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Abstract 

This article examines mourning and exile in the Old pre-Islamic Arabic poem 

Lā talūmānī, kafā al-lawmu mā biyā (―Blame me not; I bear my own 

reproach‖) by Abd Yaghūth, and the Old English poem “The Seafarer,” 

which is written anonymously. Through detailed comparative analysis of the 

two poems, the article aims at investigating how, despite their literary, 

cultural and historical contexts, the two poets managed to negotiate loss, exile 

and identity by employing the elegy to express feelings of alienation, death 

and longing. By analyzing the poets‟ employment of certain poetic 

techniques such as sound effects, voice, repetition and imagery, both poems 

showcase convergences and divergences in their treatment of the universal 

themes of mourning, exile, alienation and mortality.   

Keywords: Abd Yaghūth, elegy, exile, Old English literature, pre-Islamic 

poetry, “The Seafarer”.    

I-Introduction  
Poetry provides a cross-cultural articulation of universal human 

experiences including mourning, exile, loss and mortality. Whether in pre-

Islamic Arabic or Old English literatures, these experiences are poignantly 

expressed. Despite the contextual differences between Abd Yaghūth‟s Lā 

talūmānī, kafā al-lawmu mā biyā and the Old English poem “The Seafarer” 

in terms of their literary traditions, cultures and the historical gap dividing 

them, they prove the power of poetry as a shared medium of universal 

expression and a distinctive cultural negotiation of exile, loss, identity and 

mortality. 

“The Seafarer” employs the journey motif to dramatize the speaker‟s 

exile on the cold sea, and its transformation to a spiritual journey toward 

divine consolation. The blending of pagan and Christian elements indicates 

the gradual cultural transformation in Anglo-Saxon England from paganism 

to Christianity. In comparison, Abd Yaghūth‟s pre-Islamic Arabic poem, 
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composed in captivity after his defeat in a battle, laments the speaker‟s 

estrangement from his homeland, his companions, and his past life of 

chivalry and glory. The employment of animal and warfare imagery, and the 

depiction of desert landscapes reflect the Bedouin ethos while revealing the 

poet‟s refusal to accept death as anything other than the annihilation of 

worldly honor. 

The comparative exanimation of mourning and exile in these two 

poems provides a rich understanding of how these themes are configured in 

their unique literary traditions. Whereas “The Seafarer” moves from exile, 

loss and despair and mortality to Christian faith, compensation, consolation, 

God and the eternal life, Abd Yaghūth refuses to come to terms with death, 

renounce his earthly pleasures and be consoled with the promise of eternal 

life.  

Methodologically, this article begins by briefly introducing the elegiac 

tradition in pre-Islamic Arabic and Old English literatures. Then, it separately 

analyzes both Abd Yaghūth‟s Lā talūmānī, kafā al-lawmu mā biyā and “The 

Seafarer‖. After that, a separate subsection is included to provide a close 

comparative reading of the convergences and the divergences between the 

two poems, focusing on the themes of exile, loss, natural imagery, identity 

construction, and the treatment of death. 

II- Elegy in Arabic Literature 

Etymologically speaking, the term (rithā), the Arabic word for elegy, 

came from Middle Arabic. It refers to the inheritance that is left by the dead 

to his inheritors. By the 14
th
 century A. D., the meaning of the word 

drastically shifted to those who lament or mourn the dead (Al-Ansari, 1994). 

In the pre-Islamic period, elegy became one of the literary genres, alongside 

other poetic purposes like satire, praise, love etc. (Ali, n.d.). 

Thematically, elegy involves the celebration of the dead‟s virtues such 

as courage, generosity, chastity, and justice. Mostly, the structure of an 

elegiac poem consists of three elements: the first is expresses the inevitability 

of death, the second contextualizes death by mentioning its causes, time and 

place, and focuses on the effect of death on the family and on the poet 

himself, the third laments and commemorate the deceased by glorifying 

her/his virtues (Chiaook, 1977).  

It's worth noting that the pre-Islamic elegiac poems were not dedicated 

only to family members, friends, tribal leaders or those who had the good 

traits of feeding the poor and helping the weak, but they extended to include 

lamentations of kings and princes. A remarkable example of such elegies are 

those written by the renowned pre-Islamic court poet, al-Nābighah al-
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Dhubyānī who elegized the Lakhmid king al-Nuʿmān III (583–602) who was 

killed by the Persian king, Khosrau. Al-Nuʿmān was a literary patron for al-

Dhubyānī who received gifts, including gold, jewelries and herds of camels 

in return for his eulogies and praise. The poems that were dedicated by al-

Dhubyānī to the king became masterpieces of Arab literature and were later 

sung by many minstrels (Dhaif, 1978).  

Other poems of lamentation were written by “Al-Saa‟leek” poets, or 

“the brigands” (Mansour, 2005, p. 46), who were a group of poets disavowed 

and exiled by their tribes. Thus, if one of these vagabond poets was killed, his 

tribe would not ask for revenge. Consequently, those poets found themselves 

alone and without tribal protection. Thus, they formed groups bound not by 

tribal ties, but by loyalty, friendship and common fate. Being a minority 

against the tribes, the loss of one member of the group inflicts them with 

great grief, anguish and lamentation. Undoubtedly, the sense of being 

castaway, abandoned by their community and surrounded by hostile tribes is 

manifested in their poetry. One of these poets is al-Shanfara who, according 

to Stetkevych (1986), wrote an elegy to Ta'abbata Sharran, the famous pre-

Islamic Su'luk poet. This elegy is known as The Ritha' of Ta'abbata Sharran. 

It begins with: 
 ان بالشعب الذي عىذ سلع

ما ٌطللقحٍلا دمه     

 خلف العبء علً وولى

 اوا بالعبء له مسحقل

 ووراء الثأر مىً ابه اخث

 جحل مصغ عقذجه ما

 مطزق ٌزشح سما كما

 اطزق افعى ٌىفث السم صل

 (al-Shanfara as cited in Stetkevych, 1986, lines:1-4) 

On the mountain path that lies below Sal' 

lies a slain man whose blood 

will not go unavenged. 

He left the burden to me and departed; 

I have assumed that burden 

for him. 

Bent on vengeance am I, his sister's son, 

a steadfast warrior, 

his knot not to be loosed. 

Eyes downcast, he oozes poison death, 

like a glowering adder, 

ejecting venom, deadly (Stetkevych, 1993, p. 58).  
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      The quote above reflects one of the remarkable features of the pre-Islamic 

traditions of elegiac poetry that is the focus on blood revenge (Stetkevych, 

1993). According to Nicholson (1993), pre-Islamic poetry written by female 

poets was predominately elegiac. It focuses more on death than love. He cited 

the elegiac verses sung on the death of Ta'abbata Sharran by his sister. A 

distinctive form of elegy is developed by the poetess al-Khansā who is 

dubbed as the „elegiac queen‟ of Arabic literature (as cited in Sajdi, 2009, p. 

178). Her Elegiac poetry forms a major part of her poetic writings. Al-

Khansā composed her elegies to mourn the death of her two brothers: Ṣakhr 

and Muāwiyah. In these elegies, she borrows from male poetic traditions of 

elegiac composition certain stylistic techniques such as opening the elegy 

with an expression of excessive weeping over the dead (Miller, 2024).  

However, during the Islamic period, the elegy underwent significant 

development. Because Islam forbade tribal conflicts and wars, the elegy 

shifted its focus from lamenting the tribal leaders and warriors killed during 

tribal war. Instead, most of these poems were dedicated to those who had 

been killed under the banner of Islam in the Islamic conquests during the life 

of the prophet Mohammed or the Caliphs who came after him. In this period, 

religious elements from Islam were added to the elegy. Where the pre-Islamic 

elegy tackled the inevitability of death and the need for taking blood revenge, 

the elegies written during the rise of Islam viewed death as a path leading to 

eternal life in Heaven. Poets wrote elegies that incorporate some verses from 

the Holy Quran, and the sayings of Prophet Mohammed. In their elegies, they 

replaced the pagan hero and the celebration of his traits in a pagan culture 

with a religious hero fighting for the sake of Islam, and elegized for having 

traits mentioned in the Holy Quran, such as pietism, morality, chastity, 

devoutness, asceticism and other traits of a good believer (Ali, n.d.). This 

religious and political dimension left its lasting impact on the elegy. After the 

martyrdom of Imam Ali b. Abi Talib, many political groups and parties 

emerged in the Umayyad period. Among these groups were Al-Kawarij, the 

dissenters who refused to give a pledge to Al-Imam Ali and fought him. 

Their poets wrote elegiac poems that express deep grief over the loss of their 

members who were killed in their battles (Ali, n.d.).  

III- The Elegiac Tradition in English Literature 

The term “elegy” comes from the Greek word “elegeia” or “elegos”, 

which referred to any lamented verses (Beeker, 2009, p. 404). According to 

Abrams & Harpham (2012), the elegy is simply a poem written in elegiac 

meter (alternating pentameter and hexameter lines in Greek and Roman 

poetry). Stanley B. Greenfield defines the English elegy as "a relatively short 
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reflective or dramatic poem embodying a contrasting pattern of loss and 

consolation, ostensibly based upon a specific personal experience or 

observation, and expressing an attitude towards that experience"  

(1966, p. 143). According to Anne Klinck (1992), this is the most widely 

accepted definition.  

From the Old English period to the Renaissance, poems that tackle 

loss, exile and the transience of life are considered elegiac. Famous examples 

of these poems are “The Wanderer” and “The Seafarer”. These poems are 

considered elegiac, not because they adopt the classical elegiac meter, but 

because of their inclination toward self-reflection, exile, loss and mortality. 

These poems tackle themes of isolation and the impermanence of the earthly 

life compared to the eternal joys of the afterlife (Gordon, 1954).  Greenfield 

identifies "the sea with cliffs, hail, snow, rain, and storms, plus the meadhall 

of heroic poetry with its lords, warriors, hawks, horses, and precious cups" as 

the setting of old English elegy (1996, p. 143). Fumo (2010) argues that 

“Elegy as a „pure‟ or self‐articulated form did not exist in medieval England” 

(p. 121).  

The sixteenth century witnessed the development of the pastoral elegy 

which mourns the death of a shepherd. The poet usually begins by invoking 

the muses that inspired him to write the elegy. Eventually, the elegy ends 

with consolation with the acceptance of the inevitability of death. A notable 

example of this type of elegy is “Astrophel”, by Spencer on the death of Sir 

Philip Sidney in 1595. 

Moreover, sixteenth-century poets like William Shakespeare wrote 

dirges which are considered subtypes of elegy. A dirge is simply a short 

lamentation poem about the death of a specific person, written to be sung. 

Shakespeare‟s “Full Fathom Five Thy Father Lies” falls into this sub-genre 

(Abrams, M. H., & Harpham, 2012).  

Later, in the 17
th
 century, the term elegy started to refer to “a formal 

and sustained lament in verse for the death of a particular person, usually 

ending in a consolation” (Abrams, M. H., & Harpham, 2012, p. 101). From 

the mid-seventeenth to the mid-eighteenth centuries, the funeral elegy 

flourished. Its narrative structure is divided into three parts: lament, praise 

and consolation (Clymer, 2010).  

In the twentieth century, the traditional elegy was criticized for its 

artificial rules and insincere expression of personal feelings. Modern elegists 

treated the elegy with more flexibility, not as conventional genre but as a 

reflection of the tragedy of the human condition in the modern age. Thus, a 

comparison of John Milton‟s traditional elegy “Lycidas” with Thomas 
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Hardy‟s modern elegies “God‟s Funeral” and “The Darkling Thrush” reveals 

that modern elegy breaks free from the conventionality of traditional elegy. 

Hardy‟s elegies replace the convention of spiritual consolation that ends the 

traditional elegies with a sense of faithlessness and utter despair. Contrary to 

traditional elegies, modern elegies like Hardy‟s do not depict nature as a 

source of consolation, compensation and comfort (Günday, 2015). These 

elegies are considered „anti-consolatory‟ because they depict a dark image of 

life devoid of hope and consolation (Komura, 2011, p. 2).   

IV- Abd Yaghūth’s Self-Lamentation  

In 580 A. D, the tribe Benu Al-Harith, one of the Yemeni tribes, 

invaded the tribe of Benu Tamim in the second battle of Al-Kulab. In this 

battle, the poet Abd Yaghūth (578-618 AD.), who was one of the leaders of 

Banu Al-Harith tribe, was captured after his heroic fighting. He asked the 

leaders of Banu Tamim to release him, but they refused. When he was certain 

that he would not be released, he asked them to kill him in an honorable way. 

They were astonished by his request and asked him the way he wanted to die; 

he asked them to give him wine to drink and cut his artery while he was 

drunk. So, one of Banu Tamim leaders, who was Isma bin Abair, ordered two 

boys to be wine butlers. When the effect of wine touched him, he started to 

lament himself.  The two boys felt sorry for him, and blamed him for fighting 

their tribe that led him to be captured in a miserable condition (Shikho, 

1991). Then, he started his elegy with a poetical voice that conveys his 

emotional and mental state of deep pain and unbearable anguish.  

 ألا لا ذهىياٍَ كفا انهىوَ يا تُا       فًا نكًا فٍ انهىو خُشٌ ولا نُا

ٌّ انًلايحَ لهُم َفعها      ويا نىيٍ أخٍ يٍ شًِانُا  أنى ذعهًا أ

Blame me not; enough blame for what I bear. 

For blame is vain to you and me. 
Have you not realized that blame is of little avail?  

And blaming my brother is not my trait
 *  

(Abd Yaghūth, as cited in Jad 

Al-Mawla et al., 1981, lines 1-2). 
 

*
All translations from Arabic are the authors‟ own unless otherwise noted. 

In the extract above, the poet repeated the word “blame” as a verb and 

a noun five times to emphasize the uselessness of blaming at this moment of 

approaching death. This repetition of the word „blame‟ which contains the 

nasal phoneme (m) and the gliding (l) reinforces the poet‟s psychological 

state and his deep pain that penetrates his heart because his life will come to 

an end soon. The repetition of these two phonemes in the whole poem urges 

the speaker to describe his old days and mourn the loss of knighthood, 
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nobility and generosity. His sense of personal loss overcomes the act of 

blame which is futile at the moment of dying (Chiaook, 1977).  

Although the pre-Islamic Arab poets followed certain poetic traditions 

such as weeping on ruins, ghazel (love), describing adventures with women 

and giving a detailed picture of topography, Abd Yaghūth was uninterested in 

these traditions. Instead, he described his state of being a prisoner. The only 

thing he shared with the pre-Islamic literary tradition is addressing his speech 

to two boy-wine butlers (Jad Al-Mawla et al., 1981).  

The speaker addresses the imagined listener asking him to carry the 

news of his capture to his drinking companions: 

 

ٌَ أنّا ذلالُا    فُا ساكثاً إيّا عشضدَ فثهّغٍ  َذاياٌ يٍ َجْشا     

ٍِ كِهَُهًِ ًَُ لَُساً تِأَعهً حَضشَيَىخَ انًَُاَُِاوَ       اأَتا كَشِبٍ وَالَأَهَ  

Oh, rider, if you have arrived in Najran,  

Inform my drinking companions, we will never meet again.  

Aba Karb, both Ayhams  

And Qais in the highlands of Yemeni Hadramout (Abd Yaghūth, as 

cited in Jad Al-Mawla et al., 1981, lines 3-4). 

Here, the poet does not mention his family, relatives or tribe as the Arabs 

used to do. Instead, he mentions by name his drinking companions with 

whom he shared joyful moments. According to Masarwah (2019), wine is 

viewed by pagan Arabs as an integral part of their notion of the good life. It is 

deemed as a sign of nobility and a source of bravery. Therefore, drinking 

wine with his companions was a precious moment of joy for the poet who 

yearns for this life of happiness and comradery, and laments its unavoidable 

loss due to the presence of death that will soon take his body and soul away 

(Al-Qālī, 1976).  

The poet‟s self-lamentation is deepened by his longing to and isolation 

from places such as Najran and Hadramout which are connected to his 

glorious past and his future loss. After his conversation with the two boys and 

mentioning his drinking companions, he began to recite his great deeds in 

fighting enemies and how he remained alone, covering the backs of retreating 

knights of his tribe and mentioning how he fought bravely to the last moment 

before he was captured. He mentions how his captors tied his tongue with a 

piece of leather for fear of being satirized by him, but they agreed to release 

his tongue after giving them his word of honor that he would never satirize 

them (Al-Qālī, 1976). He writes:   

ُْىٍ أطهم    "ألىل ولذ شذّوا نساٍَ تُِسْعح نساَُا" ىا نٍأيعششَ ذَ  
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(I said as they tied my tongue with a leather thong/ Oh! Taiym tribe, set my 

tongue free) (Abd Yaghūth, as cited in Jad Al-Mawla et al., 1981, line 8).  

 

The poet‟s psychological pain and alienation escalated when an old woman 

from Abd Shams (one of Tameem‟s families) mocked him for being a 

prisoner (Abu Ubaida, 1998). He states: 

 

وإٌ ذُطهمىٍَ ذَحْشُتىٍَ تًانُا                 فإٌ ذمرهىٍَ ذمرهىا تٍ سُّذا             

ًَرانُا          أحمّا عثاد الله أٌ نسدُ سايعاً     ًُعضتٍُ ان َشُذ انشعاء ان   

ٌْ نى ذشي لثهٍ أسُشاً ًَاَُا          وذضحك يٍُ شُخحٌ عَثْشًُّحٌ    كأ  

............................................................................  

ٍَّ وَعادَِا انهَُسُ أََا يَعذُوّاً عَهَ ًَد عَشسٍ يُهَُكَحُ أٍَََُّ    و          لَذ عَهِ

ًِمَو ٍَّ وأيضٍ حُس لاحٍ ياض    ال لَذ كُُدُ ََحّاسَ انجَضوسِ وَيُع                             ُايط

 

And if you kill me, a clan-lord you slay, 

If you release me, my wealth as ransom you will seize. 

Is it true, O servants of God, that I could no longer hear 

the songs of the herdsmen who, with their camels, drift away? 

  An old woman from Abd Shams mocked me 

As if she’s never seen a Yemeni in captivity. 

…………………………………………….  

And my wife, Mulaykah, knows very well 

That I am a lion assaulted and assaulting.  

And I was the slayer of great camels, the wearier  

of mounts, riding steeds to places no living man would reach (Abd 

Yaghūth, as cited in Jad Al-Mawla et al., 1981, lines 10-15). 

 

The repetition of sounds such the velar phoneme (k), which is 

somehow similar to the Arab sound (ق), reinforces the speaker‟s chivalry and 

mastership, giving the poem a narrative style mingled with grieved tune that 

expresses the poet‟s agony. The speaker‟s honor and bravery are conveyed 

though his direct statement that if they kill him, they will kill a fearless and 

honorable clan lord. Moreover, the poet repeats the gliding phoneme (L) to 

convey his sense of desperation due to his alienation from his family and 

home. The internal music resulting from the repetition of these sounds and 

the rhyme ending with /iya/ creates an overwhelming sadness, that gradually 

escalated from the first to the last line. This stimulates the auditory and the 

visual interaction of the reader who sympathizes with the poet and is affected 

by his psychological state. The rhythm and the mournful tone express the 
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poet‟s alienation which is also emphasized through the predominance of the ī 

(ٌ) suffix, which in English is translated to me/my (Ismael, 2017). The poet 

is alone and helpless. His fate is to be decided by his captors. 

In the lines above, Abd Yaghūth expresses his shock and disbelief as 

he grapples with the sense of looming loss. He refuses to accept the bitter 

truth about his imminent death. He addresses „the servants of God,‟ asking 

them to confirm or negate his worries. 

In the poem, Abd Yaghūth blends pagan and Christian elements by 

addressing „the servants of God‟ and his reference to the singing of the slave 

girls and the drinking of wine. The poet employs auditory images by referring 

to the „songs of the herdsmen‟ and the „singing slave girls‟, as well as the 

visual images of slaying camels and his adventures to dangerous places. 

These are elements reflective of the poet‟s milieu. The speaker employs the 

Arabic exaggerated noun form naḥḥār (ََحّاس/ slayer) to amplify his nobility 

and magnanimity. In pre-Islamic Arab culture, slaying the she-camel to feed 

the guests, the passers-by and the needy is a symbol of ultimate generosity 

and sacrifice because “the she-camel was considered of great importance. It 

was considered almost sacred and even looking at it was deemed a kind of 

worship, capable of making one free of one‟s worries and grief”  

(Masarwah, 2013, p. 540).  

ٍِ  صذَعُوا          يِطَِّرٍ  أََحَشُ نِهشَشبِ انكِشاوِو ٍَ انمََُُرَُ          اسِدائُِتَُ

َّصَها وَكُُدُ إِرا يا انخَُمُ انمَُاج تَُاَُِا. تِرَصشَفِ انمَُا       نثُك شَ  

ٍَّ انعَىانُِا.   وَعادََِحٍ سَىوَ انجَشادِ وَصَعرُها            تِكَفٍّ وَلَذ أََحَىا إِنَ

for generous drinking comrades, my steed I used to slay 

 and between two singing slave-girls my cloak I tore. 

And when spears frightened the war steeds away,  

my fingers were deft in wielding the spear. 

A host that swarmed like locusts, I cast into disarray   

with my bare hands—though long spears were aimed my way (Abd 

Yaghūth, as cited in Jad Al-Mawla et al., 1981, lines 16-18). 

The poet‟s sense of lamentation is increased through his transition from the 

future that is ugly, inactive, inevitable and destructive, and the past that is 

happy, glorious, pleasant, active and free but irrecoverable. This shift 

between the past and the present enacts “the unresolvable tension between the 

unfigurable nature of death” (Valeri, 2019, p. 22) and the poet‟s identity.  

Here, the poet seeks to deepen his self-lamentation which results from 

having his active, fearless, noble, honorable and happy life doomed to be 

soon sealed with silence and death. The images employed in the lines above 

also win the reader‟s sympathy for the fate of a noble and fearless warrior 
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who in the past, used to sacrifice his means of survival, his camels, for his 

companions and the poor people, but who is left alone to face death.  

Abd Yaghūth closes the poem with his constant and unavoidable sense 

of loss, estrangement and self-lamentation that is deepened by remembering 

his glorious past which is in a stark contrast to his inglorious and miserable 

present and his future which drags him to mortality. Again, he remembers his 

past life of bravery in the battlefields, his enjoyment of drinking wine with 

his companions and his hospitality and generosity.   

ٍَ نَى أَسكَة جَىاداً وَنَى أَلُم ٍَ كُشٌّ ََفِّسٍ عٍَ سِجانُِا      كَأَِّ  نِخَُهِ

ٌَّ وَنَى أَلُم أَسثَإِ وَنَى  .أَعظًِىا ضَىءَ َاسَِا صِذقٍ نِأََساسِ     انضِقَّ انشَوِ

As though I had never mounted a horse, nor told: 
My steed ―charge—relieve my warriors from the burden of fighting!‖ 

As though I had never broached the brimming wineskin, 

nor called to trusty comrades: ―Raise the blaze—make bright my fire!‖ 

          (Abd Yaghūth, as cited in Jad Al-Mawla et al., 1981, lines 19-20). 

Although the final lines are dominated by the speaker‟s past memories, they 

indirectly indicate his present emotional state and psyche as he approaches 

his inescapable death. This reinforces the mournful tone which pervades the 

whole poem. What makes the glorious past more painful, sorrowful and 

lamentable to the speaker is the unavoidable moment of his mortality.  Using 

the warfare images of riding and charging with steed, and the image of the 

raging fire foreshadows the speaker‟s death, and intensify his self-

lamentation as he strives to come to terms with it. His sense of exile and 

alienation are heightened through his reminiscences of his companions whom 

he defended in the battlefield, feasted with in peaceful times with the 

company of wine. The poet‟s soul-crushing sense of self-lamentation is 

magnified as he realized that despite his heroism and self-sacrifice during 

battles, and his magnanimity in peaceful times, he will not be redeemed from 

death (Stetkevych, 1993). 

The employment of the final images and the expression (ٍَ  as though/كَأَِّ

I) convey the speaker‟s excruciating pain due to the inevitable destruction of 

his “self-identity” (Mendoza, 2017, p. 2) as a fearless and generous warrior 

who will cease to exist. The repeated use of the Arabic negation particle Lam 

( ىنَ / never) intensifies the speaker‟s self-lamentation as he struggles to come to 

terms with the ephemeral nature of worldly glory and honor. Abd Yaghūth‟s 

laments his alienation from his horse which is “a symbol… of salvation, 

goodness and life” (Masarwah, 2013, p. 535).  

Having no source of consolation to help him endure his death which is 

implied in the poem through his persistent longing to the past, Abd Yaghūth 
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succeeded in creating unforgettable effect of self-lamentation, and in drawing 

the readers to identify with his emotional state and sympathize with his 

sufferings. The poem‟s anti-consolatory stance links it modern English 

elegies, such as Hardy‟s “The Darkling Thrush” that refuses to offer 

consolation.   

In his book al-Bayān wa al-tabyīn (845 A. D.), al-Jāḥiẓ stated that Abd 

Yaghūth‟s Lā talūmānī, kafā al-lawmu mā biyā was one of the most 

sorrowful poems written in the pre-Islamic period.  He argued that the poetry 

written by Abd Yaghūth and Tarafa bin Al-Abd at the moment of their death 

was more eloquent and magnificent than their poetry at the times of safety 

and welfare (Jad Al-Mawla et al, 1981).      

V- “The Seafarer”: The Symbolic Journey toward God’s Bliss 

“The Seafarer” is “a dramatic monologue divided into two parts” (The 

Seafarer introduction, Shippy, 2017, p. 467). “The Seafarer” is written in old 

English that it is difficult to be understood by the modern reader (Alexander, 

1989). It has been translated lots of times by different writers, poets, and 

other scholars. The first translation was done by Benjamin Thorpe in 1842. 

The most famous translations of the poem are made by Ezra Pound, R. K. 

Gordon, and Michael Alexander (Delanty & Matto, 2011). 

“The Seafarer” portrays the life of the Anglo-Saxon tribes that is 

marked by fragmentation, instability and fragility. Anglo-Saxon society was 

divided into ruling lords and their followers. Hence, the followers tried to 

satisfy their lords by all means. This social relationship made them live in a 

state of loss and alienation (Crossley-Holland, 1988).     

The opening of the poem in which the speaker intends to provide 

personal details of his life and sufferings represent one of the formal features 

of Old English elegy (Klinck, 1992). In the first part, the seafarer depicts his 

personal experiences of exile during his self-chosen sea journey. Being 

isolated from his homeland, home and friends while voyaging in the cold sea, 

the seafarer is overwhelmed with sorrow and agony. He opens the poem with 

the hardships and woes he faces as a seafarer by depicting how he spent his 

life of the sea 

Sitting day-long 

at an oar‟s end clenched against clinging sorrow, 

breast-drought I have borne, and bitternesses too. 

I have coursed my keel through care-halls without end 

over furled foam, I forward in the bows 

through the narrowing night, numb, watching 

for the cliffs we beat along (Alexander, 2008, lines 3-9). 
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The speaker recalls his past life and his drinking companions. In fact, he 

cherishes this company because it is a source of comfort, joy and belonging. 

Greenfield states that the sense of loss and alienation is noticeably the main 

theme in the poem. The deep feeling of despair and sorrow dominates the 

beginning and the middle of the poem (1954, p. 201). The poet is both 

physically and spiritually tormented. He depicts the harshness of the sea by 

referring to natural phenomena such as hail and cold. The seafarer describes 

how the   

Hail flew in showers, 

there was no sound there but the slam of waves 

along an icy sea. The swan‟s blare 

my seldom amusement; for men‟s laughter 

there was curlew-call, there were the cries of gannets, 

for mead-drinking the music of the gull (Alexander, 2008, lines 21-26). 

Although at first, nature is viewed by the poet as a place of his self-imposed 

exile and a source of his alienation, sorrow and loss of entertainment and 

friendship, the inclusion of bird imagery indicates that nature is not only 

harsh, alienating and tormenting, but it is also comforting, consoling and 

compensating. In the lines above, the poet compensates his alienation and the 

loss of friends and physical pleasure by finding pleasure in nature. Thus, he 

alleviates the pangs of memory and nostalgia for the happy past with the joy 

of the immediate natural setting. This means that the seafarer does not 

succumb to his exile, loss, lamentation and isolation. On the contrary, he 

manages to meditate on his situation and to overcome his sufferings. This is 

due to isolation and exile that grant him a chance of contemplation to see 

things from another perspective (Viljoen, 2010).  

The poet of “The Seafarer” also uses words that begin with the hissing 

and voiceless sound /s/ like “sound”, “slam”, “sea” and “swan” to convey, 

with clarity and immediacy, his psychological state of sorrow and torment. 

This reveals “the elegy‟s preoccupation with psychology” (Klinck, 1992, p. 

228). He uses alliteration to maximize his grief. He employs caesuras to 

surprise the reader and lend his poem a gloomy and sorrowful tone.  

Althagafy (2024) states “the repeated long /i/ sounds in each line foresees the 

heavy thoughts and doubts running through the speaker‟s mind” (p. 35). He 

adds, “the exile experiences a powerful sense of deprivation, and a lack of 

social support and family. This is poignantly depicted in the frightful imagery 

that utilizes the extensive use of alliteration with the “h” sound as shown in 

lines 16-19” (2024, p. 35). 
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Although the seafarer laments his exile in the cold sea and the loss of 

the physical pleasures of life on the land, he could not resist the urge that 

drives him to be on the sea.  

His heart is not in harping nor in the having of rings, 

has no delight in women nor the world‟s gladnesses 

nor can think of anything outside the thrash of waves, 

sea-struck, is distracted, stillness lost (Alexander, 2008, lines 49-52). 

In the lines above, the speaker repeats the word „nor‟ to emphasize the sense 

of deprivation and loss of earthly pleasures endured by him and any other 

seafarer. The shift from the first person „I‟ to the adjective pronoun „his‟, 

indicates a thematic transition from personal experiences of suffering to an 

objective truth about physical life. Although his life on the sea made him 

exiled and friendless, yearning for the sound of the harp, the pleasure with his 

woman, drinking wine, and the earthly glory that he gained in battles with his 

lord, the seafarer felt attached to his seafaring life. 

 “The Seafarer” is reflective of both the Anglo-Saxon and Christian 

cultures.  This is evidenced in the blending of the old pagan Anglo-Saxon and 

Christian elements that is obvious in the speaker‟s statement that “Fate is 

stronger, the Creator mightier, than any man‟s thought” (Alexander, 2008, 

lines: 28-29). The poet acknowledges the power of fate. However, it is 

viewed as a test for the seafarer‟s patience, “willpower and … fortitude” 

(Stumpf, 2019, p. 78). In this way, fate becomes “an instrument of divine 

will” (Stumpf, 2019, p. 57). 

Another example of the incorporation of Christian elements is included 

in the lines below in which the speaker renounces all earthly pleasures for the 

sake of the eternal happiness in heaven (Greenfield, 1954). The seafarer 

believes that 

…far warmer to me 

are the Lord‟s kindnesses than this life of death 

lent us on land. 

I do not believe 

earthly estate is everlasting: 

three things all ways threaten a man‟s peace 

and one before the end shall overthrow his mind; 

either illness or age or the edge of vengeance (Alexander, 2008, lines 

70-77). 

Here, the speaker compares the eternal „joys of the Lord‟ with the transient 

pleasures of the earthly life. He comforts and assures himself that his 

hardships, exile and sorrow will vanish with death, and that his soul will be 
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compensated with everlasting happiness and peace by „the Lord‟ in the 

afterlife. In the quote below, the speaker expresses his deep-seated conviction 

that worldly glory, power, nobility and physical bodies could not withstand 

the power of death that is unstoppable.  

Days are soon over, 

on earth imperium with the earl‟s hand fails; 

kings are not now, kaisers are not, 

there are no gold-givers like the gone masters 

who between them framed the first deeds in the world, 

in their lives lordly, in the lays renowned (Alexander, 2008, lines 88-

93). 

The speaker sheds light of the fleeting nature of time and its destructive 

forces. From the middle part to the final line, the poem shifts from 

lamentation to sermonizing, teaching the Christian values of Godly love, 

patience, faith and devotion.  

Let us think where we have our home, 

and then consider how to come thither; 

then let us also strive so that we may go there, 

into the eternal blessedness, 

where life belongs in love of the Lord, 

in hope of heaven. 

Thanks be to God because he, the Holy One, 

the Prince of Glory, the Lord everlasting, 

has honoured us throughout all time. 

Amen (Alexander, 2008, lines 88-93). 

 

In the lines above, the seafarer replaces the personal pronouns with the 

collective pronoun “us” to shift the readers‟ attention from his emotional and 

subjective portrayal of hardship, sorrow, loss and alienation to a 

contemplation that is philosophical and religious in nature. This part of the 

poem with the expression „let us‟ turns it to a prayer ends with consolation, 

hope, unwavering faith in and submission to God‟s will and wisdom. 

Therefore, the poem progresses from a meditation of the transience of earthly 

life to a symbolic journey toward God and the eternal life (Crossley-Holland, 

1988). The speaker overcomes his agony, worries, loss and torment by 

feeling empowered by God‟s love. The seafarer uses Christian expressions 

such as „the Prince of Glory‟ and „the Lord everlasting‟ to refer to God. Such 

expressions indicate the mixing of pagan and Christian elements and 

worldviews. The speaker‟s Christian faith distinguishes him from the pagan 



  مجلة كلية التربية الاساسية
 الجامعة المشتيصرية –كلية التربية الاساسية 

 

Journal of College of Basic Education Vol.31 (NO. 431) 2025, pp. 34-87 

                                                              

 December )0202(  كاىون الاول                                       الاساسية التربية كلية مجلة

 54 
                                                                                                                            

 

 

 

heroes of other Old Anglo-Saxon poems (Mitchell, 1995). It also plays an 

essential role in constructing his identity as it reveals his wisdom, mental 

growth and agency against the challenges of exile (Stumpf, 2019). 

Mitchell underscores the strong presence of the Christian elements 

when he stated that the last part of the poem is an “allegory based on the 

familiar conception that life on earth is a pilgrimage towards Heaven and that 

those who live it are exiles from Heaven” (1995, p. 310). This view is also 

shared by Klinck (1992) who argues that “The Seafarer” represents a journey 

from the hardships of physical journey in the cold sea to the spiritual and 

comforting journey towards God. 

Therefore, the poem signals a transition from the physical sea journey 

to a meditation on the ephemerality of physical pleasure and the permanence 

of the heavenly afterlife (Shippy, 2017). Furthermore, Gordon (1960) argues 

that this shift is “an act symbolic of the renunciation of worldly life generally 

and the ready acceptance of the struggles and sufferings involved in the quest 

for eternal bliss” (p. 7).   

This aligns with the use of the visual and the auditory images of the 

birds which according to Merila (2016), stand for the connection between 

earth and sky and the Seafarer‟s solitude in the vast sea makes him reach for 

spirituality that leads him to the path of God.  

VI- Comparative Analysis: Convergences and Divergences     

Despite their literary, cultural and historical contexts, Abd Yaghūth‟s 

Lā talūmānī, kafā al-lawmu mā biyā and “The Seafarer” reveal distinctive 

convergences as well as striking divergences. The two poems share a deep-

seated, honest and immediate expression of death, exile, and alienation. In 

terms of length, “The Seafarer” is longer than Lā talūmānī, kafā al-lawmu mā 

biyā. Where Abd Yaghūth‟s poem laments the speaker‟s exile, anguish and 

estrangement due to being captured on the battlefield, “The Seafarer” 

elegizes the speaker‟s self-imposed exile that ends up with his spiritual 

journey toward divine consolation.  

Where the setting of Abd Yaghūth‟s poem is the desert of Arabian 

Peninsula, the setting of “The Seafarer” is the icy, cold sea. In the two poems, 

the speakers mourn the loss of their drinking companions and the sweet 

moments they spent together, and nostalgically recalled their homes. Both 

poems shift from the immediate setting to the longed-for-places. In Abd 

Yaghūth‟s Lā talūmānī, kafā al-lawmu mā biyā, the speaker, overwhelmed by 

his miserable condition under captivity, longs to a reunion with his drinking 

comrades in Najran and Hadramout. Likewise, the seafarer‟s exile in the 
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gloomy and cold sea ignited his nostalgia to the mead Hall and his drinking 

friends.  

Both poets incorporate natural elements and aspects of their culture 

and social environment. Abd Yaghūth includes references to animals such as 

camels, horses and lions. His use of this distinctive animal and warfare 

imagery reflects his Bedouin life.  Similarly, the poet of “The Seafarer” 

employs images of natural phenomena related to the sea such as cold, hail, 

frost and snow. He also creates bird imagery through his reference to birds 

such as the eagle, the curlew, the gull and the cuckoo. These images are 

reflective of the Anglo-Saxon way of life. The seafarer also mentions seasons 

such as winter and spring. 

However, the two poets differ in their treatment of nature. Nature in 

“The Seafarer” has a strong presence and a remarkable significance to the 

speaker. It is lived in the present and serves as a source of compensation and 

comfort for the speaker‟s alienation, loss and sorrow. Conversely, in Abd 

Yaghūth‟s Lā talūmānī, kafā al-lawmu mā biyā, nature is remembered and it 

is part of his glorious and joyous past that is doomed to end soon. Therefore, 

natural elements such as camels, horses, lion and locusts deepen his spiritual 

torment because they symbolize the traits that made up his glorious character 

in the past. On the other hand, the poet of “The Seafarer,” moves between the 

past that was spent on the land, the present that is harsh due to exile on the 

sea, and the joyous future promised by God.  

“The Seafarer” clearly portrays the speaker‟s physical and spiritual 

torment. Abd Yaghūth‟s Lā talūmānī, kafā al-lawmu mā biyā depicts the 

speaker‟s longing to his past within the context of his impending death to 

dive into his mental and spiritual agony.  

Additionally, the two texts are also similar with regard to employment 

of the rhythmical techniques and the repetition of specific sounds convey the 

feelings of agony, estrangement and sorrow. Furthermore, both poems blend 

pagan and Christian elements. Yet, both the pagan and the Christian elements 

in “The Seafarer” are more recognizable than Lā talūmānī, kafā al-lawmu mā 

biyā which reveals the dominance and persistence of the pagan mindset.  

Contrary to “The Seafarer” that transitions from lamentation, agony, 

loss and indignation to certainty and faith, Abd Yaghūth‟s poem is embroiled 

in self-lamentation and doubt. The speaker refuses to accept the end of his 

glorious, noble, joyous, chivalrous and adventurous life as a result of the 

impending death. 

Whereas the seafarer‟s agony, exile and sorrow were resolved at the 

end of the poem with the promise of the eternal pleasures of the afterlife, the 
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speaker in Lā talūmānī, kafā al-lawmu mā biyā was left alone and 

inconsolable, grappling, until the final moment of his life, with his personal 

loss, alienation, pain and death. The poet of “The Seafarer” consoles himself 

with his firm belief in the transience of earthly glory and pleasures, and his 

acceptance of death. On the contrary, Abd Yaghūth could not accept 

vainglory. In other words, while death in “The Seafarer” is directly 

mentioned and accepted as part of God‟s wise and divine plan and as 

something that leads to God‟s kindness in heaven, it is implied, received with 

shock and disbelief, and rejected in Lā talūmānī, kafā al-lawmu mā biyā. 

Here, it is rejected because it is seen as the end of Abd Yaghūth‟s earthly life 

with no promise of a better afterlife. In other words, in contrast to the seafarer 

who renounces earthly pleasure and chooses Heavenly life, Abd Yaghūth 

clings to life by wrestling with death. Therefore, while the readers of “The 

Seafarer” are relieved from the feelings of sorrow and sympathy due to the 

seafarer‟s faith in the reward of the afterlife, the readers of Abd Yaghūth‟s 

poem are burdened with their sympathy and sorrow.  

In Lā talūmānī, kafā al-lawmu mā biyā, the speaker is engaged in self-

praise and is consumed by his self-lamentation, exile, loss and longing. By 

comparison, the seafarer is concerned with God‟s praise and his journey 

towards everlasting bliss. The journey motif also reveals certain divergences. 

In “The Seafarer”, the journey motif occupies a central position. The journey 

is both physical and spiritual. The poem starts with the physical and harsh sea 

journey, and ends with the spiritual and comforting journey toward God and 

Heaven. In contrast, Abd Yaghūth does not employ this motif because he is 

completely overwhelmed by his personal loss and self-lamentation.   

Another major difference between the two poems is related to the 

construction of identity. Where the seafarer constructed his identity by 

gaining wisdom and agency through self-reflection on death and the 

mutability of life that led him to God, Abd Yaghūth was concerned with his 

unresolvable conflict with death that is seen as an imminent threat to his 

identity. In other words, the Seafarer's identity is reconstructed through faith 

(moving from an earthly to a spiritual self). At the same time, Abd Yaghūth's 

poem is an intense act of affirming and clinging to his established earthly 

identity in the face of its imminent erasure. 

As for the conflict in the two poems, Abd Yaghūth‟s poem enacts the 

speaker‟s internal and external strive as he fights against dying and the 

resulting loss of his self-identity, whereas “The Seafarer” underscores man‟s 

conflict against the physical forces of nature, and his divine war against the 

devil to win God‟s bliss.  



  مجلة كلية التربية الاساسية
 الجامعة المشتيصرية –كلية التربية الاساسية 

 

Journal of College of Basic Education Vol.31 (NO. 431) 2025, pp. 34-87 

                                                              

 December )0202(  كاىون الاول                                       الاساسية التربية كلية مجلة

 51 
                                                                                                                            

 

 

 

VII- Conclusion  

In conclusion, the comparative reading of Abd Yaghūth‟s Lā talūmānī, kafā 

al-lawmu mā biyā and the Old English “The Seafarer” showcases the 

universal articulation of mourning and grief across literarily, culturally and 

historically divergent contexts. However, it underscores significant 

divergences. The conceptualization of mourning, exile and mortality in the 

two poems is determined by their different cultures. Where the Seafarer 

overcomes exile and mourning through the divine consolation and hope, and 

the spiritual journey to God, Abd Yaghūth is overpowered by his self-

lamentation, hopelessness and the impending and inconsolable loss and 

sorrow. Thus, the two poems reveal their unique social and cultural values. 

In its progression from the sea, mourning and exile to consolation, the 

hereafter and heaven, “The Seafarer” indicates the gradual transition from 

pagan to Christian society. Yaghūth‟s lamentation stems from the pre-Islamic 

tribal code of chivalry and honor. In contrast, “The Seafarer” transforms 

personal loss and agony into a Christian meditation on transience and 

redemption. This proves poetry as a medium for the negotiation of exile, loss, 

mortality and identity across temporal and linguistic boundaries.  

This comparative approach between pre-Islamic and Old English elegies 

allows further investigation of contemporary English and Arabic elegiac 

writings to examine how the elegy is conceptualized in a global context.  
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 لا تلوماىي، كفى اللوو ما بياشاعرية الحداد والميفى في قصيدة عبد يغوث 

الجاهلي والصعر  قبل الاسلاو شعر رثاء ماوقصيدة "البحّار": قراءة مقارىة في 

 الاىلليزي القديه
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 مسحخلص البحث7

َرُاول هزا انًمال شُائُح انحدذاد وانًُفدً فدٍ لصدُذج  أ لا ذهىيداٍَ  كفدً انهدىو يدا تدٍب انردٍ كرثهدا                  

انشاعش عثذ َغىز انحاسشٍ فٍ عصش يالثم الاسلاو  ولصُذج "انثحّاس" انرٍ كرثها شاعش يجهدىل فدٍ   

هُضٌ انمذَى  الاَكهى سكسىٍَب. ويٍ خلال ذحهُم يماسٌ يفصّم نهُصٍُ  َسعً انًمال إنً انشعش الاَك

انكشف عٍ انكُفُح انرٍ اسرطاع تها انشاعشاٌ  سغى اخرلاف انسُالاخ الأدتُح وانصمافُح وانراسَخُح  أٌ 

وانًددىخ َماستددا شًُدداخ انفمددذ وانًُفددً وانهىَددح عثددش ذىلُددف انًششُددح نهرعثُددش عددٍ يشدداعش الاغرددشاب      

وانحُدٍُ. وَثددٍُّ انًمددال  يددٍ خددلال ذحهُددم اسددرخذاو انشددعشاء نددثعة انرمُُدداخ انشددعشَح يصددم انًدد ششاخ  

انصددىذُح  وانصددىخ انشددعشٌ  وانركددشاس  وانصددىس انثلاغُددح  أٌ انمصددُذذٍُ ذُثددشصاٌ يددىاطٍ انرلالددٍ  

   ً ُفددً والاغرددشاب والاخددرلاف فددٍ يعانجرهًددا نهًىضددىعاخ الإَسدداَُح انكىَُددح انًرًصهددح فددٍ انحددذاد وان

 .وانفُاء

 ."عثذ َغىز  انًششُح  انًُفً  انشعش الأَكهُضٌ انمذَى  انشعش انجاههٍ  "انثحّاس :الكلمات المفحاحٍة
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