’ He said, “Well the
carabs have broken camp and
moved away yesterday from

this area.”

The above devices all serve the purpose of enlivening the narra-
tive by varying the syntactic structures involved. The use of the
narrative imperative and the historic present, along with the omission
of common verbal items, serves to break the monotony by reducing
use of the perfective tense and thus altering the rhythm. The use
of the ethic dative, the demonstrative hadk, the presentative particles,
and the transferred second person pronoun serve to break down the
one-way nature of the narrative by involving the listeners in the action
(the ethic dative), implying familiarity with the events (the demon-
strative hgk), and addressing the participants (the transferred second
person pronoun), thereby bringing the listener into the role of the nar-
rator.
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NARRATIVE GESTURES

The use of gesture is an important accompanying parallel feature to
the verbal act of narration. Since the narrative is recited in a face-to-
face situation with the hearers, gesture enlivens the story and further
involves the hearers in the narrative action. As with the features
mentioned in the above section on language, gesture is present also
during ordinary speech, but may be used to particular advantage by
the practiced storyteller, Although the use of gesture is not extensive
(the attention of the audience is sufficiently held by, for example, the
lively declamatory style and frequent use of direct speech in a stento-
rian voice representing one participant calling to another on horse or
camel across a distance), a number of conventional gestures are used to
illustrate particular situations, as noted below. Despite the universality
of gesture, the actual gestures used in a given language are conven-
tional and not necessarily readily interpretable by a nonnative speaker
out of the linguistic context. It is useful to remember that Bedouin
storytelling takes place while all are seated on the ground in a rectan-
gle around the sides of a house or tent. The narrator generally sits
cross-legged, that being the most physically economical posture and
the one that allows him to move his arms and address the audience
over 180 degrees. However, gestures are confined to the use of the
forearms, with the upper arms staying by the sides or, at most, ex-
tending slightly forward. To actually raise the arms from the shoul-
ders and wave them around or spread them sideways would be con-
sidered a sign of unrestrained and uncivilized behavior, since Bedouins
and other Arabs of the peninsula are reserved and formal in their de-
meanor in public and refrain from wild and violent gestures or changes
of facial expression. The following is a selection of gestures that are
particularly common in storytelling in that they indicate situations re-
current in the stories.

1) The galloping gesture

To accompany the description of galloping horses or camels, the two
hands are held in what can be called the camel’s head mode, i.e., with
fingers and thumb joined together at the tips, palms down, with the
wrists crooked and the hands facing forward. One hand is held for-
ward from the body, the other closer to the body. The two hands are
then moved forward and backwards from the body in unison, while
the hands open and close. The two hands thus represent the heads
of two mounts chasing each other, one behind the other,
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2) The gunshot gesture

Here the hands portray the holding of a rifle. 'The left hand is extended
slightly forward from the body to the left and the right hand held in
to the body at the right shoulder or cheek. Then in unison the fingers
and thumbs of both hands are first curled back into the hand, palms
down, and then flicked forward along an imaginary gun barrel, as if
propelling a small object off the thumb as in the schoolboy practice—
probably now extinct—of flicking a ball of blotting paper. It is pos-
sible that this gesture had its origin in the use of the old matchlock or
flintlock rifles, so that the two hands flicking represent the ignition of
the powder chamber on the one hand and the release of the ball from
the muzzle on the other.

3) The escape gesture

To denote a quick escape, the fingers of the right hand are held bunched
together with the palm contracted, the fingers straight and joined at
the tips. 'The backs of the bunched fingers are struck downwards into
the open left palm, then flicked forward from the elbow, the hand trav-
eling round the wrist on a horizontal axis palm down (as though throw-
ing an object forward with a flicking motion from the elbow, with the
hand turning about the wrist at the end of the cast). The two phases
of striking and casting forward would appear to represent the two
phases of mounting up and running off.

4) 'The scarce grazing gesture

To denote scarcity of grazing—an important factor in Bedouin life
since it often instigates a particular state of affairs or an important
political development—the right hand, again held in the camel’s head
mode as in the galloping gesture above, is swayed from left to right
forward from the elbow, with the fingers being opened and closed
from the thumb at the end of each swing. Thus the hand represents
the head of a camel that cannot graze straight forward as it walks, as it
would do if grass was abundant, but has to look for grass from side to
side.

5) The time-and-space distance gesture

To denote that a person or event exists at a point far removed either
in physical distance or in time, the right hand makes the clicking ac-
tion used in the West to mark time in music. It is then cast over in a
slow looping arc from the right to the left side of the body, as though
portraying the throwing of an object over a long distance.
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6) The looting gesture

To denote that all the possessions of a person or tribe were carried off
in a raid so that, in the words of the Bedouins, they were left gacdin
¢ala d-dar ‘sitting at the tent door’, the right hand facing downwards
is grasped by the left hand. The right hand is then slowly pulled up-
wards free of the left hand until it springs out to stand vertical from
the elbow. This imitates the action of skinning an animal and can be
linked to the word safx ‘skinning’, which is a synonym for looting.

7) 'The enforcement gesture

To denote that either the speaker or an actor in the narrative is obliged
to do something against his will, the crooked index finger is placed at
the tip of the nose and drawn downwards, pulling the nose with it.
This symbolizes the ring attached to the nose of a camel or bull to lead
it by force. But if the tip of the nose is tapped lightly with the tip of
the index finger this indicates willingness and readiness to do some-
thing for someone. The same meaning may be conveyed by an al-
ternate gesture, the touching of the cheeks just below the eyes with the
tip of the extended index finger.

SuMMARY

In the above I have attempted to show the linguistic and stylistic charac-
teristics of the salfah and have referred also to the type of subject mat-
ter involved. It is obvious, I think, that there is no standard textual
version of any of these stories, only a received version of the events.
Thus in telling the story the narrator will in the majority of cases pro-
duce the linguistic text as he goes along, although there will be seg-
ments, particularly segments of direct speech, in which the same words
will always occur. In some cases segments of verse or semi-verse
will come in at specific stages in the text, either cast as the words of
the participants or brought in as the comments of the narrator. These
are usually an essential part of the story and serve, as does the accom-
panying poem, to add authority and authenticity.

The use of the linguistic features mentioned above in the section
on the language of the salfah are a definite part of the storyteller’s art
and also constitute the skills of the raconteur in ordinary conversation.
The authenticity of the dialect in terms of usage, vocabulary, and syntax
is also important in creating the atmosphere of the tale. Although
the speech of Arabia has not changed substantially regarding phonology
and morphology in the post-oil period, considerable differences in
usage, vocabulary, and syntax may occur in speech when discussing
matters of modern everyday life, particularly among formally educated
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speakers. Such features are absent in a good rendition of a salfah,
either because the speaker avoids them, consciously or unconsciously,
or (and I think this is more likely) because he never uses them, as
they do not form part of his linguistic repertoire. It is important to
remember that although the actual nomadic population of the area may
be small and most Bedouins are now settled, they may have given up
full-time nomadic life only in the mid-1960s.25 Hence the language
of a considerable proportion of them was formed in a nomadic milieu.
In addition, even those who grew up in towns and villages are accus-
tomed to spending considerable periods among their nomadic relatives
and to going on hunting and hawking trips in the desert. Therefore a
familiarity with this sort of vocabulary and usage is quite widespread
and a tale produced in this form is appreciated. It must be empha-
sized, however, that this is quite different from having a special style
or register appropriate for storytelling which only a professional class
of bards commands. It is not impossible that at some time in the
future this may be the case. At the moment, however, the language,
style, and content of the salfah is that of a society still within the living
memory of sections of the population and the property of the society
as a whole.

NOTES

1. 'This study is based mainly on two sources: texts recorded by the writer among
the Al Dhafir tribe and contained in INgHAM (1986a), and the Shammari material con-
tained in Sowayan (1992). Both of these were recorded from Bedouin informants in
Saudi Arabia. Other important sources include de LANDBERG (1919), which contains
a fairly long story of Bedouin origin; MusiL (1928), which gives close translations of
Bedouin texts with occasional segments of Arabic text inserted; MoNTAGNE (1935);
Parva (1979); StewarT (1987); KURPERSHOEK (to appear); SowAYAN (1981); and
INnguaM (1982a, 1986b). Much useful editorial comment was provided by Saad Sow-
ayan, who also gave valuable additional information on physical gesture and on ex-
pressions of time measurement,

2. Although most of the literature on Nabati poetry and Bedouin suwdlif consists
of the work of male composers, women also have a part in this literature. Women
poets exist in the Bedouin world, although they are less common than men. Muwaidi
al-Bariziyyah of the Mutair tribe was a well-known poetess of the time of Muhammad
ibn Rashid, and many stories are told about her. ABuU Lucuop (1986) has described
and recorded the poetry of the women of the Awlid ¢Ali of the western desert of Egypt,
and points to essential differences in subject matter between the poetry of women and
that of men in that area. Women not only compose poetry but also appreciate the
poetry of men, and it is not unknown for women of high status and advanced age to
receive poets and listen to their compositions.

3. Although the Iliad is thought to consist of oral Bronze Age poems written
down in the Iron Age, it nevertheless speaks of an actual society and actual characters



30 BRUCE INGHAM

who behave as ordinary men living under the conditions of the people at the time of
writing (FINLEY 1977, 25).

4. In particular, the custom of the virgins of the tribe baring their breasts and
riding in front of the tribe to encourage the warriors in battle is reinterpreted in this
story: the heroine ®Alyah does this to distract the enemy with whom she is engaged in
single combat, itself an unlikely situation in the Bedouin world. See INguAM 1982a,
156, 161 and IncaaM 1973, 553.

5. This is not a translation but a rendering produced from notes taken down in
Arabic and English in London, 1983, during a relating of the story in Arabic by Hamad
bin Rukhwin, a member of the Al Murrah tribe.

6. Remember here that in the earlier period sleeves were wide and hung almost
to the ground, as in medieval European clothes.

7. The §dad ‘camel saddle’ is often used as tent furniture, to rest the arm on
while sitting on the ground.

8. See also Dickson (1949, 129-30), Gruss (1948, 136-37, 150-51), and AL-SA®ID
(1986, 115). HMG (1915, 198) puts it quaintly as follows: ‘“They (the Dhafir) bear
the character of being more cruel and blood-thirsty than the generality of Bedouins;
but they claim a species of freemasonry among other tribes—any ragamuffin among
them enjoying the privilege of protection in an extraordinary way.”’

9. Reminiscent, at least in part, of Doughty’s references to the manner of im-
portant personages in Arabia: ‘“Riding further, I overtook some sheykhly tribesman:
seen from the backward, I already guessed him by the smooth side-sweeping, square
from the shoulders, of his stiff striped mantle, and the delicate and low bare-footed
gait, to be a coffee-fellow of Zeyd’s:—the head is elated from a strutting breast, arms
kimbowed from the hips, the man holds a mincing womanish pace. This is sheykhly
carriage in the wilderness, and of principal personages. They are noblemen born,
lapped in the stern delicacy of the desert life’’ (Doucury 1964, 549).

10. Jikhah, a type of garment rarely seen nowadays and a mark of distinction for
the wearer. It consists of a long coat or tunic of a material called ji#kha, a kind of
brocade or silk elaborately embroidered, which buttoned up the front and was worn
over the théb and under the bisht ‘cloak’. This was worn by shaikhs or famous war-
riors. MusIL describes it as ‘‘a woolen jacket lined with silk worn by cavalrymen. In
olden times such a jacket was a mark of rank and distinction’’ (1928, 387).

11. See also DicksoN (1949, 248-54) for further details on the importance of
Canopus in the nomad calendar.

12. This has been referred to as the ‘‘narrative imperative’’ and is discussed in
Parva (1977) and originally remarked on by Branc (1970, 139-40). Sowavan (1992,
46-57) also treats these features in detail under his section “Oral Narrative Style and
Technique.”” He refers to the “‘descriptive imperative,”’ “direct address ’’ and ‘‘the -k
of courtesy.”” He points out that these techniques cannot always be shown to have
the function of marking dramatic actions or avoiding ambiguity as regards the identity
of the subject, but can in some cases be seen more usefully as exponents of an “ideal-
ized principal listener’’ in a performance event,

13. See also JounsToNE (1968), who refers to this in detail.

14. SowavaN (1992, 59-65) and INcHam (1991, 47-48, 54-56). The most com-
monly occurring particle is wila- ‘behold’. However, other particles with the same
function also occur, such as wila mér, wila mér tart, lawinn-, win. Among the Al Mur-
rah and °Ajman tribes the particles timm ilé- and humm ilé- are used.

15. This statement is based on information from many informants of different
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tribes and from non-Bedouin informants in Qatar., One factor influencing this in
Saudi Arabia seems to have been financial inducements offered by the government to
Bedouins to sell their herds and build houses. 'These included cash offers and help
in building houses and buying land.
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