CHAPTER 11

Images of the sea from the edge of the Tunisian Sahara

Alan Karass [United States Naval Academy]

Since my first doctoral fieldwork visit in 2008, the focus of my research has been on the
International Festival of the Sahara in Douz, Tunisia, and the connection between identity,
festivity, and public music making. During my visits, [ became aware of the importance of
music, poetry, epic tales, and storytelling in everyday life there. When I saw the
announcement for this conference, I reached out to interlocutors to find out if there are any
songs about the sea specific to Douz. I received several quick and resounding yesses. That
is when I decided to move forward with this paper.

When I first started this project, I wondered if I’d encounter references to the “desert-as-
sea” in texts, or descriptions of the camel as the “ship of the desert”. Indeed, these exist.
When I spoke to my interlocutors about specific references to the sea in songs, they guided
me to contemporary poetry in Douz concerning the sea as a symbol of life’s existential
struggles and the promise and danger of migration.

Poetry, and the public performance of it, are very popular in Douz. Poetry performances
are always part of the annual festival and other events throughout the year. Poets write
about the desert, love, and politics. Any topic can be the subject of a poem. Recordings by
local poets are available on YouTube and shared via mp3. The most popular poets in Douz
are household names, most notably Ridha Abdellatif, Belgacem Abdellatif, Mohamed Ben
Letaief, and Beshir Abdeladhim.

I was directed to two specific poems, “The boats of death” (2017) and “The sea” (2008),
both by Douz native Beshir Abdeladhim. An interlocutor in Douz sent me videos, texts in
Arabic, and worked with me to produce English translations of both. Despite the fact that |
asked specifically for songs about the sea from Douz, what I was given were poems. When
I probed my interlocutors about nomenclature, my questions were met with confusion.
They responded: “Yes, they are songs, they are poems.” The distinction I made between the
two didn’t resonate with them. In this paper, I will: briefly discuss the concepts of song and
poetry as understood in literary history and criticism; explore some of the literature about
the treatment of the sea in Arabic literature; describe the life and work of Beshir
Abdeladhim; and lastly, consider these poems, “The boats of death” and “The sea”.

There is a rich body of literature on the musical connections to bards and poetry in the
Arab-speaking world and the Mediterranean, including: Milman Parry (1987), Albert Lord
(1960), Michael Zwettler (1978), Dwight Reynolds (1994, 1995), and James Monroe
(1987). There is also an important discussion of music and poetry in relationship to
qur’anic recitation in Kristina Nelson’s 1985 classic The Art of Reciting the Qur’an. A
review of their works is outside the scope of this paper. However, there is one passage from
Khaled Furani’s 2012 monograph, Silencing the Sea: Secular Rhythms in Palestinian
Poetry, that is particularly compelling (24):

Besides the Qur ’an, the Arabic language itself testifies to the primacy of sound,
especially in poetry. First, phonetically, shir, the Arabic word for “poetry”, points to
related words in other Semitic languages (e.g. Akkadian, Aramaic, and Hebrew) that
can mean “song” as well as “poem.” Second, Arabs in the poetic tradition maintained
a primal affinity between poetry and song, between word and sound, as evident in
numerous classical poems and in classical literary criticism. Due to this affinity, it is
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common to hear poets and literary critics throughout the history of Arabic poetry refer
to poems as songs (sing. nashid; pl. anashid) and to the act of composing or reciting a
poem as singing (inshad).

Before I did a literature search on the symbolism of the sea and the ocean in Arabic poetry,
I consulted with some of my interlocutors in Douz about the topic. They stated that the
ocean is a symbol of a great challenge, often a natural, unrelenting, or mysterious force
that needs to be confronted. They added that poets often draw connections between ships
and camels, drawing parallels between their motion and physical characteristics. This
discourse is indeed repeated in and supported by the literature. I shall return to this at the
end of my paper. However, Abd Alghani (2007), Hamad (2020), Kolaska (2022), and
McKinstry (2019) all suggest that the image of the sea is frequently found in Arabic
poetry, and the Qur "an, semiotically to represent otherness, fear, separation, and even
death. Additionally, Abd Alghani states that Andalusi poets of the tenth and eleventh
centuries composed dialogues with the sea in their poetry. This is an element evident in
“The sea” by Beshir Abdeladhim.

Tunisian popular poet, songwriter, and playwright, Beshir Abdeladhim, was born in Douz,
Tunisia on 10 February 1964. Both his father and grandfather were well-known poets in
Douz. Abdeladhim’s first public performance as a poet was at age 13, during the Douz
Festival. Since 1993, he has penned countless plays, songs, and epic poems. He has written
songs for prominent Tunisian singers such as Mohamed el Nasri and Belgacem Bouguenna.
Abdeladhim participated in the opening of the 43rd session of the Carthage Festival in
2007. He has presented his work in Libya, Mauritania and Nigeria. He is still active as a
poet and writer and continues to reside in Douz.

Abdeladhim wrote “The boats of death” in 2017, six years after the January 2011
revolution. On one hand, some Tunisians were feeling hopeful in 2017. They believed that
the revolution would offer an opportunity to reconfigure Tunisian politics and society.
However, many others were still deeply concerned about the economy, inflation,
unemployment, and the role of foreign influences in post-revolution Tunisia. “The boats of
death” was written as a response to the numerous Tunisians trying to leave the country on
unauthorised migrant boats to France and Italy. Sadly, some Tunisians are stopped and
returned to Tunisia, or more tragically, lose their lives at sea. The brief poem tells the story
of a Tunisian who had hopes of leaving the country in order to find a brighter future
elsewhere. Ultimately, they drown at sea.

The musical accompaniment in this recording is obvious. When I asked Abdeladhim about
it, he said that the music was taken from a YouTube video. He added that he wasn't sure
which video, and he intended it solely as a "sound effect — to add melody to the ear and
draw the attention of the listener — to make the listener pay attention and not get bored or
distracted". One of my interlocutors, an acquaintance of Abdeladhim, suggested that the
music is inseparable from the poetry and highlights the interdependence of poetry and
music in Douz. This interlocutor added, poetry is music and music is poetry. The text,
translation, and recording of the poem by the poet from 2018 can be found here:
https://bit.ly/douzseasongs.

“The sea” is a longer poem, from 2008, and describes a conversation between the sea and
a poet, perhaps Abdeladhim himself, in which they both complain about their loneliness
and despair. Within the poem there are descriptions of waves of nostalgia, fleeting hope for
the future, fond memories of the past, and pain and isolation. There are references to
camels, invoking traditional connections between the desert and the sea. He writes: “rough
waves breaking on the shore. Rough and roaring with a loud voice like a camel”. This
poem too references the migrant boat problem, describing the boats with loved ones that
leave but never return. At the end of the poem, there is a section devoted to conflicts in
history that have connections to travel, wars of fleets, and crossing of waters. Abdeladhim
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specifically mentions the 1996 shelling of Qana, Lebanon, the conquest of Iberia by Tariq
ibn Ziyad’s army in the 8th century, the US invasion of Baghdad in 2003, and the 2008
incident when Iraqi journalist Muntadhar al-Zaidi threw his shoes at President Bush in
protest against Bush’s politics and views on the Arab world. Although the juxtaposition of
personal sentiment with historical references is fascinating, [ was intrigued by my
interlocutor’s resistance to work with me on the translation. Initially, he wanted to skip
over this section stating that “there is no need to translate this, it talks about politics ...
conflict, war, and destruction”. I had to ask several times to resume work on this passage.
He had an additional concern that my audience would not be interested in this or might be
offended by this. I responded “no, they are interested in Abdeladhim’s words and their
connections to the sea; they will not be scared away by politics”. The recording of the
poem by the poet can also be found here: https://bit.ly/douzseasongs

There is a vast body of literature on the representation of the sea and the ocean in poetry,
song, literature, and the Qur ‘an. A review of these writings is also outside the scope of this
paper. However, there are some that are relevant to the discussion of Abdeladhim’s poems.

In his 2007 article, “The poet and daughter of the sea: animated ships in Andalusian Arabic
poetry”, Jalal Abd Alghani discusses how the Mediterranean Sea was described by
Andalusi poets of the tenth and eleventh centuries. He stated: “some poets were interested
in composing a lyric dialogue with the sea, which they viewed simply as a threatening
Otherness, a hostile power because of its general association with ideas of separation and
death” (123). Not only did Abdeladhim also use this dialogue construction in “The sea”,
but both of the poems considered here imagine the sea as a harsh alterity. The connection
between the sea and death is also addressed in the 2020 article “Symbolism of water in
classic and modern Arabic literature”. Mohammad Hamad suggests: “from the Qur ‘an to
modern poetry, images of water have been used as a synonym for separation and death”
(260). More broadly, Hannelies Kolaska, in her 2022 article “The imagery of seafaring
and shipwreck in the Qur ‘an”, argues that “renderings of seafaring in the Qur ‘an are first
and foremost re-formulations of the widespread imagery in pre-Islamic poetry, late antique
theological literature and visual depiction... an active engagement and re-interpretation of
the universal imagery of seafaring”. Lastly, in his 2019 chapter “Floating ideas: memories
and the sea in medieval literature” Jamie McKinstry states:

“The sea is full of literal and symbolic paradoxes. It can bring hope and life but also
can create fear and destruction; it is a realm of possibility and potential, but equally a
place of limitation and interruption. Our thoughts regarding the sea range beyond the
interpretation of the body of water itself. In fact, what the sea gives us is the freedom
to project our own thoughts into and onto this immense space. The sea gives us time to
think about ourselves in terms of where we have been, where we are now, and where
we might be going” (3).

It is evident that Abdeladhim has drawn from the rich literary traditions of the Arab-
speaking world and invokes classic sea-related tropes regardless of fact that he is part of a
lineage of writers immersed in the Bedouin traditions of the Sahara Desert.

Despite the fact that Douz is at the edge of the Sahara Desert and 150 km from the
Mediterranean, images of the sea are important ones in the local imagination. In Douz, the
economic situation is poor, tourism isn’t robust, and there is little local industry. The
prospects for young Tunisians are limited. Some dream of finding enough money to take the
chance on an unauthorised boat crossing to Europe. Sadly, many take this chance and some
die at sea. These two poems by Douz poet Beshir Abdeladhim express the hopes and fears
associated with this risky method of migration. In these texts, the author uses the image of
the sea in ways traditionally found in poetry, both in Arabic and more universally—as a
threatening “other”, an ominous force of nature, and as a symbol of challenge, separation,
and death.
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Appendix 1

The Boats of Death — by Bechir Abdeladhim
translated by M’hamed Abdelmalek; edited by Alan Karass

We rode over the sea waves and left home.
We sold the endearment of our house.
In our dreams, we reached a safe haven.
We rode over the sea and its waves.
We were told that the country is no longer worth anything.
Our dreams and our hearts expecting happy days and a better future,
El Dorado, where the poor become rich.
Our dreams and expectations were that we leave our country
and lead a happy and bountiful life.
We crossed a rough sea that is difficult for swimmers.
Our boat sank in the middle of nowhere due to overloads,
before reaching a safe haven.
Our trip was the end, with no return, without even leaving a sermon.
I called out, but unfortunately there was no answer from my companion.
I was drowning, fighting the waves to hear their voices for help.
I ended my journey with no burial or condolences, we didn’t reach a safe haven.
We didn’t live a better life.
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Appendix 2

The Sea — by Bechir Abdeladhim
Translated by M’hamed Abdelmalek; edited by Alan Karass

The sea complained to me about his silence and I complained to the sea about my
situation.

He cried because of his loneliness and silence.

Thousands of people were missing and loving the sea, and staying up late at night
enjoying its perfumed breeze

And celebrating their joy and sadness.

Days have turned their back on me,

I am lonely, at a loss to find the right rhythm or rhyme.

I fear that the sea of my poetry gets dry,

I came to you (to the sea) to listen to my poetry and relieve my loneliness.

But I find you suffering from loneliness, and your beach is silent.

The doors of joy are closed for both of us.

I came across you by chance, you are a stranger.

I just pay you a visit to comfort you and myself.

I find your beach deserted.

I thought to find your rough waves breaking on the shore.

Rough and roaring with a loud voice like a camel during the mating season
among his herd of she camel.

Mosaic paintings you draw and I enjoy watching you embracing your love,

And the waves caressing her hair to the right and to the left.

You make me remember the old days, and my heart beats faster and faster.

I fear that if your waves get rough, they will harm my gazelle.

Let my love enjoy your beaches, and you remain a powerful sultan.

You betray, but despite of that you are famous.

The sea complained to me about his silence, and so did I?

I ask the sea to answer me.

I came to you to find my past, I found your waves very strong and rough.

Your secrets are deep for me to understand.

You have a strange character.

I just came across you by chance because I am a stranger myself.

I met on your shore, people awaiting travelers who haven’t returned for so long.

Whenever they see a boat looming on the horizon, they are happy, waving their
hands,

Expecting the arrival of their beloved ones.

The boats came ashore, but their beloved ones didn’t return.

Their eyes in tears, but they keep waiting on the shore.

I imagine my beloved to arrive soon, and my heart will be happy.

But I found the waves laughing at me.

In the morning, I feel hopeful and optimistic.

But by the end of the day, [ am desperate.

I ask the boats about my beloved and if they are still alive.

They keep silent without uttering a sound.



Images of the sea from the edge of the Tunisian Sahara

W9 @i ,¢ patlat o ¢S * Wb 4ils dios (WK >y ¥
a2ii ol Jdg ddgiig oxti il Y oXl Fra_____ 84i 0 o
* dgalo aills ub> aSig Wi ol g vl 4y ** Bgi cuby
8L ** adg 5 G lill Wi lo S5 WIS plosll e o g,

eyl blel o ** @) gloi JiBlo 24l we ) iy dify bo wule
wb e, 2UY il cloe ** g a0 @ 5w o)l € e, WU Jgb

. yidlog Wb yig o ,€ @l s lo ** dBgrio 09 9850 By 53
AN &S wils 5 by wlall oSy welg dic dls, ** d@gino 48l 4 ,¢
log ** Bgis0 48l lg camung wlgo o8 Joill plowi ) ASg ** dguns

2290 agaly oIS ** ddgdy Loy S0 y>v w8939 Wlis Ui aw i 8,50
wlisig wio deawi Jgii ** @il clgd ,ou b ebls Ul @bl yoiy
S 9S5 wblgin o8 ¥ wills 39, ** @398 dio, el Je o> o
Je caall cul @i 88, b > lo Sy ** k5 9§ ubll o,

9959 plws Wl L, §us wle dlinsg ** @gisy Ju el

il cus Sg e @S dlo, @as losll e ** dglan clis )3
** a9y losll lus S log Wb @ oS wil> 5 09 ** digis
eSiig @l ** diglho clisgo wili Llusig @ls ailSo dlas) adslaig
oDle 57 Lz SIAS akiig ** Ggsall e g U8 2blS o chisuos
ciely dliasg o3 cluiid po wlsg) ** Bgw aul, il ISl
By 9 2illy el 29ally Wlaing winyl lgivy yaodly ** dsinald (et
&>,i9 ** digllan B, wisS &8 i wllg> dio Gauti d i o **
Yo olls eliduw Ao ** dign & il oo Gisy wlig mad _SHl o
A sty oo bl S 1 Basiabl) il ok sl s
iz kg ol gey @bl whol gaall ks ** ag ; 5allg 98l Bl o ol
S dino ol o wle it il &9 s ** digibao el
Wb * e g cling iy Seall o3 Sg i wle pulu
g0 5oy eligil Whiao ploy AaSiu el cus ** oo 55 oy b i




