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Abstract 
Ikirun, the locale of this study, is a prominent town in Yorubaland in Nigeria. It is one of the centres of 
Arabic literary activities in sub-Saharan Africa. However, little attention has been paid to the role that the 
„Ulamā‟(Arabic scholars) of this town played in advancing the cause of Arabic scholarship in Yorubaland. 
The paper, therefore, focuses on the literary genres of the Ikirun „Ulamā‟ more generally and their lyrical 
verses more specifically. It is remarkable that the cultivation of these lyrical verses is not peculia r to the 
Arabic writings of Ikirun scholars as they feature in the Arabic literary productions of the other parts of 
Yorubaland.  It employs the contents analysis method to examine the genres of the writing of the „Ulamā‟ in 
Ikirun. It argues that the Ikirun „Ulamā‟ contributed significantly to lyricism with their works on 
panegyrics, threnody, satire, occasional poems and distress appeal. Apart from being a compass to 
researchers in Yoruba literary scholarship, the study provides information about the creativity of 
Ikirun„Ulamā‟. The information presented in the article showcases a significant aspect of the diverse genres 
of the literary productions in Yorubaland as well and establishes the status of Ikirun as a great centre of 
Arabic scholarship in Yorubaland. 
Keywords: Arabic, , Ikirun, Lyricism,Nigeria, Poetry, ‘Ulamā’, Yoruba 

Introduction 
This paper examines the literary contributions of 
the Arabic literati of Ikirun, a prominent centre of 
Arabic literary activities in Yorubaland to Arabic 
lyrical compositions. It examines the features of 
these lyrical verses, with references to selected 
titles of their writings falling under each of the 
lyrical classification. It is noteworthy that these 
writings were retrieved from various sources, 
ranging from the original poets and heirs to the 
poets to other private individuals respectively. 
The purpose of the paper is not only to highlight 
the cultivation of lyricism by Ikirun ‘Ulamā’ but 
also to provide a specimen of their lyrical verses 
from which further studies on lyricism in Arabic 
poetry could evolve. „Abdul Mū‟min Adegoke 
‟Ahmad‟s Safīr ’al-Bulbul, one of the literary 
outputs in the era of efflorescence of Arabic 
literary activities in the town is selected for study 
in this paper. It is a 15-line poem composed in 
praise of the Prophet Muhammad (SAW).  

Lyrical Verses in Arabic: A Prologue  
This paper focuses on the contribution of Ikirun 
‘Ulamā’(Arabic scholars) to the Arabic lyrical 
writings in Yorubaland . The thematic range of 
the Arabic poetry by the Yoruba ‘Ulamā’ 
embraces the lyrical (’al-Ghinā’ī), the didactic 
(’at-Ta‘līmī) and the epistolographic (’al-
Murāsalah). Writing about the lyrical genre while 

discussing the classification of Arabic poetry in 
West Africa, of which Nigeria is an integral part, 
Abdullah (2004:375) notes that: 

Lyrical genre includes a wide range 
of forms from panegyric (Madīh), 
elegy (Rithā),vaunting (Fakhr), 
description (Wasf), love 
(Ghazal),valour (Hamāsah), 
militantism (Shi‘r ’al-jihād) 
complaint and nostalgia (’al—
Shakwā wa ’al-hanīn), occasional 
poetry (Shi‘r ’al-munāsabāt) and the 
ecomia of the Prophet Muhammad 
(‘al-Madā’ih ‘al-nabawiyya) 

In addition to the above, lyrical poems include 
invective poetry (Hijā’) and distress appeal 
(’Istighāthah). Composition of lyrical poems is 
as old as the beginning of the composition of 
Arabic poetry in Yorubaland .It is remarkable 
that the least cultivated of the genres of classical 
Arabic poetry, among Ikirun‘Ulamā’, is 
Hijāʼ(invective poetry). Explaining the paucity of 
invective poems, Abdul-Rahmon (1992:32) 
observes that tribal squabbles and professional 
jealousy were the stimuli for satirical 
compositions in the classical period. In 
comparison, the role of Ikirun „Ulamā’ as 
religious teachers imposed decorum on them in 
their literary productions, hence the negligible 



Journal of Languages, Linguistics and Literary Studies (JOLLS)         Http://www.jolls.com.ng 
Vol. 9. No. 3 January 2020                                                                ISSN : 2636-7149-6300 (online & print)  

 

CC BY-NC-ND                                                                                                                                            Mikail A.F 

 
 

50 

 

portion of sarcasm in their writings. In few cases, 
however, satirical poems appear as adjuncts to 
other genres in their writings. This is evidenced 
in Mustafā Jumu„ah Adewale‟s vitriolic satire 
composed against an un-named opponent under 
the pretext of elegizing the poet‟s late father. The 
vitriolic satire composed by Mustafā Jumu„ah 
Adewale exhibits the traits of exchange of satire 
among Jarīr, Akhtal and Farazdaq who were the 
exponents of this genre in the Umayyad era of 
Arabic literature 
In Arab historiography, poetry is indispensable as 
it has been the record of the lives and activities of 
the Arabs. An old Arab saying states that “poetry 
is the public register of the Arabs‟ (’al-Shi‘r 
dīwān ’al-‘arab)” (‟Al-Fakhuri1953:65). This 
assertion may be relevant to poetry in other 
climes. Given that the genres of the Arabic poetry 
of Ikirun ‘Ulamā’ cover all aspects of their lives; 
the popular Arab saying applies to the literary 
context in Ikirun, too.  
Arabic Lyrical Verses of Ikirun ‘Ulamā’ 
Rithā’ (Elegy)   

The Arabic term Rithā or Marthiyah is variously 
translated as bewailing, bemoaning, lamentation, 
regret and elegiac poetry (Cowan 1960:326). 
Rithā‟ is not only a means by which the 
memories of the deceased are recollected; it is 
also a medium of extolling the virtues of the 
deceased, which had ceased with his / her demise. 
From these definitions, it can be deduced that 
elegiac elements are often mixed with praise 
singing, a feature observable in Arabic elegies 
over the ages. Furthermore, Abdullah (2004:380) 
quotes Ibn Rashiq ‟Al-Qayrawānī who said that: 
there is no difference between elegy and praise, 
except that elegy indicates it is intended for a 
dead person by using „was‟ or „with his death we 
lost so and so‟, and similar expression to make it 
known (that) the person is dead” . A point worthy 
of observation is the preponderance of elegiac 
genre in the Arabic poetry of Ikirun‘Ulamā’. This 
is not unexpected, as it has rightly been observed 
by Abubakre and Reichmuth (1997:189) 

“…that a great deal of Arab poetry 
among Islamic scholars in Yorubaland 
should have been devoted to praising 
and mourning members of their own 
community does not come as a 

surprise. Right from the nineteenth 
century, Muslims can be seen as 
participants in that rich oral culture of 
praise which forms a basic element of 
public life in Yoruba society.”  

Yoruba‘Ulamā’ do not see anything wrong in 
showering encomia on a dead person and also 
praying for him/her. This they do by composing 
elegiac poems for the dead. Folorunsho (2011:84) 
has earlier identified few of such threnodies 
elsewhere. Their patronage is, perhaps, due to the 
following reasons, among the others, as noted by 
Tijani (1993: 60).: 

(1) Elegy / dirge are part of socio-
cultural activities of some tribes 
in Nigeria. 

(2) Elegy serves as a means of 
performing a religious duty of 
remembering and discussing the 
good deeds of a deceased,  

 The preponderance of elegy in their writings 
could be seen as a consequence of their 
perception as itemized above. Elegy ranks next to 
occasional poems within the anthology of the 
Arabic lyrical poetry of Ikirun‘Ulamā’.  

Madīh (Eulogy)    

Eulogy is another form of lyrical expression 
cultivated by Ulamā’ in Ikirun. Eulogy embraces 
Madā’ih ’al-Rasūl, which is the eulogy on Prophet 
Muhammad as well as traditional rulers and, in 
some cases, distinguished personalities. The 
eulogies in the anthology of the Arabic poetry of 
Ikirun ‘Ulamā’ are not meant to earn the poets a 
living or help them to acquire wealth, but to 
celebrate the sterling qualities in the praised ones. 
In the early days of Prophet Muhammad‟s 
mission, some poets led by Hasan Thābit sang the 
praise of the Prophet, emphasizing his moral 
qualities since childhood and highlighting the 
Islamic values and uniqueness of the prophetic 
mission to humanity.   

Related to the motive that prompted the cultivation 
of eulogy by the Arabic scholars in Yorubaland, 
Ikirun inclusive, Hunwick  (1997:217)observes 
that: 

„another avenue for expressing 
personal piety, while creating a 
work of devotional nature for the 
community was , the writing of 
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poems in praise of the Prophet and 
the „treatment‟ of some of the 
classical works of this genre. Poems 
extolling the Prophet‟s virtues and 
reminding Muslims of the model he 
provides for them such ,as the 
‘Ishrīniyyāt of ‟Al-Fāzāzī, or the 
Burda of ‟Al-Būsīrī, or the more 
„secular‟ praises of Ka„b b.Zuhayr‟s 
celebrated Lāmiyyah Bānāt Su‘ād, 
are studied, recited and imitated‟. 

The anthology of the Arabic panegyric poetry in 
Ikirun comprises of eulogies on Prophet 
Muhammad and some distinguished personalities 
respectively. Those eulogies of various length 
and quality form a notable part of the corpus of 
the Arabic compositions in the town. 
Hijā’ (Invective Poetry) 

Satire is one of the traditional themes of Arabic 
poetry. It gained prominence with the rivalry 
among its exponents -Jarīr, Farazdaq and Akhtal, 
during the Umayyad period(661-750 C.E.) of 
Islamic history.  Most of these satirical poems 
were inspired by tribal squabbles or professional 
jealousy among the poets in the classical period. 
Unlike the classical Arabic context, in Nigeria the 
Yoruba ‘Ulamā’ perceive their literary 
productions as a means of imparting religious 
values, which implies a cautious approach in their 
writing. This helps to explain the observable 
paucity of sarcastic satires in the literary 
productions of the Ikirun‘Ulamā’. Only one satire 
was discovered in the works of verse-makers in 
Ikirun, namely Mustafā Jumu„ah Adewale‟s 
Lāmiyyah. This 28-line poem was composed 
ironically to mark the 8th day Fidā’u prayer of 
his late father. 
Shi‘r ’al-Munāsabāt (Occasional Poems) 
While the other genres under lyrical classification 
are as old as the beginning of the composition of 
poems in the locale of this study, a more recent 
genre introduced in the literary enterprise of the 
‘Ulamā’, is Shi‘r ’al-Munāsabāt (occasional 
poem), a verse that celebrates particular 
occasions of public interest (Haywood 1971:87). 
There is hardly any Islamic event that does not 
attract the literary attention of Yoruba ‘Ulamā’, 
including Ikirun scholars. Abubakre and 
Reichmuth (1997:191) observe that a wide range 

of Islamic events now involves the recitation of 
Arabic poems”: “Poems of „salutation‟ (Tarhīb) 
or congratulation‟ (Tahni’ah) sometimes even 
printed and distributed for the occasion have 
become common elements in religious 
celebrations”.  
It is noteworthy that occasional poems constitute 
a significant percentage of Arabic poetry in 
Ikirun. The leading exponents of occasional 
poems in the town are the products of Zumratu ʼl-
Muʼminīn tradition as they, too, seize every 
available occasion of naming, marriage, house 
warming or other ceremonies to display their 
competence in the composition of poems. So far 
only two of the scholars in the town had their 
occasional poems compiled. These are Mustafā 
Jumu„ah Adewale whose Dīwān entitled 
Buhayrat ’al-’Anāshīd comprises thirty poems of 
various genres, among which occasional poems 
predominate, and „Abdur-Ra‟ūf Muhammadu ‟l-
‟Awwal, whose Dīwān entitled ‟al-Fawākih ’al-
ladhīdhah fi hadīqat ’al-rawdah comprises 
twenty five poems, out of which twenty are 
occasional poems. 
’Istigāthah (Distress Appeal) 

Poems of appeal for relief and assistance during 
distress are also lyrical. These verses seek divine 
favour or protection. This genre is not always 
treated in isolation by Yoruba Arabic verse 
makers. It features commonly as adjunct to other 
themes, notably elegy and eulogy. In fact, it 
usually occupies a significant space in the elegy 
of Yoruba ‘Ulamā’ as they employ poems of 
appeal to seek the forgiveness and mercy of the 
Almighty Allah for the departed souls. An 
example of a supplicatory poem discovered in 
Ikirun is Fī ’t-Tarahhum, which was composed 
by „Abdur- Ra‟ūf to seek Allah‟s Rahmah 
(mercy) on his late father - Muhammadu ‟l-
‟Awwal. 
Safīr ’al-Bulbul by ‘Abdul Mū’min Adegoke 

’Ahmad 
We observe that the quantity of Arabic poetry so 
far discovered in Ikirun „Ulamā‟ is not an 
indication of quality. Some of them are of high 
standard while others are not. It may be apposite 
to provide just a specimen of their lyrical, such as 
„Abdul Mū‟min Adegoke ‟Ahmad‟s Safīr ’al-
Bulbul. 
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Safīr ’al-Bulbul is a 15-line poem composed in 
praise of the Prophet Muhammad (SAW). The 
temporal origin of the poem cannot be stated with 
certainty but we are sure of the fact that it is one 
of the literary outputs of the era of efflorescence 
of Arabic literary activities in Ikirun. According 
to Folorunsho (2009:13-26), this era of 
efflorescence marks the period between1991 and 
2006 in Arabic literary history in the town. It is 
remarkable that, after modest beginnings in the 
form of the Arabic school established by Shaykh 
Ya„qūb, the growth of modernized Arabic 
schools in the town gained momentum with the 
establishment of Shaykh Yūnus‟s Rawdah and 
other similar schools. The academics who 
attended these schools, some of whom continued 
their education in Arab countries became part of 
the Arabic literary activity in the town 
(Folorunsho 2009:13-26). This era which marked 

the golden era of Arabic literary activity in the 
town then witnessed the emergence of a number 
of prolific writers, among whom a notable one 
was also the author of this poem- Safīr ’al-
Bulbul. Safīr ’al-Bulbul (Voice of the 
Nightingale) is remarkable because of its style. 
Reflecting on the Arabic poetry in the eighteenth 
century, Badawi (1975:7) observes that: 

The literary productions of the 
century were bedeviled by the 
passion for verbal jugglery, the 
aim of the poets apparently being 
to impress their audience with the 
command of the language, with 
their ability to manipulate it with 
acrobatic effect.  

A similar observation applies to Safīr ’al-
Bulbul if we consider the statement of  the poet in 
the prologue of this poem. 

  
 صفٛز انبهبم

ٗ بصفٛز انبهبم انًزحب ببنذزٔف اٜحٛت  ًّ  (دمحم رطٕل هللا  )يذح خٛز انبزٚت انًظ
.   بقهى انشٕٚؼز اإلطاليٙ ػبذ انًإيٍ أدٚغٕكٙ ادًذ 

ــذ خٛز انؼبـبد #   بذأث قصٛذ٘ ئنـّ انؼبــبد ١ ًّ بجبِ يذ
ذ ٚـــــض  ٢ ًّ ذ طـّ يذ ًّ ـذ ْــبد #   يذ ًّ ذ داع يذ ًّ يذ
رطٕل انٓـذاٚت ٔغٛث نصبد #   دًٛذ انخصـبل كزٚى انفؼــبل٣
شفٛغ  انؼصـبة  بكّم  انًزاد #  ػظٛى انؼطـأٚـب اهدٛبز٘  يغٛث ٤
ػهّٛ  انصالة ػهّٛ  األٚـبد٘ #   دػـب انُبص طّزا بقٕل ٔفؼــم ٥
يجـٛب ٚجٛب نكم انًُـبدٖ #  سػٛى انبـــزاٚـب االُبى  رشٛذ ٦
رؤٔف ردٛى نكّم انؼبــبد #   طجـبٚبِ غُى نًٍ شبء غًُــب     ٧
طٕٖ طّٛذ٘ قذٔحٙ نهزشـبد #   ٔنى ٚبق نٙ فٙ انذٛــبة يطـبع   ٨
ٚجذّد ئًٚـبَُـب نهًؼـــبد #   نقذ كبٌ فُٛـب بشٛزا َذٚــزا         ٩

يذٖ انذْـز يٍ صٛخّ ببسدٚبد #   أنٛـف انؼفـبة دزٚص ػهُٛـب    ١٠
ٔدظٍ طٛبطخُــب فٙ انبـالد #   نُب أطٕة صبنذت يٍ شفٛـؼــٙ    ١١
فصبدـت َطق نّ ببنظــذاد #   نقذ كـبٌ قذيب فصٛخ انهظـب١٢ٌ
جٕد طٕٚـم انُجـبد #   ُْٛئـب ٔبشزٖ نبذر انشيــبٌ    ١٣ َذٚز إن
نًذح انُبٙ كثـٛز انزيـــبد #  اهصفٛزا  شٕٚؼزكـى قبل ْذ ١٤

      ػهّٛ انظالو ْٔـذا اجخٓـبد٘#      خخًج انقصٛـذة بقٕنٙ صـذث    ١٥

 

Translation 

Voice of the Nightingale 

Eulogy on the best of the creatures entitledVoice of the Nightingale,with 

the opening letters arranged according to the following letters – 

Muhammad Rasūl Allah, composed by Islamic poetaster ‘Abdul-Mū’min 

Adegoke Ahmad. 
 

1. I start the composition of this ode, O! Lord of the humanity in 
honour of Muhammad, best of the human race 
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2. Muhammad Tāhā, Muhammad Yasīn, Muhammad the caller to 
the way of Allah, Muhammad the guide 
3. Praiseworthy in character, generous in deeds, the messenger of 
guidance, like the rain bringing benefits to the archenemy 
4. Provider of succour to the helpless one, magnificently generous, 
mediator of the sinful ones in all ramifications  
5. He invited people with saying and deed, may the blessing and 
support of Allah remain on him 
6. Guide of the humanity, leader of the creation, a responsive 
fellow whose attention covers all issues 
7. His natural disposition is accommodating to those who cherish 
it, benevolent to all beings 
8. Unto no one in this world is my followership except my leader, 
my role model towards the Guide  
9. He was the bringer of glad tidings and a warner renewing our 
faith in eschatology 
10. Comforter of the remorseful one, desirous of our good, whose 
good repute keeps increasing in perpetuity 
11. We have in my mediator a model worthy of emulation and 
excellent style of political administration 
12. He was endowed with eloquent tongue in speech making, his 
eloquence is unrivalled 
13. We are delighted at the good news of the appearance of the full 
moon of the era, uncommon in appearance yet extensive in 
providing succour 
14. This whistling was composed by your poetaster, in praise of 
the Prophet 
15. I concluded this composition with SDT

1
, may Allah be pleased, 

this is my humble attempt 
Appraisal of Safīr ’al-Bulbul   

This poem opens with a brief introduction, which 
includes the title of the poem, the nature of the 
arrangement of the lines and the appellation 
together with the name of the composer. Line 1 
declares that the poem is aimed at honouring the 
Prophet Muhammad (SAW). Lines 2 – 13 contain 
the eulogy proper. Here the Prophet is presented 
as a man of impeccable character and virtuous 
deeds. He is also portrayed as the provider of 
succour to the helpless and the intercessor for the 
sinful. Furthermore, he is described as a 
trustworthy leader, a warner, a bringer of glad 
tidings as well asa role model in human relations 
and public administration. He is portrayed as an 
eloquent orator, whose eloquence is unequalled. 
Line 14 contains a brief introduction to the poet 
and reiterates the motive behind the poem, 
namely to eulogize the Prophet. The final line 
describes the arithmetical value of the initial 12 

letters in the poem. The system of dating or 
numbering with letters, technically known as 
‟Abjadiyyah (chronogram) as identified by 
Gwarzo (1967:116-123), surfaces in line 15. It is 
one of the common features of the Arabic writing 
by Yoruba‘Ulamā’, as is discussed by Sanni 
(2017)in his study of the Arabic poetry in 
Nigeria. In one of his earlier studies, Sanni 
(1995:430) traced the prevalence of chronograms 
in the poetry from the so-called Decadence 
Period (1258-1798 C.E.) in Arabic literary 
history. 

Conclusion 
The thematic range of the Arabic poetry among 
the Yoruba ‘Ulamā’, including the Ikirun 
‘Ulamā’, embraces the lyrical (’al-Ghinā’ī), the 
epistolographic (’al-Murāsalah) and the didactic 
(’at-Ta‘līmī).Lyrical poetry embraces Madīh 
(eulogy), Rithā’ (elegy), Hijā’ (satire), 
‟Istighāthah (distress appeal) and’al-Munāsabāt 



Journal of Languages, Linguistics and Literary Studies (JOLLS)         Http://www.jolls.com.ng 
Vol. 9. No. 3 January 2020                                                                ISSN : 2636-7149-6300 (online & print)  

 

CC BY-NC-ND                                                                                                                                            Mikail A.F 

 
 

54 

 

(occasional poem). With the exception of 
‟Istighāthah, Arabic scholars in Ikirun 
contributed significantly to all the lyrical genres 
discussed thus far. The paper provided the titles 
of the poems from each lyrical classification. A 
study of these poems reveals the compliance of 
the „Ulamā’ with classical and traditional norms 
in Arabic writing. It also testifies to the creativity 
of these ‘Ulamā’ and at the same time, the study 

testifies to the creativity of Yoruba „Ulamā’, who 
variously adjust the characteristic styles of the 
Arabic language to West African context. 
  

1. S = 90, D = 4, T = 400 = 494 (SDT is cited to 
stand for the summing up of the arithmetical 
values of the initial letters of lines 2 – 13 of the 
poem – Muhammad Rasūl’Allah which is also 
494). 
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