POETRY IN HASSANIYYAH (LO-GNA)
AND ANTICOLONIAL RESISTANCE IN MAURITANIA

AHMED SALEM OULD MOHAMED BABA"®

After several centuries of commercial contacts with the emirs of Mauritania,
France decided to occupy the territory at the end of the nineteenth century
and carried out its plan in 1902. From this date, the population started not
only an armed resistance, but also a cultural battle. One of the aspects of
cultural resistance was a literary defiance that used primarily, but not exclu-
sively, the dialectal literary genre called la-gna. Some Mauritanian poets
used this genre to denounce colonialism and the acculturation it sought to
bring about in the country. This article aims to provide an overview of the
situation in Mauritania during the colonial period, along with the main
characteristics of Hassaniyyah poetry, lo-gna, and a sample of resistance
poems.

1. Introduction

When French colonialism began its penetration of the Bilad Singt' territo-
ries with the aim of achieving its commercial objectives and the control of
the country’s resources?, the French colonial power set out to impose its edu-
cational system on Mauritania by creating schools. These schools had the
mission of teaching the French language and thus keeping Mauritanian chil -
dren away from the Arabic language, the language of Islam and Arab culture.
In this way, France guaranteed the formation of faithful adherents to its colo-
nial policy. But given the deep roots of Islam in the population, Mauritanian
society considered that their struggle was mainly to defend their religion,
their culture and their language. For this reason, the population began its
struggle against the presence of an unwanted invader in order to avoid the
expected acculturation.

In Mauritania, as is the case in most colonized countries, the resistance
did not only take a military form, but also a cultural one, focusing on reli-

Complutense University of Madrid.

[In this essay, the system of transcription adopted by the author is rather different
from the criteria of “La rivista di Arablit”, due to the linguistic approach.]

Bilad Singit was the name by which the country was known before the French oc-
cupation decided to change this name to the current one, i.e. Mauritania.
Historical research has shown that the main reason for Mauritania’s occupation
was economic (exploiting maritime resources, mines, having a market to export
its products, etc.). See Ban ‘Umar (2004: 95-111); Ould Ahmedou (1990: 7-33).
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12 POETRY IN HASSANIYYAH (LO-GNA)

gion and traditions, using literature as a means of expression. Through the
literature of resistance, the message of rejection of the occupation was con-
veyed to the invaders. It was also an appeal to the people to resist in all pos-
sible forms. As a result, all social strata, all ethnic groups and all regions of
the country participated in this struggle. There were ordinary citizens among
the nomads, in the villages, peasants, and traders on the one hand, but on the
other, there were also traditional emirs, chiefs of religious brotherhoods,
tribal chiefs, etc.

Once the French colonial troops occupied the country, the means of resis-
tance diversified so that, in addition to the armed struggle against the sol-
diers, there was a cultural resistance that manifested itself in the refusal to
send children to French schools and to collaborate in providing information
to the French authorities, as well as in the cessation of the sale of gum Ara-
bic to the French. This was also the case of the determination to compose po-
etry in the Hassaniyyah dialect: «in order to exhort the struggle against the
colonizers, the poets glorify the martyrs with epic accents, sing of the bold
actions of the resistance fighters and castigate the collaborators»”.

In this context, one must necessarily acknowledge the role played by the
institution of traditional education called mahadrah®, which was able to fight
against acculturation by emphasizing the role of the Muslim religion and the
Arabic language’.

2. A Brief History of Colonial Penetration in Mauritania

As this essay deals with a subject that brings together a colonial force,
France, and a colonized country, Mauritania, we will begin briefly outlining
the history of the colonial period, which extends from the arrival of the first
French administrators, who occupied Mauritanian territory in 1903, to the
granting of independence on November 28, 1960.

* Taine-Cheikh (1994: 294) quoting Ould Boyah (1982). Translation from French
by the present author.

On the role of the mahadrah as a traditional teaching institution and the role it
played in the resistance, see this testimony from a French author, Lecourtois (1979:
31-32): «They (the mahadras) have been able to popularize and apply the religious
teachings of Orthodox Islam. The other disciplines represent all the knowledge of
the time, grammar, astrology, number science and logic were added to the original
religious teaching, without diminishing it [...]. It is thus these mahadras that made
it possible for the Arabic language to become the national language of Mauritania
and to train most of its scholars. During the time of colonization, they were the
great bulwark that enabled resistance to a foreign culture and the preservation of the
national heritage». Translation from French by the present author.

The slogan used could be summed up in the expression “Don’t touch my religion
or my language”.

4
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AHMED SALEM OULD MOHAMED BABA 13

The current territory of Mauritania was until the colonial penetration a
conglomerate of Emirates whose common denominator was the fact that
they were founded by the Banii Hassan tribes and therefore shared the lan-
guage and culture Hassani. These emirates were the following: the Emirate
of Trarza (southwest Mauritania); the Emirate of Brakna (southern Maurita-
nia), the Emirate of Taganat or Idaw ‘1S (central and eastern Mauritania) and
the Emirate of Adrar (northern Mauritania).

The French colonial penetration in Mauritania and its military occupation
began in 1902. It was planned, organized and directed by the French gover-
nor Xavier Coppolani®, a Frenchman originally from Corsica who had previ-
ously been appointed as colonial administration official in Algeria. As a first
step, Coppolani made prior contacts with religious personalities and the emir
of Trarza (near the frontier with Senegal), to whom he guaranteed respect for
the Muslim religion, as well as for the customs and traditions of the Maurita-
nian population. As part of this strategy, Coppolani reached an agreement
with the emir of Trarza, Ahmad Salim Wuld ‘Li’, allowing him to start his
colonial project by occupying the whole Mauritanian territory (Wuld
Muhammad Mahmiid 2001: 170). Thanks to his cunning political ambition,
he managed to enter the country peacefully and without great military effort,
at least until 1905.

The process of colonization was to take place from the south-west (Trarza
and Brakna) towards the centre, east and then the north (Taganot and Adrar).
Hence, after his success with the Emirate of Trarza, Coppolani also tried to
come to an agreement with the emir of Brakna, Ahmadu Wuld Sidi ‘Li®
However, this emir joined the resistance against colonial penetration by
moving to the Emirate of Taganat where the resistance had become strong,
preventing the advance of colonial troops into the territory for a while. This
was due to the fact that this emirate, given its strategic geographical location
in the heart of Mauritania and surrounded by the other emirates, had become
the focal point of popular armed resistance (Wuld Bah 1995: 83).

Among the members of the resistance was the emir of Taganot, Bakkar
Wuld Swayd Ahmad (1810-1905), who declared war on the French and initi-
ated skirmishes against their troops’. He was determined to avoid colonial

6 Xavier Coppolani (1866-1905) was a French military officer and colonial official.
For his biography and his time as governor of Mauritania, see Désiré-Vuillemin
(1962: 91-151).

7 Ahmad Salim Wuld ‘Li was emir of Trarza during the period from 1891 to 1905.
According to Ould Cheikh (1988: 91), he was killed in 1905.

8 Ahmadu Wuld Sidi ‘Li (1893-1903) was the last emir of Brakna who preferred to

go into exile in Taganat and fight with the resistance rather than sign an agree-

ment with the French. See Ould Cheikh (1988: 99).

The Emirate of Taganot is also called Emirate of Idaw‘TS. According to Waddad1

(2001: 95), Bakkar Wuld Swayd Ahmad was one of its longest living and most

warlike emirs. He was emir for sixty years. According to Ould Cheikh (1988:
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14 POETRY IN HASSANIYYAH (LO-GNA)

penetration by fighting with weapons, so as to create an atmosphere of rejec-
tion of French colonization among the population. In addition to his military
combat, his struggle was reflected in the elaboration of rules called ganiin
Latvatar (the Law of Latvatar) by which any order coming from the French
colonists had to be rejected and disobeyed.

Fearful of the power of conviction of the emir of Taganat and the actions of
the resistance under its command, Coppolani set as his main objective the
physical elimination of the emir Bakkar Wuld Swayd Ahmad in order to de-
moralize the resistance and to encourage the occupation by the colonial troops.
The emir was assassinated on April 1, 1905 in the battle of Ras ol-Vil. A few
weeks later, an anti-colonial resistance group killed Coppolani on the night of
May 12, 1905 in the course of a battle of Tigikga (Wuld Abah 1995: 82).

All this first stage served to establish the idea that Coppolani wished to
transmit to the French government, namely, that France was engaged in a
colonial process from which it could no longer withdraw, not even in the
face of the unanimous rejection of Mauritanian society, nor in the face of the
battles that took place from the first moment of the French presence in the
territory'®. Overlooking the rejection and underestimating the resistance,
France decided in 1903 to put Mauritania under its protectorate. Neverthe-
less, it did not become a French colony until 1920 due to resistance in its dif-
ferent forms: military, religious and cultural.

After Coppolani’s death the occupation continued, but it took on a more
military character than before under the supervision of the French Governor-
general of West Africa between 1908-1915, William Ponty'', who sought to
subjugate the northern Emirate of Adrar in order to eliminate resistance and
control its supply centers. Ponty entrusted colonel Gouraud with the mission
of occupying Adrar'2. Gouraud began his plan in December 1908, but he was
not able to complete the mission until after bloody battles with the resis-
tance. The occupation of Adrar took place in January 1909, but the armed re-
sistance in this region was maintained until the death of the emir of Adrar Sid
Ahmad Wuld ‘Aydda on March 19, 1932 in the battle of Widyan al-Harrtb.

Despite the occupation of Adrar, France was still unable to control most
of the territory (more than one million square kilometers) and did not
achieve the security and stability it had hoped for. On the other hand, the re-

114), he died at the age of nearly one hundred, fighting Captain Frerejean’s
French troops on April 1, 1905. He still is considered one of the heroes of the
fight against French penetration.

Among these battles, the following can be mentioned by way of example: Battle
of Hriiva (June 7, 1903); battle of Sahiit al-Ma (June 22, 1903); battle of Alag
(December 18, 1903); battle of Mal (December 28, 1903); battle of Tigikga (May
12, 1905), etc. See Sid Muhammad al-Hadi (2018: 14-20).

For his biography and a discussion of his tenure as governor general of West
Africa, see Foster (2007: 211-233).

2 For Gauraud’s biography, see d’Andurain (2011).
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sistance dominated many areas and were very knowledgeable of the orogra-
phy of the terrain that the French and their troops, mostly soldiers from
African countries, did not know. The resistance continued its intermittent at-
tacks in scattered areas of the territory against French troops for many years.
In fact, the popular armed resistance carried out against French colonialism
did not cease in any part of the territory of Mauritania until 1934.

From 1934 onwards, the armed struggle became scarce due to the great
pressure exerted by the French forces with a weaponry against which the re-
sistance could no longer fight. However, cultural, religious and economic re-
sistance which had never ceased, was increased to compensate for the end of
armed struggle. The population continued its rejection and boycott of French
colonial schools and its determination to support the Koranic schools and the
mahadras to which its children were sent. They also maintained the boycott
of French products as a way of expressing their rejection of the nsara, term
used by Mauritanians to refer to the French in general and French colonial-
ism in particular.

During the first period of the French colonization of Mauritania, which
spanned from 1903 to 1934, there were many military confrontations, some
of which were landmarks in that historical period because of their military
significance and the relevance of some of the people who participated in
them. Several names of fighters and places will appear in the sample of po-
ems that we have selected in this paper. Among the most relevant leaders are
the following ones: Bakkar Wuld Swayd Ahmad (emir of Taganot), Sid Ahmad
Wuld ‘Aydda (emir of Adrar), Ahmad Wuld od-Dayd (emir of Trarza), and
Wuld Mayyara.

From 1934 to 1945, the French colonial administration tried to create an
administrative and educational system in the country, but little was achieved
due to the large size of the country and the lack of interest shown by the pop-
ulation. The administrative capital of Mauritania was in St. Louis (Senegal)
until the country’s independence.

The year 1945 marked the last stage of the French colonial period in
Mauritania. In that year, Mauritania obtained the status of overseas territory
of the French Union. The following year, 1946, Ahmadu Wuld Hurma was
elected first Mauritanian deputy to the French National Assembly. It took ten
years before the creation of a local executive power which was possible
thanks to the so-called Defferre law in 1956. The implementation of this lo-
cal power was entrusted to the lawyer Muhtar Wuld Daddah (1924-2003),
who would win independence for his country and became Mauritania’s first
president in 1960 until 1978". Mauritania obtained internal autonomy in

1 This prominent Mauritanian politician was the architect of the new Mauritania as
he laid the foundations and created a new modern state. See his biography in
Akyeampong; Louis Gates (2012-2: 151-153). He wrote a book of memoirs enti-
tled La Mauritanie contre vents et marées (Karthala, Paris 2003), published
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16 POETRY IN HASSANIYYAH (LO-GNA)

1958, followed by national independence granted under the Franco-Maurita-
nian agreements on the restoration of sovereignty, thus, giving way on No-
vember 28, 1960 to the birth of the Islamic Republic of Mauritania under the
presidency of Muhtar Wuld Daddah.

3. Some Features of Hassant Poetry, lo-Gna

Hassani popular poetry, called lo-gna', or a5-Si r al-hassant and often referred
to as al-adab as-sa ‘b, is a literary genre widely used in Mauritania since its
poems are composed in the Hassaniyyah dialect. This is the language of the
majority of citizens, and is therefore within everyone’s reach, unlike the fissha
Arabic language, whose users are the literate”®. When talking about poetry in
the Arab world, the expression brings to mind that Mauritania is «the country
of a million poets»'®, but regardless of their exact number, it is obvious that
most of the poets in this country compose their poems in dialectal Arabic,
mainly because they want to be understood by all Hassan1 speakers.

I>-Gna poetry has a long tradition of oral transmission. It has been pre-
served for a long time thanks to the collective memory that has allowed it to
reach the new generations and its composition to be renewed in the last
decades. Another main feature to be highlighted is the fact that this poetry is
related to the music from which it takes its name (Classical Arabic gina’
“singing”). It is sung by the griots, iggawan, a class of travelling poets, musi-
cians, and singing storytellers who have developed a Hassani music'’. There
is a symbiotic relationship between the poets and the singers because the
iggawan need lyrics for their music and the poets need a means of spreading
their poetry'®.

From the point of view of metrics, lo-gna consists of verses composed of
two hemistichs, called tavalwit". Four tavalwit form the simplest composi-

posthumously.

Lo-gna is poetry composed in the Hassaniyyah dialect. For more details on this
literary genre, see Ould Mohamed Baba (2005).

In this sense the Mauritanian journalist Habib Wuld Mahfiiz was right when he
wrote in the newspaper “Le Calame” of 24 April 1995: «Hassani popular poetry
is more popular than poetry that is not popular».

This expression became a catchphrase for Mauritania following an article by a
journalist from “al-‘ArabT” magazine, published in 1967, under the title Maurita-
nia: the country of a million poets and since then it has been used as a way to re-
fer to Mauritania.

On the iggawan (singular: iggiw; feminine forms, singular tiggiwit and plural
tiggawdtan), known as griots in French culture, see Ould Mohamed Baba (2015).
Poets used to attend the iggawan music sessions because they were aware that
when a singer sings one of their poems, it becomes known and recited by increas-
ing numbers of people.

Tavalwit (plural: tivalwatan) is the hemistich.

14
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AHMED SALEM OULD MOHAMED BABA 17

tion which is called gaf or quatrain®. When the number of hemistichs in-
creases up to six, the resulting composition is a three-line poem called
tal ‘a*'. Hassaniyyah prosody is based on the number of syllables in each
hemistich. Thus, the number of syllables indicates the poetic meters, which
are called [o-btita (pl. of batt)*. As for topics addressed by this poetic genre,
la-gna deals with all the literary themes of Arabic literature in general, that
is, an-nasib and al-gazal “love and nostalgic poetry”; al-madh “eulogy po-
etry”’; as-Samt “‘satire, diatribe”; al-vahr “eulogy”; ar-rita’ “elegy”. Further-
more, it also includes an original and specific genre which is the so-called
at-tabra ®, a kind of love poetry composed exclusively by women. To the
previously mentioned themes, one must add what is the subject of this article
— the literature of resistance — as a part of a committed poetry. Mauritanian
resistance poetry is called gna I-mugawamah. The French specialist Cather-
ine Taine-Chekh defines this poetry as «la poésie engagée»™.

4. Resistance Poetry in Hassaniyyah: A Sample of This Poetry

The use of literature in general and poetry in particular to express the rejec-
tion of any kind of domination or submission is part of the cultural resistance
as defined by several authors®. In the case we are dealing with here, the pur-

2 Gaf (plural: givan): verse composed by two hemistichs. Here is an example of gaf
“quatrain”: it is composed, as it has been pointed out, by four tavalwit whose
rhyme is generally: t@valwit (1) A- tavalwit (2) B; tavalwit (3) A- tavalwit (4) B

hadi day I-Moant Udayka ** w-dyar 25-Salhi yanzaru
yva-I-‘agl ihtar li-nafsi-ka ** ayyu ddarayni tahtaru

Here are the remains of Mint Udayka’s camp and those of a§-Salhi which
are worth a visit.

Oh, sweetheart, you have to decide which one of the two remains you are
going to visit.

Tal‘a (plural: tlo %): a poem composed by six hemistichs.

22 The btita (singular: batt) are, from the longest to the shortest: al-batt lo-kbir:
hemistichs of more than eight syllables; lo-btayt at-tam: of eight syllables; at-taydiim:
of seven syllables; lo-pbér: of seven syllables la-btayt an-nagas: of six syllables;
hatu ag-grad: of five syllables; hwaywis: of four syllables; batt tiata: three sylla-
bles; batt tnayn: two syllables and batt wahad: one syllable.

# See Ould Mohamed Baba (2014) and Ould Mohamed Baba (2020), 4 Collection

of Poems of Bizan Women's Gazal Called at-Tobra ‘ (forthcoming).

Taine-Chekh (1994: 294): «la poésie engagée : Pendant la colonisation, et en par-

ticulier au début du 20¢me s., fleurit une poésie de résistance; elle était composée

en dialecte pour étre plus facilement compréhensible et pour circuler plus anony-
mementy.

For instance, Duncombe (2002: 5) defines the cultural resistance as «the use of

culture consciously or unconsciously, effectively or not, to resist and/or change

21

24

25
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18 POETRY IN HASSANIYYAH (LO-GNA)

pose is to reject acculturation, unacceptable for a people who feel very much
attached to their language, culture and religion. Mauritanian poets, both
those who write in Classical Arabic and those who use dialectal Arabic, con-
tributed to cultural resistance, but since dialectal poetry is understood by all
speakers of Hassaniyyah, the latter was more thoroughly employed and ef-
fective in achieving the goal of denouncing colonial policy. Most of the po-
ems we have been able to find are anonymous. This can be explained by the
fact that the French authorities arrested the authors of resistance poetry and
imprisoned or exiled them. Below are some samples of poems concerning
French colonial resistance in the Hassaniyyah dialect. A brief introduction to
the author or the selected piece is followed by the text, its translation into
English by the present author, and a short commentary?.

4.1. Muhammad Wuld Bagga (1939-1997): A History of French Colo-
nialism in Mauritania

The first poet is Muhammad Wuld Bagga (1939-1997). This author is con-
sidered one of the most important poets of the last decades of the twentieth
century in Mauritania. He wrote a long poem entitled 7arih an-nidal as-siyast
(The History of Political Struggle), in which he presents a history of Mauri-
tanian resistance to colonial penetration and the political struggle against
colonization. The first twenty-one verses have been chosen on account of the
fact they evoke the arrival of colonialism, its objectives, the struggle and the
names of some of the combatants and heroes®’.

Bism al-lah al-yawm msantin ** at-tarth u flok wa ahwayin
l-isti ‘may u-munadilin ** l-isti ‘mar u-lawn twagih

hada muddat dagor tas Tn ** sna hadd msanti isantih
mn-(2)mgi l-isti ‘may mnayn ** santa w-asbab mgih mgih
‘la babu ‘andu hammayn ** ild bal atlata v-aydih
Sa-mn-at-tigdra vat ilayn ** san ‘u dayar madda tasrih
u-dayar bas ihassal la- ‘win ** v-§i gah (2)bbas ikasth

u-bsi yasri bih al-makin ** w-ihallas ‘ummal u-ya ‘tth

trig I-So-mn al-mal gdid ** min-hin ‘winu lao-hdid

the dominant political economic and/or social structure».

In this article, we use the following transcription system: short vowel
phonemes: /a/, /i/ /u/, and /o/; long vowel phonemes: /a/, /i/, and /i/. Consonantal
phonemes: /'/ = ¢, /b/-/b/ =, t/ =< =S /g/ =, /M =z, W/ =¢,/d/=>,/d/
=3, =,z =3,Is/=u, 8=, s/ =0a,ld/l=0a, )=k, /z/=L. /)
=, lg=¢. M -N=<,lg/=XIqg/=3G K=&, /N-N=J,m/-/m/=¢,
=0,/W=2,/w =3,y =¢.

Muhammad Wuld Bagga’s biography and the compilation of his literary work
have been the subject of a book published in 2018 by Wuld sl-Maydah, entitled
Muhammad Wuld Bagga (1939-1997) adab wa tasawwuf wa hikmah wa nidal.
For the fragment of the edited and translated poem, see pp. 16-18.

26

27

La rivista di Arablit, X, 20, 2020



AHMED SALEM OULD MOHAMED BABA 19

w-al-malh u-3i tani muvid ** ya‘gad gilu vih iwaffih

ris nhas al- 2lk olli ivid ** bat innds itamm irawsih
u-Sayyad kiyyan u-tasyid ** kiyyan gahgah iggahgih

ma wadda mah I-tkarid ** sbay ‘ al-hiisa [-tmasth

man hin u-gamu sanadid ** ‘lth u-ramhith tqasih
moan-hum da Wall Hgiiy u-Sid ** Ahma-I-Ahmad mat mnasth
‘la galzu w-Ahmal-lo-Dayd ** La-Gwaysisi ball tlagih

m ‘ah u-Tanmad ar-Rasid ** Wall al-Hamad vih isawih
u-ga ‘Umar Tal u-Wall Swayd ** Ahmad Bakkar u-hah ‘tih
gaddu u-gaddu wa ‘or Sahid ** nidal an-nidal inaswih
Mayyara ‘Abditk u- ‘Assas ** u-Muldy az-ayn u-raglih
at-tanin u-la bahliulu bas ** kall mnadom gah b-gazzih

Cah 3 Sla g BN Gt 2 ) )
Al Gl el Gl g Hlaaald
w\w\u\_\ng_uu u.u.q\‘).u_md cﬂ‘w‘
Mmu).ﬂd;d umd.\cuhdr_\
«uﬂ&,}u&a Sl G A e
AulS) Gl sla um Gl Jlan) GEG i03
‘Lsku_jdl.ﬂcual;} :)ASAX\MJ):AJwJ
}‘MBJASJSVU wuhwj@a\n}
W)J\e.\\wu‘kh md\dhj‘ua\.;a)w)
RYECEN Y EC N T o J K T )
M‘ALQJUAJQ\C_\.\A\ JJ)\S}ALASJLA
M.u\m\a};nj_j‘\.\lc\ JJJI_\AA?IS}U}AL)A
Mmhn\k_\u.\na\_h\;\ MJJP‘J}J(“G—“‘
&ML ,?q ikl Ble e
ujLAIquuldj .\Ju)!\.)\..«u_,a\u\
MLD\C.&}J&JA;\ JJ}M\J}\J\L)ADC}
MW\M\JM _\.\.@_u‘)c\) K}K
M)u\b\;edl.u\ds u,nl.ld}l;.ly"u-uu‘

Translation of the poem

Let’s get started! Today we are going to make an orderly and simplified his-
tory of colonialism, of the fighters of colonialism, of how it was fought and
how it lasted almost 90 years.

First, we will talk about his arrival and why he (colonialism) came.

He clearly came for two purposes, if not three. He had goods of his own mak-
ing that he wanted to sell; he wanted to obtain reserves for the future so they
can buy machines; pay workers to create new wealth.

From here he will take iron, salt and other useful things.

Which he will insist on and complete:

feathers, copper, rubber.
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20 POETRY IN HASSANIYYAH (LO-GNA)

He founded an entity, but founding an entity will induce him into a misunder-
standing.

And only lead him to the covenant that will cause his departure from here.
Valiant men rebelled against him and dazed him.

Among them are Wuld Hgiir; Sid Ahmad Wuld Ahmad who died honorably
while standing up to him, Ahmad Wuld ad-Dayd who fought against him in
the battle of Lo-Gwaysisi.

Wuld ol-Hamoad during the battle Tonmad or-Rasid harassed him; then we
must mention ‘Umar Tall, Bakkar Wuld Swayd Ahmad and bravo to him
honoring his supreme status because he was a martyr of the struggle that the
fight stimulated.

Mayyara, ‘Abduk, ‘Assas, Mulay oz-Zayn and his other companions, all
fought ferociously; each of them engaging his troop (Wuld sl-Mayddah 2018:
16-18).

Commentary on the poem:

In a tone that is both didactic and firm, in this poem the author presents the
occupation of Mauritania, the objectives of colonization, the struggle waged
by the inhabitants of all social classes and ethnic groups in all regions of the
country. Among the combatants mentioned are emirs of the three main emi-
rates of the country at the time of the arrival of the French: Sid Ahmad Wuld
Ahmad (emir of Adrar killed by French troops in 1932), Ahmad Wuld ad-Dayd
(emir of Trarza), Bakkar Wuld Swayd Ahmad (emir of Taganat), killed by
French troops in 1905.

4.2. Two Anonymous Samples

The following two anonymous poems deal, firstly, with how Mauritanian
society dealt with colonialism since its arrival and, secondly, with how
harmful and unbearable it was.

I-Isti ‘mar mnayn l-gana ** qawamna-h b-lo-glam w-as-sayf
u-b-al-basala yawm Iga-na ** w-al-qital gbal al- ‘anif

w-al- ‘azm u-rafd al-hiyyana ** u-hnagna-h ila kad igif

ma hallayna-lu makana™* u-harabna-h v-lo-mdun w-ar-rif
u-la gat dhal zall m ‘G-na ** ma ra mahu lahib as-sayf

Call g WAl olia g8 ok Glall i) laaity)
Cagall Q&I Ol +x &Y 24l
Caun S Bl 5+ allall Gms s a5
Sy My ol 3l el *x GG Jlilale
Catall Cuelslagle #* (laal Jla Jad 18V

When colonialism invaded us, we fought against him with our pens and
swords;
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with our courage in battle and the violent fighting, with determination and re-
jection of all treason.

We strangled him [colonialism] to the point of suffocation;

we left him no refuge, neither in the cities nor in the countryside;

he never had a moment’s rest, only the scorching heat of summer®,

The following gaf “quatrain” describes the damage of colonialism:

Mon [-isti ‘ may asbah lo-bla ** wana da wassani u-hlas
zarri tall u-zorri gabla ** w-az-zorr al-gabli vih ar-ras

Sy ol dEs O Al il ba

Ol i B0 550, 08555 855

Better a calamity than colonialism and I was definitely split in two,
one part is to the East and one part is to the West;
The part in the West is the one in charge®.

4.3. Emirs against Colonialism

As mentioned above, several emirs took part in the resistance against colo-
nial penetration. Two of them were killed in the fighting with French troops.
The emir Bakkar Wuld Swayd Ahmad was one of the first martyrs of the
struggle against French colonial penetration. He was killed in 1905 by
French troops at the well of Ras ol-Vil, located about 650 km East of the
capital Nouakchott, in Taganat’s Wilayah.

With regard to the emir of Adrar, Sid Ahmad Wuld ‘Aydda, he also was a
poet and fought fiercely against colonial penetration. Wounded in battle, he
was imprisoned in 1912 in Saint Louis of Senegal, a city named Ndarr in the
Hassani dialect. After his release, he returned to his Emirate and, on arriving
at the borders of his territory, he declared the following gaf:

Hamad [-Allah 21l b'ad ** Ndarr u-zaynn dyar-u
u-vrag lo-mhar® u-‘ad zad ** yira manba b-hga-ru

% Poem communicated to me by the historian Elemine Moustapha (on December
20, 2018).

» Ibid.

3 Regarding the word mhar (singular: mhara), “shells”, in a large part of the south-
western region of Mauritania, especially in the areas near the Atlantic coast, the
land is covered by a discontinuous layer of shells. According to the oral tradition,
the border between the Wilayah of Trarza (former Emirate of Trarza) with the
Wilayah of Adrar (former Emirate of Adrar) is where the presence of shells ends
and the rocky terrain begins (Adrar is a mountainous region). The end of the shell
land means that the emir is in Adrar, his native land, and, therefore, he is safe
from the French colonial power that had imprisoned him in Saint-Louis for his re-
bellion against France’s presence in Mauritania.
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Thank God, Saint-Louis and its beautiful houses have become now far away;
The land of shells has been crossed and we can now see rocky prominences®'.

Eventually, the Emir Std Ahmad Wuld ‘Aydda was killed in 1932 by French
troops in the site of Wodyan ol-Harriib*?. He is considered one of the martyrs
of the resistance against the French invasion, reflected by the poet Haymiida
Wuld Nqayms in the following gaf:

‘Agli l-omattan tulah-u ** gallat ‘arbi yasrah la-glib
attali man la- ‘rab rahu ** madvin v-Wadyan al-Harrib

Sl Jngsl s—aa )y GO G J

My soul is tormented by the disappearance of a warrior who can gladden
hearts.
For the last of the warriors is buried at Wadyan ol-Harrab™.

Likewise, the poet Muhammad ‘Abd Arrahman Wuld Giddummu (d. 1936)
also wrote the following gaf of rita’, or elegy in his memory:

Ma halag ‘arbi v-al-wugnd kivat Std Ahmad v-hyatu
u-la halag wahad lahi i ‘Gdmamatu kivat mamatu

GG aaalie cug a4 e AL
Glan Eal Slan 352 oY 2l A V)

There is no Arabic Hassan in the universe that is as valuable as Sid Ahmad in
his life
and no death will equal his death either®.

4.4. Disobedience of Sufi Brotherhood Leaders

The various religious brotherhoods present in Mauritania demonstrated a
fierce cultural resistance by opposing any contact with the occupying force. A

' This gaf is published in the link: https:/www.elhourriya.net/52441.html

(01/03/2020).

32 Wadyan ol-Harrib place located 450 km North of the city of Zwayrat (belonging

to the former Emirate of Adrar).

3 Transcription from a recording of the Mauritanian Radio archives.
34 .
1bid.

La rivista di Arablit, X, 20, 2020


https://www.elhourriya.net/52441.html

AHMED SALEM OULD MOHAMED BABA 23

meaningful example of this issue is the poem written by al-Sayh Sa‘dbah (d.
1917), the most important leader of the Brotherhood al-Qadiriyyah. Born in
1848 in al-Hawd al—Saqu (East of Mauritania), he became one of the spiritual
leaders of this particular Sufi brotherhood in the region of Trarza (South-West
of Mauritania). He had many outstanding disciples, either in Mauritania and
West Africa, and his influence is reflected by the fact that his mausoleum is
still nowadays visited annually by hundreds of members of the Qadir1 brother-
hood (Ban Ahmad Zarrtiq 2005: 97-100). During the French protectorate, he
was summoned by the Governor of Saint-Louis (the French governor of Mau-
ritania in Senegal) and was provided with a safe-conduct for the trip. However,
he refused to go to see him and expressed his mistrust in the following poem:

Sayh Ndar ‘tani tasrih ** u-gal ann at-tasrih shih

yaflas bi-h al-gayab w-irth ** mon masla vi-ha zalm u vi-h
u- ‘ravt annu dak I-gayal rith ** yagayr ana ga ‘ abadrh
valsi kont alla v-al-galil ** gbayl u-takal kont ‘Ii-h

u-I-kant b-valsi vi-h gbayl ** alla mazalt b-valsi vi-h

C_\Mcq)m.ﬂ\u\dls} C—‘)—“”L;'LL‘;‘JL“C"‘“

4_\5}#4.\5@‘)& c_u.a};u\_’d\‘\.uu.nh;

il t\su\)_u_. C_UJ_‘ISJ‘ d\:u\ el
Al i 3955 Gk J_Ja.‘b‘ﬁ\u_zssu_h
g afiie i g ki oadal sid

The governor of Saint-Louis gave me a pass on my way out.
And claimed it is authentic.

That it provides reassurance

that there will be no injustice done to me.

I am sure what he is saying is not true,

but I have always trusted in God

and I am counting on him;

I have always believed in him.

and I still believe in him*.

4.5. Tribal Chiefs against Colonialism

The chiefs of some tribes did not agree with French colonial policy and con-
sequently suffered unjust punishments. This was the case, for example, of
Muhammad al-Muhtar Wuld al-Hamid (d. 1915)*. Chief of the Konta tribe,
he opposed the colonial occupation and fought the French soldiers. At the
Battle of al-Rasid (17 August 1908), he was able to escape and emigrate to
Adrar, but in a confrontation with the French army, he composed the follow-
ing gaf in response to a treatment not suited to his rank:

35 Ibid.
3% About his biography, see Wuld Waddadi (2019: 5-6).
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Kabbulani ya-gaylana ** marat ‘annu mahu wa v
dayar monni yd i w-ana ** mani ga“ l-rasira v

eels s hLle dijl o P G X
a3 WER L & (i elyie i

Coppolani, O beloved, is mistaken.
He wants to make me a shepherd,
while I am not able to keep an eye on myself (Wuld Waddadi 2019: 33).

A second example of this resistance poetry genre is the following anony-
mous tal ‘a (poem of 3 verses or more) dedicated to a spiritual leader called
Brahtm Wuld 28-Sayh al-Hasan:

gay@-kum sabag an-nsara tatla* ** u-mnayn tal ‘u an-nsara ma nhla
u-mnayn galu lo-n-nas tagtma ‘* ** b-Zwayaha u-b-Hassan-ha
gal-lhum ma hav u-la tma * ** mmaybin manna mwasin-ha

A8 L adl fiar g sl el Bl A
Ala Al g 08 Gy
Dl 34 (o fplal gakal 5 CalA s g 0K

He was your spiritual guide before the French occupation and when the

French came he was never afraid.

And when the French ordered all the tribes Zwaya and Hassan to gather,

he told them fearlessly, “we completely refuse to do it™’.
In the various regions of Mauritania, the population was acting against the
colonial administration’s attempts to establish the infrastructure that would
allow them to settle in Mauritania. An example of such actions took place in
Walata, in eastern Mauritania, where the inhabitants of the town destroyed
the office of the French administration built at the beginning of the colonial
era, which would be destroyed over again every single time it was rebuilt.
During these acts of resistance, the Walatians sang the following gaf:

al-Hitba hlat ** u-ngta‘ mil-ha
w-ila btnat - **  nwallul-ha

AP IESPRCh NP

The office has been destroyed, and there is no hope of repairing it.
And if it is rebuilt, we will come back to destroy it*.

37 Trascription from a recording of the Mauritanian Radio archives.
38 :
1bid.
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4.6. Rejection of the French School

As mentioned previously, among the collective reaction against colonialism
was the refusal of the population to send their children to colonial schools so
as to avoid acculturation. This was a reaction against one of the measures
recommended by colonial administrators as a means of imposing French cul-
ture among the indigenous people of Africa. However, it was strongly op-
posed by the Bizan (the Arabic-speaking population of Mauritania), who sys-
tematically boycotted this colonial education while paying more attention to
their traditional education system®. One of the poets of the resistance evokes
the subject in a poem written on the occasion of tvarsi, the French program
issued to enforce Mauritanian families to enroll their children in French
schools. As an anonymous poet stated in the following poem, people were in
fact hiding their children so that they would not be sent to French school:

Da al-kavar man matn a3-sab ‘a ** tahom ‘annu ga‘ bld rab ‘a
gaddamu hadd 2lli yas ‘a ** vi-h alla nasyr al-ma ‘ast

u-tlabna na ‘tiuh arab‘a ** mon ‘iyyal-na u-lhum hast

gayr ana yag ‘al vi-ha hayr ** hada an-nasrani lo-m ‘ast
gahad ‘anu walli yagayr ** mani gahad ‘anu rast

oML Riea Al T bR e 8IS

el 5wyl s & A [N I <
B e ATS e o )l daai nlllg
. A ailld b dasd a2

eebe i sl s > iudiber sl

This unbeliever, because of his arrogance, believes we are within reach.
From someone whose sole purpose is to spread sin.

He asked us for four of our children, which he listed.

But I, while praying to God to protect me, to this unholy author of sacrilege,
I’m hiding my child, but I am not hiding myself*.

The rejection of the French school system imposed during the colonial pe-
riod and inherited by the new Mauritanian state continued to be rejected and
criticized by poets. An anonymous poet of the 1970s (a decade after indepen-
dence) wrote the following verses:

w-Ahl ad-dirasa magtam in ** yagraw u-lahi togriyya
garayat-hum barraniyyin ** u-grayat-hum barraniyya

e ot » o uze ey o
ST 305 (it Gl A dals

% According to Elemine Ould Mohamed Baba (1984: 58), «pour préserver leur reli-
gion et leur culture ils (les bizan) ont opté pour le refus de 1’école frangaise. C’est
pourquoi le recrutement d’éléves a été assimilé au prélévement de 'impot [...]».

# Transcription from a recording of the Mauritanian Radio archives.
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All students without exception receive an inadequate education
because their teachers are foreigners and the teaching given is foreign®'.

4.7. Exiled Poets

Some poets were exiled as a means to prevent them from writing and spread-
ing the poetry of resistance. The poet Sidiya Wuld Ahmadu Wuld Qutrub
was exiled in the North of the country. In the following text, he complains
about the French Colonel” who chases him wherever he goes, although at
the same time he also manifests that, no matter how much he dislikes his
new whereabouts, he finds it acceptable as long as the Colonel is not around:

Sallak-ni ya-rrabb mn-an-nar ** ‘agob da mon rawg al-kuffar
marrag-ni kulunal dyar ** mani bagi ‘an-hum narhal

gast atayr u-gani v-Atar ** u-trakt Atar I-kulunal

u-gost at-tall u-karah dihlith ** u-la nabgi naw ‘ad kant at-tall
yagayr blad kamal ma fih ** kulunal illa mat ‘addal

J\Aﬁ‘&_")wégu‘_ Jl_d\u,q\k_l‘)_“_\‘;\iu

d;);e__F;G;L_\ A 1 \\\d__dsu <)A
J N A N BIER N ES L W A PN
d_d\u.\s.\sys’_uyj A_dAJuJ\S}d_J\u_mSJ
i e S ) §& b S P AL o W

O God protect me from hell after all interactions with the unbelievers.

The Colonel drove me out of a land I didn’t want to leave.

I moved to Atar; he joined me and I left Atar to him;

I settled in the northern part of the country I did not like, but any place where
the Colonel was far away became a good place to live®.

Another example of the poetry of resistance by exiled poets worth recalling
here is that by Sidi Wuld Sidi Wuld o§-Sayh al-Qadi. This poet engages in a
conversation with his mare, named Umm Hrays*, who has always accompa-
nied him in battle. He tells it that he understands perfectly well that it is an-
noyed because of the fights, but that it is helping him to fight the infidels.

Lozm-ak ya-mm Hrays at-toglag ** u-rvid sl-wagra w-alaglag

! Poem communicated to me by the historian Elemine Moustapha (on December

20, 2018).

The colonel to whom the author of the poem refers is the French officer Gauraud
who was the one who occupied the Wilayah of Adrar in 1909, as mentioned
above. For his biography, see d’Andurain (2011).

This poem is published in this link http://rnmoritania.blogspot.com/.

Umm Hrays is the name of a mare trained for battle.

42

43
44
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ammal-ak yakin f- ‘lag ** ya-umm Hrays mradd al-kuffar
u-kan aggalagti ma tohtag ** ‘lik ana horr u-l-ahrar

ma yamtalku kavihum mulk ** al-Lah al- ‘aziz al-qahhar
u-la yagri zad ‘li-hum salk ** l-ahrar mtan mon dak mrar

E—al 523l a5 ESLAM Ga dAI B A L
P S SRS SN CEV RS WL PR < B 3
Jo—Alfia i el sLAuL s ald i &
)\ (I 3 =) & ‘ﬂhg 48l &l iy &

S (R G R VN | W B S B S S PR

You have good reason to be annoyed, Oh! Umm Hrays, for the endurance and
the lack of respite during the torrid moments.

But aren’t you participating, Oh! Umm Hrays, in the struggle to repress the
infidels.

It is reasonable that you should be angry, for I am thy rider, I who am free,
and free men submit only to Allah, the Worshipful and Unstoppable, who is
their only Lord.

They cannot suffer from any other vassalage.

Free men are much more pugnacious®.

The author tells his mare Umm Hrays that he recognizes that there are times
when he sees her tormented and worried. Yet he also explains to her that he
is a free man and will not surrender to colonialism which submits the Mauri-
tanian population.

5. Conclusions

These poems all share the idea of rejection of the colonizer, the courage and
determination of the combatants and faith in the various forms of resistance
(cultural, social or military). Furthermore, for the most part, they specifically
share a common idea, which is the need to get physically away from the
French, as expressed in the example examined previously by the poet Sid
Ahmad Wuld ‘Aydda: (1) «Thank God Saint-Louis and its beautiful houses
have become far away»*; and by exiled poet Sidiya Wuld Ahmadu Wuld
Qutrub (2) «I settled in the northern part of the country I did not like, but any
place where the Colonel was far away became a good place to live».

In addition to these general observations on the poetry of resistance, it is
necessary to make an urgent appeal to researchers in Mauritanian literature
to proceed to collect all this literature which only remains in oral tradition
since it has not been written or recorded to date.

# Transcription from a recording of the Mauritanian Radio archives.

% Saint-Louis symbolizes the presence of the military and civil governor and, con-
sequently, also of the French army and administration. The author expresses his
great joy at being away from the French.
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Once collected, this work should be continued in order to discover, as far
as possible, the names of those authors who remained anonymous in the past
for security reasons, for at present there is no reason to conceal their names.
Moreover, this poetry should be published to make it available to the public
because it is a part of the struggle against colonialism and it allowed the
country to gain its independence and sovereignty. HassanT popular poetry, or
[a-gna, is a relevant witness of the Mauritanian literary, cultural and histori-
cal past.
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