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Towards philology and poetics, again and again

Roberto Gaudioso

When I was asked to write a preface to this volume, my first reaction was to wonder
why me; me, who, out of a certain caution, have always tried in my scholarly work to
keep some distance from religious literature. My second thought turned to the title,
Knowledge is Rhythm. This assertion, when associated with the religious domain
— and keeping clearly in mind the work of analysis and translation carried out by
Emiliano Minerba — ended up linking my reflection on this book to that of a French
intellectual: Henri Meschonnic. It was at that point that I truly decided to write
this preface. I realized that, although this volume is among the works of Minerba
that are furthest from my own area of expertise, it nevertheless preserves a deep
proximity: our scholarly trajectories and, above all, our projects concerning the
discipline itself are profoundly aligned. I am referring here to an aesthetic approach
to textual interpretation and to a philological attention that recognizes the text as
possessing a non-negotiable centrality.

It does not matter that Minerba does not explicitly use or cite Meschonnic: the
absence of such a reference does not diminish his work in any way. Minerba and
Meschonnic in fact converge on a fundamental point, which concerns the priority
of sense (also understood as perception) over theory, that is, an inductive approach
to the material to be investigated or analysed, as well as the decisive importance
they both attribute to rhythm — an importance that emerges clearly not only at the
level of theory, but also in Minerba’s concrete analyses of the stylistic structures,
where rhythm functions as a vehicle of knowledge and, at the same time, as a means
through which the verse itself is learned, whether formally or informally, rather
than as a mere formal ornament.

Ni la théorie du rythme, ni la théorie du sens, ni celle du sujet ne sont constituées. Mais
jamais aucune théorie n’est constituée. L'erreur initiale serait d’attendre, pour I'une, que
l'autre soit plus assurée. Aucune des trois n’est un préalable a l'autre. Sauf a attendre
indéfiniment. Si le sens, le sujet, le rythme sont liés, travailler a I'un c’est les travailler
ensemble. (Meschonnic 1982: 78)

This convergence is not accidental. Rhythm is not an external form, nor an orna-
ment of discourse: rhythm is flesh, and flesh is life. As such, it does not require pre-
liminary theories or conceptual justifications in order to exist. Rhythm happens; it
precedes and traverses discourse and communication, and it is precisely for this
reason that it constitutes the place where knowledge and subjectivity become em-
bodied. It is in this sense that one of the central passages of Minerba’s book should
be read, where, on p. 68, he writes:
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VIII — Roberto Gaudioso

The identification here is a clear example of embodiment in application: the body of the
knower, in this case the poet, becomes the body of the persona-verita, the Master, and
by that, that body becomes the knowledge of the Master itself. It is worth noting that,
if one accepts the two concepts of persona-verita and embodiment as ways to transmit
knowledge, then it is absolutely equal and indifferent to say that “the knower embodies
his master” or “the knower embodies the knowledge of his master”. According to this per-
spective, we do not have knowledge, but we are knowledge; consequently, any distinction
between the knower and the known matter is a confusing abstraction.

Here the text not only thematizes the body, but assumes it as the very locus of knowl-
edge. The text becomes body, but the body, in turn, becomes knowledge. This may
appear as a vulgarization of Merleau-Ponty: I do not possess a body, I am one. In this
conception of embodying knowledge, Minerba’s approach and the religious horizon
of the Wolofal texts resemble one another. Minerba arrives at this position through
hermeneutics (maybe Ricceur) and through his studies on the Swahili poet of Uk-
erewe Euphrase Kezilahabi (Kezilahabi 1985; Gaudioso 2019): if the text is body and
the body is what we are, then distance disappears; poetry, with its knowledge and
its rhythm, becomes our blood.

At this point, one might legitimately ask why, then, such centrality should be
granted to texts — which might appear as “things” — rather than focusing more
directly on bodies, persons, and society. Why insist on the centrality of the text when
the experience conveyed by these texts is eminently embodied?

First of all, a necessary clarification is in order: the text is not a thing, it is not
an object, and it does not belong to the realm of material goods. Texts belong to the
immaterial goods of every culture, whether written or oral; if they are not remem-
bered, read, or listened to — and if through this practice they do not become flesh
and consciousness — they simply are not. Only in this latter case do we begin to
treat them as objects, believing that having written, printed, or digitally recorded
them may preserve them (something I sincerely hope!). But texts are not their sup-
ports: texts are neither paper nor ink, neither books nor megabytes. Texts have
different supports and modes of registration: memory, writing (by hand or print),
analog recording, or more recent digital forms of various kinds. These forms cer-
tainly modify the ways in which texts are experienced, but the human being has
not evolved further, and it still remains to be demonstrated that reading or listen-
ing to Giacomo Leopardi has a wholly different effect today than it did in the past on
our flesh and our consciousness. The text is that fixed linguistic unity, constituted
and woven so as to hold together.

A second answer comes to us from the Senegalese world. In a well-known pas-
sage by Birago Diop (1960: 64) we read:

Ecoute plus souvent
Les choses que les étres
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These verses, which open and structure the poem like a refrain, have often been
misunderstood in early translations, which obscured their literal meaning by do-
mesticating them to a Western worldview. English and Italian translations have
preferred to render the passage as “listen more to the things / than to the words
spoken” (see Soyinka 1995; John and Wake 1964). This choice probably derives from
the difficulty, within a dualistic framework, of accepting that a text considered rep-
resentative of African spirituality could invite one to “listen more to things than
to beings”. Perhaps the first translators fell into the following misunderstanding of
these lines: they supposed that beings are superior to things; in Western philos-
ophy, from Plato to Kant, being is “the idea/the noumenon” (but also “being” and
“subject/object” in Scholasticism and its interpretation of Aristotle), while the thing
is its earthly manifestation. Within this framework, Diop’s invitation is unsettling:
it does not devalue being, but rather removes the thing from a position of ontolog-
ical inferiority (see Gaudioso 2025). The “thing” — the text, one might say — thus
becomes a place of listening and of knowledge.

A third answer, more strictly disciplinary, concerns the very craft of those who
workin literary studies. Why grant centrality to texts? Because this is precisely what
aliterary investigation does. What other tools, indeed, does the scholar of literature
possess? Is it possible and legitimate to investigate these texts from other perspec-
tives? Certainly. Every discipline is partial and tells us something. But if our aim is to
interrogate their textuality — that is, why these discourses constitute themselves as
texts, whether oral or written — then we must turn to philology. If, instead, we wish
to understand why a language turns back upon itself in a pre-communicative act,
then we must turn to what Ingeborg Bachmann, in her Frankfurt lectures (2006),
claimed she could not even properly define: poetics. Philology and poetics are not
ancillary disciplines within literary studies, but constitute their very foundation:
the former guarantees the critical existence of the text, the latter renders intelligi-
ble its functioning as an artwork. Without philology there is no study of the text;
without poetics there is no study of the art of texts.

Once again, Meschonnic comes to our aid when he states that “la critique doit
étre théorie du sens, et de ce qui, dans le sens, déborde le sens, ou agit le rythme”
(Meschonnic 1982: 60). It is precisely for this reason that Minerba proposes a literary
study of Wolofal texts. His literary analysis does not reduce these texts to documents,
but restores to them their poetic rationale. In this sense, Knowledge is Rhythm re-
verses a now well-established tendency in Africanist studies: instead of applying
sociological, cultural, historical, political, religious, or philosophical frameworks to
literature, Minerba performs the opposite movement. He takes texts that would nor-
mally be analysed for their religious or philosophical value and subjects them to a
rigorous literary analysis.
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This does not mean that other disciplines are absent from the interpretative
horizon of the volume. On the contrary, philosophical discussion is clearly present
in the exegetical work; the historical dimension emerges in the succession of fig-
ures and poetics; and comparative perspectives are not lacking. What is striking,
however, is the rigour with which these tools are employed. Interdisciplinarity in
this book does not serve to dilute disciplinary rigour, but to strengthen the analysis
of textual matter. It is also for this reason that this volume is destined to occupy a
significant place not only in African studies, but in literary studies more broadly.

Finally, there is a constitutive element of Minerba’s work that goes beyond what
has been said so far and deserves to be made explicit: his relationship with Moudou
Biteye Faye. This relationship cannot be reduced to that between researcher and in-
formant. It is rather a master—disciple relationship, in which the researcher accepts
becoming a student. It is also, profoundly, a philological relationship: Faye is not an
informant of the language, but an interpreter of the text in its artistic, religious,
cultural, and linguistic integrity. Through this apprenticeship, Minerba develops a
practice of slow reading (and thus philological), attentive, word by word, which in-
forms the entire methodological framework of the book.

In this sense, Knowledge is Rhythm is not merely a study of Murid Wolofal po-
etry, but a broader reflection on what it means to read, interpret, and know texts —
and through them. It is perhaps precisely this quality that makes the book, despite
the specificity of its object, remarkably relevant for anyone seeking to understand
Senegal, and urgent with regard to the questions that today traverse literary criti-
cism and African studies alike.

Roberto Gaudioso
Tenure-track Assistant Professor
University of Naples “I’Orientale”
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