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Part VII

EHI ® ™ DESERT
111

I BN Qutaiba, in a famous work on 
poetry, quoted a great desert 
poet, Abu Sakhr, as saying that 

nothing on earth brings verses so 
readily to mind as the sight of run­
ning water and wild places.281 This 
applies not only to springs, of course, 
but to all running water. Thomas 
recounts how his Arabs upon reach­
ing the Umm al-Hait hailed it with 
a song in praise of “the continuous 
and flowing rain,” whose bounty 
filled the bed of the wady, “flowing 
along between sand and stream 
course. . . . ”282 Just so Lehi holds 
up as the most admirable of ex­
amples “this river, continually run­
ning . . . ”; for to the people of the 
desert there is no more miraculous 
and lovely thing on earth than con­
tinually running water. In the most 
stirring episode of Saint-Exupery’s 
Wind, Sand, and Stars, the Arab 
chiefs who view the wonders of 
Paris with cool indifference burst 
into cries of devout rapture at the 
sight of a torrent in the Alps.283 
When the Beni Hilal stopped at 
their first oasis, the beauty of it 
and the green vegt/ation reminded 
them again of the homeland they 
had left, “and they wept greatly 
remembering it.”2“ It was because 
Laman and Lemuel were loud in 
lamenting the loss of their pleasant 
“land of Jerusalem . . . and their 
precious things” (I Nephi 2:11) 
that their father was moved to ad­
dress them on this occasion.

If the earliest desert poems were 
songs inspired by the fair sight of 
running water, no one today knows 
the form they took. That can only 
be conjectured from the earliest 
known form of Semitic verse. This 
is the saf, a short exhortation or 
injunction spoken with such solem­
nity and fervor as to fall into a sort 
of chant. Examples would be magi­
cal incantations, curses, and the 
formal pronouncements of teachers, 
priests, and judges.265 From the 
earliest times the saf was the form 
in which inspiration and revelation 
announced themselves.”266 Though 
566

the speaker of the saf did not aim 
consciously at metrical form, his 
words were necessarily more than 
mere prose, and were received by 
their hearers as poetry. The saj‘ had 
the effect of overawing the hearer 
completely and was considered ab­
solutely binding on the person to 
whom it was addressed,287 its aim be­
ing to compel action.268

Lehi’s words to his sons take just 
this form of short, solemn, rhythmi­
cal appeal. The fact that the speech 
to Laman exactly matches that to 
his brother shows that we have here 
such a formal utterance as the saf. 
The proudest boast of the desert 
poet is, “I utter a verse and after 
it its brother,” for the consumma­
tion of the poetic art was to have 
two verses perfectly parallel in form 
and content; few ever achieved this, 
the usual verse being followed at 
best by a "cousin” and not a 
brother.288 Yet Lehi seems to have 
carried it off. Of the moral fervor 
and didactic intent of his recitation 
there can be no doubt; the fact 
that Nephi recounts the episode in 
a record in which there is, as he 
says, only room for great essentials, 
shows what a deep impression it 
made upon him.

In addressing his sons in what 
looks like a little song, Lehi is do­
ing just what Isaiah does when he 
speaks to Israel in a shirat dodi, 
“a friendly chant,” a popular song 
about a vine which, once the 
hearer’s attention has been won, 
turns into a very serious moral 
tirade.270 On another occasion, as 
we have noted, he employs the 
popular figure of the olive tree. The 
stock opening line of the old desert 
poems is, “O my two friends!” an 
introduction which, says Ibn Qutai­
ba, should be avoided, “since only 
the ancients knew how to use it 
properly, uniting a gentle and 
natural manner with the grandiose 
and magnificent.”271 Lehi’s poem is 
an example of this: he addresses 

his two sons separately but with 
the vocative O! and describes the 
river and valley in terms of unsur­
passed brevity and simplicity and in 
the vague and sweeping manner of 
the real desert poets, of whom Bur­
ton says, “there is a dreaminess of 
idea and a haze thrown over the 
object, infinitely attractive, but in­
describable.”272

According to Richter, the best 
possible example of the primitive 
Arabic qasid is furnished by those 
old poems in which one’s beloved 
is compared to a land “in which 
abundant streams flow down . . . 
with rushing and swirling, so that 
the water overflows every evening, 
continually.”273 Here the “contin­
ually flowing” water is compared to 
the person addressed, as in Lehi’s 
“song” to Laman. The original 
qasid, the same authority avers, 
was built around the beseeching 
(worbonden, hence the name 
qasid) motif, not necessarily erotic 
in origin, as some think, but dealing 
with praise of virtue ( Tugendlob) 
in general.271 Ibn Qutaiba even 
claims that the introductory love 
theme was merely a device to gain 
the attention of male listeners and 
was not at all the real stuff of the 
poem.273 The standard pattern is 
a simple one: (a) the poet’s at­
tention is arrested by some impres­
sive natural phenomenon, usually 
running water; (b) this leads him 
to recite a few words in its praise, 
drawing it to the attention of a be­
loved companion; and (c) making 
it an object lesson for the latter, 
who is urged to be like it. Burton 
gives a good example: at the sight 
of the Wady al-Akik the nomad 
poet is moved to exclaim,

O my friend, this is Akik, then stand by it. 
Endeavoring to be distracted by love, if 

not really a lover.

This seems to be some sort of love 
song, albeit a peculiar one, and some

THE IMPROVEMENT ERA



ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR
HISTORY AND RELIGION

BRIGHAM YOUNG UNIVERSITY Photograph by Adalbert Bartlett

have claimed that all the old qasids 
were simply love songs.276 But 
Burton and his Arabs know the 
real meaning, “the esoteric meaning 
of this couplet.” which quite escapes 
us:

Man! This is a lovely portion of God’s 
creation:

Then stand by it, and here learn to love 
the perfections of thy Supreme 
Friend.277

Compare this with Lehi’s appeal to 
Lemuel:

O that thou mightest be like unto this 
valley, firm and steadfast,

And immovable in keeping the command­
ments of the Lord!

Note the remarkable parallel: in 
each case the poet, a wanderer in 
the desert, is moved by the sight 
of a pleasant valley; he calls the 
attention of his beloved companion 
to the view, and appeals to his
JULY 1950

In modern Palestine precious water 
is lifted from ancient wells by this 
picturesque "donkey-power pump," a 
strongly built wooden wheel which 
operates an endless chain of clay 
buckets.

friend to learn a lesson from the 
valley and “stand by it,” firm and 
unshakable in the love of the ways 
of the Lord. Let us list briefly the 
exacting conditions fulfilled by 
Nephi’s account of his father’s 
qasids, conditions fulfilled likewise 
by the earliest known desert poems.

( 1 ) They are Brunnen — or 
Quellenlieder, as the Germans call 
them, that is, songs inspired by the 
sight of water gushing from a spring 
or running down a valley.

(2) They are addressed to one 
or ( usually ) two traveling compan­
ions.

( 3 ) They praise the beauty and 
the excellence of the scene, calling 
it to the attention of the hearer as 
an object lesson.

(4 The hearer is urged to be 
like the thing he beholds.278

(5) The poems are recited ex­
tempore on the spot and with great 
feeling.

(6) They are very short, and one 
verse should be followed by its 
“brother,” making a perfectly 
matched pair.279

Here we have beyond any doubt 
all the elements of a situation of 
which no westerner in 1830 could 
have had the remotest conception. 
Nephi has described the very situa­
tion in which the great men of the 
desert were once long ago wont to 
speak the words that made their 
names immortal among the nomads 
and scholars of a later generation. 
And the words they uttered were, 
to the best of our knowledge, of 
exactly the same cast and content 
as those spoken by Lehi, who now 
stands before us as something of 
a poet, as well as a great prophet 
and leader. This is a reminder that 
in the world in which Lehi was 
moving, those three offices had to go 
together.

It has often been said that there 
is no real poetry in the Book of 
Mormon—no real English poetry, 
that is. By the same token there 
is no real Danish or Russian poetry. 
The explanation of this grave defect 
is a simple one: If there were any 
good poetry in the book, it would 
give just cause for suspicion, for 
Burton, even while praising the 
matchless genius of the desert poets, 
is careful to point out that they are 
utterly “destitute of the poetic taste, 
as we define it” (Italics author s.i280 
To Lehi’s “literary” critics we need 
only reply that its authors were 
never supposed to have composed 
in English or Danish or Russian. 
The same literary critics may af­
firm with equal confidence that there 
is no good literature in Mutanabbi 
or the Kitab-al-Aghani, not one of 
whose vast store of poems has ever 
been done into great or even good 
English verse. Yet those who know 
these books best insist that they 
represent the high point not only in 
Arabic but in all poetry.

As if to prove that no westerner 
could possibly have dreamed up 
Nephi’s account, we are challenged 
by the remarkable expression, “like 
unto this valley, firm and steadfast, 
and immovable. . . .” Who west of 
Suez would ever think of such an 
image? At the very least the proof­
reader should have caught such a 
howler, which should certainly 
have been corrected in subsequent 
editions; for we, of course, know 

{Continued on page 587)
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cemetery about half way from east 
to west. It is reached by following 
the path into the cemetery and then 
going to the south line. The origi­
nal headstone is still in place.

Palmyra, key point in this 
month’s area, is twenty-three miles 
southeast of Rochester and is 
reached by highway thirty-one. It 
is sixty-five miles west of Syracuse 
and can be reached by taking high­
way 21 to Palmyra via Manchester 
Village and Hill Cumorah. Ap­
proaching Palmyra from the south, 
from the New York City area, a 
favorable route is highway 17 to 
Owego, then highway 96 to Man­
chester, and highway 21 to Palmyra, 
via Hill Cumorah which is four 
miles south of Palmyra.

From eastern New York points, 
highway 31 direct or highways 20 
or 5 to Canandaigua, then north on 
highway 21, lead to Palmyra. Far­
ther north highway 104, the “Ridge 
Route,’ can be followed to William­
son where highway 21 intersects 
it and follows southerly to Palmyra.

By bus. excellent service to Pal­
myra is maintained from Rochester, 
twenty-three miles northwest, and 
from Syracuse, sixty-five miles east.

and intermediate points including 
Lyons, the county seat of Wayne 
County, fifteen miles, and Newark 
(N.Y.). nine miles. There is no 
regular bus service from Canandai­
gua to Palmyra.

By air the most satisfactory ap­
proach is from Rochester where ex­
cellent air service is maintained by 
American Airlines on one of its 
principal routes. The same service 
is available approaching from Syra­
cuse, but the distance to Palmyra 
is much greater.

Next month the Auburn, New 
York area, where Brigham Young 
spent his young manhood, became 
an expert carpenter and builder, 
married, and set himself up in 
business, will be discussed.

Note: When names of railroads, air­
lines, or bus lines are given, it should 
not be implied that there is any connection 
or arrangement with such concerns. This 
service is entirely independent and gives 
the best information available without 
influence from any outside source.

Persons traveling from the New York 
area to Palmyra can visit the Peter 
Whitmer home in the Town of Fayette, 
Seneca County, New York, by turning 
west three miles south of Waterloo and 
going one mile west. A sign on the left 
(going north) indicates the intersection.

How many 
salutes does a 
governor rate?

What was the 
largest baby 
ever born ?

When do 
goldfish 
spawn? j

When was the 
Liberty Bell 
in Utah?

212,265
TIMES LAST YEAR

SCOUTING FOR 11 - YEAR - OLD ROYS
(Concluded from page 565)

National and regional scouters, 
when they have had carefully ex­
plained to them the new program 
for eleven-year-olds in the Church, 
have been very enthusiastic about 
it. They see in the plan, as we do, 
the possibility of getting our youth 
out into the open in a planned pro­
gram that will do more than any­
thing else to teach them the ideals 
of scouting, which are the ideals 
of the Church.

President George Albert Smith, 
prophet, seer, and revelator, and 
ranking scouter of the Church, ex­
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all about everlasting hills, but who 
ever heard of a steadfast valley? 
The Arabs, to be sure. For them 
the valley, and not the mountain, is 
the symbol of permanence. It is 
not the mountain of refuge to which 
they flee, but the valley of refuge.
JULY 1950 

presses his feelings and ours, as 
well as the policy of the M.I.A. 
and the Church, in the following 
words:

After many years of close contact with 
scouting through national and local 
leaders, and with many Scouts of various 
faiths, I am convinced that particiffetion 
in this splendid program is one of the 
most worth-while experiences our boys 
can have.

The ideals of scouting, like the princi­
ples of the gospel of Jesus Christ, are in­
tended to make boys better companions, 
more useful citizens, and happier indi­
viduals.

It is my desire to see scouting extended 
to every boy in the Church where that is 
at all possible.

The great depressions that run for 
hundreds of miles across the Ara­
bian peninsula pass for the most 
part through plains devoid of moun­
tains.281 It is in these prehistoric 
riverbeds alone that water, vegeta­
tion, and animal life are to be found,

(Continued on following page)

The celebrated New York 
Times recently announced with 
pride that its Public Information 
Service had answered 140,326 
questions for readers during 1948. 
Needless to say, we of The Salt 
Lake Tribune and Salt Lake Tele­
gram are therefore doubly proud 
of the 212,265 questions that were 
answered by our Library Infor­
mation Service during 1949.

We are delighted that our 
readers look to us for authori­
tative answers to their questions 
and problems. More than 20,000 
employe hours were spent last 
year to maintain this reader serv­
ice which we feel helps build 
and maintain the excellent repu­
tation for public confidence and 
service which The Salt Lake 
Tribune and Salt Lake Telegram 
enjoy.

The Salt Lake Tribune 
Salt Lake Telegram

Answers to questions above:
1 —Nineteen 2— 18 pounds at birth
3 —April or May 4—July 11,1915
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when all else is desolation.282 They 
offer the Arab the only chance of 
escaping detection from his enemies 
and death from hunger and thirst. 
The qualities of firmness and stead­
fastness, of reliable protection and 
sure refuge when all else fails, 
which other nations attribute nat­
urally to mountains, the Arabs at­
tribute to valleys.2S3

( To be continued)
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keen competition was apparent and 
where honors had to be won by 
intelligent effort:
Second Place in Percent of Quota 
Second Place in Total Subscriptions 
Three wards in the Hall of Fame

One of the Era’s most loyal sup­
porters, Phoenix must be reckoned 
with in every campaign by those 
who aspire to high honors.
Los Angeles Stake Ranks with 

Top Leaders
Los Angeles Stake made a 

strong bid for leadership honors 
and finished in two positions of
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