AN APPRAISAL OF THE USE AND
PRESENTATION OF ARABIC AND YORUBA
PROVERBS IN SELECTED WORKS OF ART

Kazeem Adebayo Omofoyewa, PhD
Department of Arabic and Islamic Studies, University of Ibadan, Ibadan

Abstract

Proverb is a global phenomenon. For its inestimable values, it means
many things to different people. The Arabs call it ‘Misbahu al-Kalam’ (the
lamp of speech) while the Yoruba refer to it as ‘Esin 0ro’ (the horse of
speech). Virtually, all nations around the world have ways and means of
preserving their proverbs from one generation to the other. The Arabs and
the Yoruba are not exemptions in this regard. This paper examines how
Arabic and Yoruba proverbs are being perpetuated for posterity in selected
works of art like, prose, poetry and music. This invariably adds to the
elegance and the mastery of the users’ language. As regards the use and
presentation of Arabic proverbs, the paper draws samples from the work of a
Nigerian Arabic writer, Kamaldeen Balogun, as well as various poetical
compositions of the Arabs. Furthermore, it draws samples from the work of
another Nigerian Yoruba prose writer, Qladéjo Okédiji, and the musical
works of a Sakara artiste, SanGsi Aka. The paper ends with some
recommendations.

Keywords: Appraisal, Use, Presentation, Arabic and Yoruba proverbs,
Works of arts

Introduction

In all ages across the globe, people perpetuate their proverbs for
posterity in both prose and poetry, whether spoken or written. Proverbs
sparkled like magnificent jewels in the conversations and writings of wise
men. Even, sermons were enriched by them. Perhaps, the motive behind this
is to impress rather than to instruct. Nevertheless, this brings about credit to
the writers or speakers who used them. D’lIsreal has long made reference to a
member of the House of Commons, in the era of Elizabeth, around 1601C.E
who made a speech entirely composed of the most homely proverbs. The
subject of which was a bill against double-payments of book-debts.?
According to him, Knavish tradesmen were then in the habit of swelling out

86



their book-debts with those who took credit, particularly, to their younger
customers. He reiterates further that a blunt and true representative of the
famous governor of Barataria also followed the trend of this nervous orator,
citing the speech with which he delivered himself thus:

It is now my chance to speak something, and that without humming or
hawing. | think this law is a good law. Even reckoning makes long friends.
As far goes the penny as the penny’s master. Vigilantibus non dormientibus
jura subverniunt. Pay the reckoning over-night, and you shall not be troubled
in the morning. If ready money be mensura publica, let everyone cut his coat
according to his cloth. When his old suit is in the wane, let him stay till that
his money brings a new suit in the increase.®

In the same vein, Abrahams and Babcock also observe the tradition
of songs couched in proverbs, with particular reference to W.S. Gilbert’s
poem which reads thus:

Actions speak louder than words ever do;
You can’t eat your cake and hold onto it, too.
When the cat is away then the little mice play
When there is a will there is always a way.*

Though, they state that this usage runs counter or abrogates the
primary rule of proverb use in social discourse which stipulates that they be
used only by those who know when and how to employ them appropriately,”
but the fact still remains that such or similar usage makes the proverbs
endure to this day.

The Use and Presentation of Arabic Proverbs

In prose, the paper takes cognisance of the work of a Nigerian Arabic
author, Kamaldeen Balogun. As regards poetry, samples are drawn from
different Arab poets whose efforts tend to peg down proverbs for posterity.
Balogun’s use of proverbs in his work, Rihlat al-Bahth ‘an al-Insan (An
expedition in quest of man), is very apt. He adorns and saturates the
language of the play with a number of proverbs, metaphors and idioms
which make it an interesting and educative dramatic play. Below are the
excerpts from the play: ‘ ‘
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Al-Sa’il (The questioner): Indeed, | agree wholly with you that this park is
full of criminals.. Then what about those beyond (the park)?
Al-Mas’il (The one being questioned): Have this explanation:

As far as that young lady is concerned, she hasn’t fallen from the
heaven. She must have parent. Isn’t by a fruit the tree is known? As for the
thief, he has an accomplice. His parent, for instance, might have not given
him good education right from his youth, nor forbade him not to associate
with the criminals. Whoever is brought up with something dies on it (Old
habits die hard). The thief has been spoilt by his people and the government.
These are all parties in the crime. A small spark, they say, makes a great
fire.

Al-Sa’il: Thanks for this comprehensive explanation.

Al-Mas’il: Don’t mention.. It is the weanling which becomes a bull! Let
us leave for another place. Perhaps, we may find man (in the real sense of the
name); everything comes to him who waits.

This excerpt shows the encounter of Al-Sa’il and Al-Mas il with
people in a park. First, with a young lady bread hawker who ought to have
been in school at that hour of the day. They interrogated her and she told
them her plight. She said she was fondly referred to as government’s child on
account of her being an abandoned child and that she had started hawking for
her benefactor, since the age of five. Following her appeal, they sympathised
with her and purchased all her loaves.

The other incident has to do with the case of a day-light robbery: A
man was robbed in the full glare of the masses and nobody could come to his
aid. The robber carted away all his belongings. He thereafter sought for help
but found no helper. A driver whom he approached to take him down to
Lagos even added more salt to the injury, saying: a journey to Makkah is
obligatory on whoever has the means. Must you go to Lagos without any
means? Have you forgotten that a penny finds penny? How would | take you
to Lagos for free, when oil and petrol are not given for free of charge?

.
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Al-Mas’ul: Oh Doctor! Be upright.

Show kindness to this helpless man!!

In order that Allah may reward you abundantly!!!

Doctor: Isn’t a charity begins at home? Say something else if you
have got nothing to spend on this patient. (At least) if he dies, he won’t be
the first person to depart this world. A penny finds penny.
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This excerpt portraits the wickedness of a medical doctor in respect
of one of his patients who was a survivor of ghastly motor accident which
occurred on river Niger’s bridge. He was left in agony, unattended to, mainly
because he could neither settle his bills nor purchase the drugs worth of
Fifty-Thousand Naira. He (the doctor) remained adamant in spite of the
appeals from different quarters.

Proverbs and Arabic Poetry

Discovering proverbs in Arabic poetry requires wisdom, even in
instances when the whole segments of the proverbs appear, let alone when a
segment or more often than not, a word from within a proverb appears. It
then behoves the listener or the reader to purse a while in order to be able to
fish out the proverb in such instances. Below are some samples which
illustrate this:

I 8 tan (e ST 529 ey ## 8 0 A3 J0a 0 3 ol

Seeth thou not that Harithah bn Badr;

He observes the five times daily prayers and yet, he shows disbelief more
than Himar .

In this poem, the statement, s ¢a JiS) “disbelief more than Himar”
is the proverb. History has it that a man from amidst the *‘Ad’s tribe named
Himar bn Muwayli‘ (Himar bn Malik bn Nasr al-‘Azdi, in the account of al-
Sharqi) was a Muslim faithful. He had a valley whose length of distance can
take a whole day’s journey and its breath equals four leagues.® There was no
place in Arabia, as at then, more fertile than it was. Therein were varieties of
fruits. One day, his (Himar’s) children went on hunting expedition and were
all struck down by the thunderbolt and they all perished. He thereafter
became an infidel. He said:

i 13 Jad e aef Y
I shall no longer worship the one who has done this to my children.

Consequently, he called his tribesmen to disbelief and resorted to
killing those who disagreed with him on his mission. The Almighty Allah
perished him and ruined his valley. Thus, his case passed into proverb among
the Arabs and on this premise based the poet his above quoted poem.
11,1000k (S Loy Jlaien o1 3 ## Lllady (el a5 Ui
Banii Lahyan yesterday rewarded us of our deed;

The reward of Sinimar for what he did.

The proverb here is Jwiw ¢)» “The reward of Sinimar”. That is, He
rewarded me with the reward of Sinimar. In an old Arabic story, Sinimar was
a Roman builder who constructed a magnificent tower for King Nu‘man bn
Imru al-Qays in Kufah. When the former completed the building, the latter
threw him atop of the building and he fell down and died. Perhaps, he did
that so that Sinimar would not build its like for any other person on earth.
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The statement thus passed into proverb among the Arabs for whosoever
rewards evil for good or being paid bad for his good deed.
Another poet also says on this same proverb:

el 13 ¢S Lag Jlad 515 ## Wllad Gy e gy Ui

Bant Sa‘d rewarded us for our good deeds;

The reward of Sinimar, he (Sinimar) wasn’t a sinner (that is, he never
wronged his executor).

A source also reveals that Sinimar was the person who built a
magnificent tower for ‘Uhayhah bn Al-Julah. When he completed it, the
latter said to him:
4ia8a a8l
Have you perfected it (the building)?

Sinimar responded, saying:

s A) die (e paglil g 3 ol | aa b i el )
Indeed, | have knowledge of a stone in it that when removed, the whole
building will collapse.

The former inquired him of the particular stone and he was told. Thus
‘Uhayhah threw Sinimar atop of the tower and he fell and died.

[ ol 4l pak O cilaad 4 Bala dligua s 3 g9
T2l 1 3n g Aalusa | 1B 4 (udaay il g Ul < pudan 138
You gave me thy pledge until I believed that you were telling the truth;
Out of greedy, | was moving forth and backward towards you.
If in any gathering you and | should meet;
People will say here is Musaylimah and this is Ash*ab.
This poem is a pointer to the following proverbs:
1. Bl o el

(He i1s) more greedy than Ash*ab
2. Al (o i

A greater liar than Musaylimah.

These proverbs relate to Ash‘ab and Musaylimah, the two ancient
Arabs (the latter, a false prophet)'®> remarkable for the vices here imputed to
them. These personages are noticed in the above quoted beautiful verses.

IV. 1001 Y) e ga Lag ## e Ll b e 1) ga cils

Her kind of promises is the replica of ‘Urqiib’s;

Her promises are nothing but deceptive ones.

The proverb in this poem is < 2215 ““Urqib’s promises, used to
exemplify a kind of deceptive promise. The poet, Ka‘b bn Zuhayr, in his
erotic prelude celebrated Banat Su ‘ad otherwise called al-Burdah, composed
to eulogise the Holy prophet Muhammad and with which he won the cloak
worn by the Holy prophet, draws a comparison between the attitude of
Su‘ad, his female lover and that of ‘Urqiib who was widely known for his
deceptive promises. The story has it that, ‘Urqiib promised his brother on

90



several occasions and never fulfilled his promises, even for once, until his
attitude turns proverbial among the Arabs. Sources indicate that he deceived
his brother in need with all developmental stages of a date palm, but it was
all to no avail.

Another poet also puts this proverb on record when he says:

Ve A oA Gigh e ae ) ga A lia A (S 5 it
You promised, however, breaking promise is in your nature;
(Like) ‘Urqiib’s promises for his brother in Yathrib.

This poetic line reveals the geographical location of ‘Urgiib in Arabia
as Yathrib (later named after the Holy Prophet as Madinat al-Rasiil - The
city of the Messenger of Allah). It is also opined that the word Yatrab could
be used instead, to mean, a place near al-Yamamah, also in Arabian
Peninsula.

The Use and Presentation of Yoruba Proverbs

Proverbs have been put into various uses in the Yoruba society. They
are being used for the purpose of elaborating a point or a theme in
conversation; as a source of authority to what is uttered, for the education of
the young ones within the society, as a means of persuasion, for enhancing
ones image as a good speaker or as a pointer to one’s creative skill in
delightful use of words, or to warn someone of impending danger, against
arrogance and pride, to counsel one about life generally, to settle disputes
amongst warring parties, to summarise a lengthy discussion with wisdom
and to flaunt our wealthy cultural heritage etc.™

Proverbs are often used to communicate complex human emotions
and experiences, to hook and emotionalize listeners, to persuade, to offer
timely advice and encouragement, or to instil trust."® Yoruba proverbs, like
those from elsewhere, are, at times, used in social interaction to summon the
conscience of the guilty to return and follow the rules of the social order or
to affirm to the community that the rules have been followed or in some
cases to simply restate the way the world works.?

is01a”* sees the use of proverbs as a literary device which adds to the
elegance of a writer’s language. Mustapha earlier observes the use of
proverbs and other aphoristic sayings as veritable tools in the hands of the
musician when he wishes to educate and to moralize.?> Such proverbs,
according to him, equally serve as an indirect way of making factual
statements as well as adding imagery to the lyric of the song.?® The fact that
proverbs enliven and adorn a speech or artistic work is clearly shown in the
works of some Yoruba g)rose writers and some Yoruba musicians. Qlad¢jo
Okédiji and Sanusi Ak&** suffice here in respective manner. Some of what
Isola observes of how Okédiji manipulates proverbs in his novels are also
true of S. Ak&’s in his songs. These include:

91



(i) Using proverbs ordinarily.

(i) Modifying some well known proverbs.
(iii) Piling up of related proverbs.

(iv) Explaining proverbs.?

The bone of contention in this context is how both of them display
mastery that amount to ingenuity in their respective works of art.

In Okédiji’s novel, Atoto Arére, related proverbs are piled up to
augment meaning. For instance, Alaba Labalaba, the hero of the play was
soliloquizing and recalling his past activities up to a point when his
counterpart, Sdminu met his waterloo and faced the wrath of law in the full
glare of the masses. The narrator encapsulates the incidence thus:

BI 6 ti ni ronu nipa iku u Samini nda ni 6 n ranti ighési ayé ara re
latehin wa. O 1 soyé si igha dtijé gbogbo, 6 1 fi okan ronii ona ti oun gba ti
oun fi wad da bayii. Njé eni kan ko so lé¢kan 16rii papd pé ki awon yodki
nad mama reti ikii gbighénd? Bi irti oun yii k¢. B’Olgrun bd ti f’otd eni han
ni, otd yen ko tin lé pa ni mg. Ogun agbotéle ko si ye ki 6 pa arg. Ki i se
ikii ifipdjalé ni oun 6 tin kit m¢ ni toun. Iyen ti bo. Eni té jin si koto ti k¢ ard
yooku logbon. Qgbon ologbon si ni ki i j¢ ki ¢ pe agba ni wéré. Sangé si ti
tojui oun wole niyi, éédi ko si le di oun ki oun mda bii pba koso 1ékéé mo.
Gbongbo ona ko nii fo oun lépo nigha ti oun ti vi bi 6 ti fo epo elomiran.
L&élag.?°

As he was ruminating over Saminu’s death, he was also thinking on
the kind of life he was leading from the past. He was recalling the bygone
days and as well pondering on what has led him into this (mess). Hasn’t
someone said on the field that others should be expecting to meet their
untimely death? That shall never come to pass for somebody like him. If
God has revealed one’s enemy, that enemy cannot kill one anymore. The
warning of an impending battle should save the lame from being killed.
(That) he should not die of armed robbery. That is over his dead body. A
person that falls into a deep pit has taught others a lesson, making use of
the wisdom of others prevent an elderly person from being considered
stupid. That he has already witnessed the action of thunder; it would be
stupid of him to underrate the fierceness of the anger of Sango (the god
of thunder among the Yoruba). A tree stump will not break his pot of oil
again, as he has already witnessed how it broke another man’s pot of oil.
Never again.

This piece of writing begins with a lengthy explanation which the
strings of related proverbs have come to elucidate. The proverbs also
complement one another. It is also observed that there is a sentence
employed by the writer, in-between the related proverbs, to break the
continuity. This, the writer used in order to emphasize the point under
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discussion. Besides, he equally modifies the proverbs by interjecting some
additional words.

Mention should also be made of how Okédiji skilfully explained two
Yoruba proverbs in succession in his Atoto Arére. These proverbs are:

i- Alp ni tahun, abo ni tana ré
(Going is for the tortoise, coming is for his in-law).

ii- QOlgrun ni i jerii afehinpinran.
(Only God can judge the honesty of the person who shares meat
with his teeth).

The first proverb was used in reference to Alaba who stole by trick.
He never gave the woman groundnuts’ hawker any money. Yet, he collected
the groundnuts worth of two kobo from her and still demanding for the
change of eight kobo out of ten kobo, thinking that the woman had been so
preoccupied as to recognise those who paid her. Alaba was thus mercilessly
beaten by this aggressive groundnuts’ hawker and her sympathisers. While
trying to depict the fact that the kind of torture meted out to Alaba was too
severe, Baba Odiéwt tried to intervene, telling the groundnut hawker that:

Agba néa ni { gba. Fi se ostn ki o fi kinra. Fow¢ rami. Ekelo6 kobo
méji? Al ni tahun, abg ma si ni tana ré o 1*'

An elder needs to endure. Be patient. Calm down. How much is two
kobo? Going is for the tortoise while coming is that of his in-law.

To make this statement homely, the narrator tries to explicate on the
proverb thus:

‘Eh. Alabahun 16 loo ji isu ana re wa ninu oko, ni dana re bd kd a
mobe. Ana 6 se méni, ko se méji, okin itakin 16 wd, t6 fi de Aldbahun mg
kukuté nini oko. Gbogbo éro alo, gbogbo éro abo, esin ni won n fi Aldbahun
se, bi won ti 1t lo Igna oja laadro. Yeyé 0jé naa o ldala. Amé nigba ti 6
dirole, ti won 1 dari oja bo, ti won tun ba Alabahun [ori okun ldra kukuité
ninii oko dna re, ana ma ni won bere si i dd 1ébi o, pé bi éniyan ki i bda se
ika, ki éniyan so éniyan mgle latddro, 1di seran, 1di je, ldi mu! Ototo ana ré
naa niyit?®

The tortoise went and stole his in-law’s yams in the farm and was
caught red handed. The in-law tied the tortoise to a tree stump in the farm.
All the passers-by began to molest the tortoise on their ways to the farm on
that morning. He was indeed ridiculed and so relegated. But, on their way
back home in the evening when they found that the tortoise was still tied to
the same tree stump, they shifted the blame to his in-law, saying: if a man
was not so wicked, he would not have tied fellow human being since the
morning, neither did he provide him food nor drink! Yet, this is his so called
in-law.
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This proverb calls for moderation and avoidance of excesses in
whatever we are doing. Zealous determination may sometimes lead to
ridicule and regression.

As for the second proverb, Baba Odiéwu then turned to Alaba, saying
unequivocally:

QOlgrun ni i jerii afehinpinran.

Only God can judge the honesty of the person who shares meat with
his teeth.

The narrator also illustrates further saying:

Eni t6 mu badsi eran ninui awo, té mi un renu, t6 diyin mo on, to gé
apa kan sini enu lohun-un, t6 fi iyoki lé ekejii re ti won jo n jeun lowo, bi
tenu 1’6 po ju ni o, bi towo ni, Qlorun 16 mo. Bi irg lo i pa nipa owo ti o ni o
fiin obinrin yii, bi 66t¢ si ni, a ko 1é s0.%°

He who picks up a piece of meat in the plate, putting it directly to his
mouth, crushing it with his teeth and thereafter cuts part of it to the inner
mouth and gives the remaining to his partner with whom he was eating
together. Only God is in better position to judge if that which is in his mouth
is larger or the one in his hand. We can’t say whether you are lying or saying
the truth about the money you are claiming to have given this woman.

In the same vein, S. Aka also employed proverbs to exhibit his
musical prowess and above all, the brevity which characterizes his music
makes him above board among his contemporaries. His following song
explains this better:

Or¢ kinkini ti té f’Ologbgn o

B’oro ba i poji o...

B’oro ba 1 poju, ki i f'ogbon yo

Genge lesin oro orin tiwa
Eni ti ko ba m’ona, ko lé ba wa dd padé-n-padé o

Orin t6 m’ogbon bo ni h be ni koro enu ti wa.
A word is enough for the wise

Too many words...

Too many words make no sense

Brevity is the watchword for our song
Whoever is incompetent should not endeavour to rival with us

An intelligent song is situated in our mouth.

Unlike the former song highlighted above, none of the proverbs is
here used ordinarily; they are mainly used with slight modifications. He only
takes pain to explicate on the first proverb. These proverbs are:

1. Oro kinkin ti t6 f ’Ologbo'n.
Org di¢, 6 16 fiin Qlogbgn, gbélohin kan n loro amoye™
A word is sufficient for the wise.

2. Eni ti ko ba m’ona, kO |é b4 wa da padé-n-pade

29

31
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Eni ti ko bd mo ona, ki i dd padé-n-padé >

An incompetent person should not endeavour to rival (with others).

S. Aka also used related proverbs to explicate his point of discussion
while reacting to the unhealthy rivalry between him and one of his
contemporary musicians. He related a fictitious tale of two popular birds, the
thrush and the canary, to reflect the plight of his rival and that of his
respectively. His use of proverbs in this sense makes his composition an
interesting, informative and educative one. It goes thus:

Stanza I:

Awoko pelii Ibdka 1 so

Wi p’awon 16 I’odu o

Awoko pélii Ibdka 7 so

Wi p’awon 16 [’orin
Stanza Il:

Won lu bata pelu dundun o, nijo gjo pé

Awoko 1 korin lo

Won I’agidigbo pell sakara

Awoko 1 korin lo

Asé e Ibaka 6 m’ow¢ agidigbo o

Lawoko ba gba fosti* o

Ibéka 6 m’ow¢ agidigbo o

Oro ré e bd wa so si
Stanza IlI:

Oré mi md yo mi bi mo bd subii o

T’eni t6 dé la ri t’eni i bo 4 0 mo

Asise ko k’ogbon

Kiisep’omugo 6 mii 0olowo o

T6 lapo méji, to so sile méji nu

To f’apo méji silé, to n wa sile méji kiri

Mo késé orin dé bi t6 ni komd™

Mo mo ayinike, mo mo ayinipada

Atotiin atosi, ko séyii td o 1é fi korin.
Stanza I:

The Thrush and the Canary birds are vying with one another

The Thrush and the Canary birds are vying on musical prowess
Stanza Il:

They beat bata* and dunddn on the D-day

While the Thrush sings along

They beat agidigbo * and sakara™®

The Thrush still sings on

Unknowingly, the Canary didn’t know how to beat agidigbo drum

Thus, the Thrush emerged first (in the contest)

36
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The Canary was unable to beat agidigbo

Here is the matter before you masses
Stanza IlI:

My friend, do not mock me, should I fall

It is he whose failure has come that we have witnessed, but he whose

failure is on the way, the gravity is not yet known

Nobody is above mistake

It is not stupidity that made a well-to-do person who had four
hundred Naira (N400) and lost two Shillings, to keep Four hundred Naira at
home and continue to chase two Shillings all about

I am a skilled musician (the master of trade)

I know the nitty-gritty of music

Virtually, there is hardly anything on which we cannot compose
music.

At times, S. Aka employs known proverbs to introduce a topic. In
such instances, the proverbs precede the explanation given on the topic and
may also encapsulate the whole message expressed in the succeeding lengthy
explanations. Or better still; the proverbs in use prepare ground for proper
discernment of the whole message.

Conclusion

It has been established in the foregoing, how proverbs are being
preserved for posterity among different nationalities, using Arabic and
Yoruba proverbs as examples. Whether such practice is tenable or not, the
end, they say justifies the means, as such usage undoubtedly makes the
proverbs endure till date. However, to maintain this tempo, the Nigerian
Arabic writers as well as speech-makers should try to emulate Balogun
whose use of Arabic proverbs has made his work an interesting and
educative one. Likewise, the Yoruba artistes who care to educate or moralise
the populace with their artistic productions should borrow a leaf from
Okédiji and Aka’s delightful use of Yoruba proverbs.

Parents should also endeavour to de-activate the ‘old school
syndromes’ in their children and try as much as possible to encourage them
to stick to artistic works that promote our cultural values rather than listening
to musical works that are alien to our culture. Of what use are the tracks of
the late Bob Marley, Michael Jackson and Houston Wilson in the minds of
our youths who are ignorant of the wisdom in the songs of our own late
Alhaji Sikirt Ayindé Barrister, Santisi Aka and Yusuf Qlatanji, among the
host of others?

Government should also live up to expectation by promoting artistic
works that seek to perpetuate our rich cultural heritage.
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