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ABSTRACT 

 

YEMBA LAMENTS: 
ANALYZING A BURIAL EVENT 

WITH AN EYE TO BIBLE TRANSLATION 
 

Gretchen Louise Harro 
Master of Arts 
with major in 

Applied Linguistics 
Dallas International University, December 2020 

 
Supervising Professor: Dr. Peter Unseth 
 

This thesis examines the content and role of Yemba lament songs (Cameroon). A 

4 day burial event was recorded, and Schrag’s (2013) seven lens descriptive approach is 

used, to provide a detailed description of the event. Conceptual Metaphor Theory is used 

to examine the database of 109 song extracts, leading to the identification of a primary 

metaphor, LIFE IS A JOURNEY. Though metaphor is the most frequent poetic device 

(32%), other poetic devices occur and are discussed: metonymy, rhetorical questions, 

irony, etc. Finally, turning to issues of Bible translation, aspects of Zogbo and Wendland 

(2020) are discussed. A biblical lament, (2 Sam 1:19-27), is analyzed and used to 

compare Hebrew and Yemba inventories of poetic devices and themes. The results reveal 

a great deal of overlap, with the major exception being the many types of Hebrew 

parallelism. It is suggested that such comparisons of lament texts would benefit Mother 

Tongue Translators as they prepare for translating. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 History of Thesis 

In 1995 I attended a Psalms workshop with my colleague Nancy Haynes and three 

Yemba speakers in Yaoundé, the capital city of Cameroon. The consultant leading the 

course was a man of much experience working in another Bible translation organization. 

The goals of the course were to produce a translation of a psalm or two translated into 

each of the languages represented by the many Cameroonian mother tongue speakers and 

put into song form. I assumed we would begin our study by asking each language group 

to explore their own oral literature by identifying and making an inventory of the poetic 

devices already available in each receptor language. However, much to my 

disappointment, we plunged immediately into an examination of devices of Hebrew 

poetry found in the Psalms. 

In the preface of his book Analyzing the Psalms, Wendland states that before 

beginning a translation: 

…it is important for the students to make a careful study of the poetic types and 
features of their own literary tradition, whether oral or written. Once they have done 
this, they can compare the poetry of their own language to Hebrew poetry in terms 
of form and purpose, remembering always that it is the translator’s aim to re-create 
the essential “meaning” (content + connotation + function) of a given Hebrew 
psalm by using the closest natural equivalents of poetic form in the receptor 
language (Wendland 2002, 14). 

In this thesis, I attempt to bridge the gap of my disappointment of that Psalms 

workshop and take to heart Wendland’s advice. My research goal is to analyze Yemba 



2 

 

poetry found in lament songs performed during a particular burial ceremony in the village 

of Bafou located in the highlands of Western Cameroon. 

 Location and Information Concerning Language Group 

Yemba is a Bamileke language spoken in the Menoua Division of the Western 

Region of Cameroon, about 6 hours of travel by car on paved road from the capital city of 

Yaoundé. The Western Region is shown on the following map with large star: 

 

Map 1 Location of Yemba area in Western Region of Cameroon 

According to the Ethnologue site1, Yemba is one of the Bamileke languages 

found within the Grassfield languages of the Western and Northwestern Regions of 

Cameroon. Below is a language map of the Grassfield languages of the Western and 

Northwestern Regions of Cameroon, showing the location of the Yemba language area as 

952 in the lower left corner. 

                                                 
1 https://www.ethnologue.com/language/ybb accessed November 23, 2020 
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Map 2 Yemba (952) and other Grassfield languages (ALCAM)2 

Yemba has two broad dialect groupings, Northern (including the villages of 

Bafou, Baleveng, and Bamendou) and Southern (including Foto, Foreke Dschang, Fongo 

Tongo, Fokoue). The data used in the analysis for this thesis is from the Northern dialect, 

specifically from Bafou. 

The Yemba-speaking people are often successful businessmen throughout the 

wider region, including the surrounding countries. Cool temperatures and fertile volcanic 

soil make it part of the breadbasket of Cameroon. Many civil servants and businessmen 

settle in the cities but maintain close cultural ties with the village. 

There could be a million speakers worldwide including those in Cameroon and 

the Yemba diaspora, from China to Belgium to Canada to the United States, including 

Arlington, Texas. They are known for their high level of solidarity expressed at 

community events such as burials, even when it involves great distances. 

                                                 
2 Dieu (1983) 
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Each neighborhood or quarter of a Yemba village has a chief or sub-chief, 

according to the history of conquests and actions by colonial administrators. The burial 

ceremony presented here took place in the quarter of Batsengala’, now officially 

considered to be part of the larger village of Bafou. Batsengala’ was never conquered by 

Bafou but the French placed it under the authority of the Paramount Chief of Bafou 

during colonial times. The chief of Batsengala’ is also called a sub-chief of Bafou. Thus 

it is rare if he and the Paramount Chief ever attend the same events, since they will both 

come with their royal umbrellas and there can be only one present at a time. This fact 

affected the participation of both of these men at the burial ceremony described here. 

 Summary of Chapters 

While this chapter (chapter 1) includes an introduction and background to the 

Yemba context, chapter 2 presents a review of the literature. Chapter 3 describes the 

methodology with which I did the research and qualitative analysis and how the 

recordings, films, transcriptions and interviews were carried out. I situate my research 

within the domains of ethnomusicology (Schrag), metaphor literature (Lakoff and 

Johnson; Kövecses and Lakoff) and strategies for rendering poetry in Bible translation 

(Wendland, Zogbo and Wendland). 

Chapter 4 includes the description of the burial ceremony of a single individual: 

Maurice Ngankeng or ‘Papa Nord’as he was popularly known. using Schrag’s system of 

seven lenses for the analysis of oral verbal arts, described in Creating Local Arts 

Together (2013). I first examine the frame or context in which the laments are sung: the 

burial ceremony itself. This methodology utilizes a multitude of lenses, examining space, 
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materials, participant organization, shape of the event through time, its performance 

features, its content, and the underlying symbolic systems (Schrag 2013, 63). 

Chapter 5 is a detailed analysis of the laments, using the methodology of 

cognitive linguistics as described in Zoltán Kövecses’ Metaphor: A Practical 

Introduction (2010). This includes an examination of the poetic devices employed, as 

well as the recurring themes. Special attention is given to the use of metaphor, 

metonymy, and rhetorical questions because of their high frequency. Other devices such 

as parallelism, personification, repetition, hyperbole, eulogy, kinship terms and irony are 

also examined. 

A given set of poetic devices, themes and music are the reassuring signals for the 

Yemba audience that they are truly engaged in lamenting the loss of a valued member of 

their society.  However, though certainly crucial, an examination of the music, 

instruments and meter of Yemba laments is beyond the scope of this paper, and will only 

be mentioned briefly. 

Chapter 6 is an application: Scripture meets Traditional Yemba Lament Form. 

The Psalms, with its abundance of lament psalms, provides many examples of Scripture 

lament which include or end with a note of hope. However, as I examined the Lament 

Psalms and laments in Yemba, I realized that the occasion when they were sung does not 

match. In contrast to the biblical laments, Yemba laments are sung only on occasions of 

burial. Therefore, in chapter 6, instead of using the lament Psalms as my basis of 

comparison, I opted to compare and contrast the use and function of poetic devices and 
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themes present in David’s lament for Jonathan and Saul (2 Samuel 1:19-27) with those in 

the Yemba data. These two texts seem to provide a better “match”. 

For practical considerations and pedagogical principles related to Hebrew poetry, 

I also consulted Zogbo and Wendland’s Hebrew Poetry in the Bible (2020). There are 

concluding remarks at the end of the chapter that propose how others could use this 

research and build on it. 

The translated language data used for the analysis are found in the tables of 

Appendices A-D. The other appendices include other tables and an interview with the 

Lament Singer. 

 Problem and Purpose 

What are the important tools necessary for a Mother Tongue Translator (MTT) to 

possess before translating biblical poetry as poetry in their own language? Where should 

the MTT start in their pursuit of knowledge concerning poetry? Should that translator 

plunge immediately into a study of Hebrew poetry or capitalize on the knowledge they 

already possess of poetic forms existing in their own culture? How should an MTT study 

their own language’s poetry? And in a village culture, what genres are poetic? 

These and other questions have been the motivation for this study. The process of  

analyzing the lament song lyrics recorded during the four days of a burial ceremony made 

me aware of the fine artistry found in the images and poetic features available to native 

speakers in everyday village life. It is my hope that this present study of such lyrics might 

inspire mother tongue speakers of Yemba, as well as those of other languages, to pursue a 

similar approach in order to experience and appreciate for themselves the diversity and 
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richness of their own culture’s oral traditions. An appreciation of one’s own cultural 

treasures can make one more sensitive to those of another culture, and provide an MTT 

with the categories of poetic devices they might expect in studying and translating 

Hebrew poetry. 

Beyond establishing an inventory of the various poetic devices used by Yemba 

lament singers, my ultimate purpose has been to share an awareness of these devices with 

those translating Scripture portions classified as Laments in the Psalms or in other books 

of the Hebrew Old Testament. This is just one step in a wider study of Yemba poetry 

dealing with other genres, such as praise songs for the chief or songs sung during 

marriage ceremonies. 

The kind of analysis I engaged in while writing this thesis could serve as a 

pedagogical tool for advisors, exegetes, and translators. In addition, composers of 

scripture song could also benefit from exposure to such discussions.. Both translators and 

composers will then be equipped and encouraged to experiment with adaptations that 

might be necessary when translating Hebrew poetry as poetry in their own language. 

One of my main preoccupations in this project has been to seek a way of injecting 

a message of hope into an atmosphere of despair and bewilderment at the loss of a loved-

one, which is typical of mourning in most African cultures. At the same time, it is 

important to encourage the Yemba people to grieve in a way which truly comforts them.
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Due to the cross-disciplinarian nature of this thesis, the following literature review 

includes remarks relevant to the three different domains which the thesis touches: 

1. Anthropology: Presentation and analysis of a cultural event, a Yemba burial 
ceremony 
2. Linguistics: Analysis of the content and form of the lament songs including 
themes, metaphors and other poetic devices 
3. Traductology: Implications for translation of Hebrew O.T. poetry 
 
These three domains complement each other as the description of the burial event 

becomes the frame in which the laments are sung. The analysis of the lament lyrics 

reveals the poetic devices and themes available for Yemba translators as they attempt to 

translate biblical poetry in appropriate ways. 

 Anthropology: Presentation and Analysis of a Cultural Event: Death, Burial 

and Oral Performance 

The cultural event under consideration is a four-day Yemba burial ceremony as 

witnessed and recorded by Nancy Haynes on July 9-12, 2014 in the village of Bafou 

(quarter of Batsengala) and in the city of Bafoussam, situated within the Western Region 

of Cameroon. The literature review here relevant to this cultural event covers the topics 

of death, burial and oral performance. 

2.1.1 Death 

In the world of anthropology, the actual description of death and its implications 

in a culture is an important topic, as Metcalf and Huntington (1991) make clear in their 
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book entitled Celebrations of  Death—the anthropology of mortuary rituals (1991). Their 

book discusses the contributions of the anthropologist Arnold van Gennep, known for his 

early twentieth century ideas concerning life as a series of “rites of passage”. Van 

Gennep divides each rite of passage into three stages: separation, transition, and 

incorporation. The burial ceremony as analyzed in this thesis is the transition stage of a 

Yemba death event, occurring after separation from life (moment of death) and before 

the actual placing of the departed into the earth. 

Transition begins “with a separation of the deceased from life and ends with his or 

her incorporation into the world of the dead” (Metcalf and Huntington 1991, 112). For 

the Yemba, it seems that the burial ceremony is the social recognition of the beginning of 

this transition. Van Gennep does not seem to indicate that there are necessarily rigid 

boundaries between the stages and leaves open to interpretation as to whether or not a 

cultural event ends a stage or begins another or looks in both directions at the same time. 

In Death and Ritual Crying: an anthropological approach to Albanian funeral 

customs (2012), the anthropologist Bledar Kondi talks about van Gennep’s rites of 

passage in terms of universals: 

Van Gennep conceptualizes life and death as a passage embodied into universal 
categories…the evocative term ‘passage’ (as in ‘rites de passage’) is used in its 
essential meanings of ‘territorial movement’ and ‘process of transition’, both 
signifying every change in individual and social life. We have to recall here that 
ancient Babylonians imagined death as a journey to ‘the land of no return’, since 
pre-historical times the deceased continue to be dressed in ‘travelling’ clothes in 
many societies... The system of rites de passage distinguishes three major phases 
in terms of order and content: separation, transition and incorporation. The crucial 
transformative mechanism is held to occur during the central phase of ritual, the 
liminal one, which is charged with symbolic meanings of the hidden, secret, 
mysterious, suspended and cut off....Transition is delineated here as a linear 
movement, the abandonment of one place/stage and the entering of a new one...In 
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this theoretical framework, anthropologists and ethnomusicologists interpret 
funeral lament as an integral part of ritual passage, a ‘liminal artefact’ (2012, 29). 
[Italics not in original] 

In this view, analysis of funeral lament assumes an important status in the attempt 

to understand a culture with all of its accompanying gestures, lyrics full of poetic 

language and evocative visual symbols. 

As to a question of the relevance of van Gennep’s ideas to present day 

ethnographic analysis, Metcalf and Huntington suggest that his concepts, when combined 

with the values of a given culture, provide a theoretical approach useful for analysis. His 

model makes available a creative way “to grasp the conceptual vitality of each ritual” and 

to understand [1.] “the logic of the schema (transitions need beginnings and ends), [2].  

biological facts (corpses rot), and [3].culturally specific symbolizations” (Metcalf and 

Huntington 1991, 112). I believe these three categories could be applied to the Yemba 

context where, within this stage of transition, we see evidence of the beginnings and ends 

of the burial ceremony, a period of transition: 

1) Within this stage of transition there are definite steps to the burial ceremony:  

the lament songs begin on Days One and Two with more intimate family expressions of 

grief among close friends and neighbors. These are moments of public recognition that 

the agonizing process of separation of family and friends from the deceased has begun.   

This process is then widened to a much larger group of mourners on Days Three and Four 

before ending with the actual placement of the body in the grave. This coincides with the 

above idea that “transitions need beginnings and ends”. 
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2) There is mention in many songs of the biological facts of rotting flesh and the 

dilemma it presents to the living. Just as the person concerned has been born into the 

family compound with a physical body, so must they remain there as a physical body 

even in their altered state of lifelessness. It is extremely important in Yemba society for a 

person to be returned to the compound where they join their ancestors in a final resting 

place. 

3) The culturally specific symbolizations mentioned above include:  the 

presentation of photos of the deceased; the display of both ceremonial and every-day 

clothes the deceased once wore; the obvious physical neglect of the widow before the 

burial; the loud noise of the gun-shots; and the sparse soundscape of one instrument 

played in a persistent pattern to accompany the lament songs. 

In his anthology Death, Mourning, and Burial: A Cross-Cultural Reader (2004), 

Robben praises the accounts of Arnold van Gennep in his comparative approach to these 

topics, considering this the best work to date, even though more than a century old 

(Robben 2004, 13). Robben contends that “Comparison…is one of the core missions of 

anthropology, but remains still underdeveloped in the study of death” (13). Such a 

challenge gives good reason for more research to be done in this area and this thesis 

hopes to contribute to the advancement of such a mandate. 

2.1.2 Burial 

Burial after death involves the enactment of social rituals, often including various 

kinds of performances. One of the earliest documentations of funeral rites and the texts of 

burial songs in a West African context is found in Funeral Dirges of the Akan People 
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(Nketia 1969), first published in 1955. His description focusses on what he calls ‘dirges’ 

as contrasted with ‘laments’, the latter being considered by him as those which can be 

sung outside of the context of a burial ceremony. This distinction is useful when 

considering what I call Yemba lament songs. Yemba burial songs occur only during the 

four days of mourning that precede the burial and so might be more properly termed 

‘dirges’. When the distinctive musical intervals and alternating calls and responses are 

heard even from a distance, it is an indication of the beginning of the transition stage that 

is the burial ceremony. As such, the songs that are included in this thesis qualify in 

Nketia’s terms as dirges. In this thesis I have retained the use of the word ‘lament’ in 

order to more easily consider its comparison with what scholars have termed ‘laments’ in 

biblical Hebrew texts. 

Nketia’s study includes dirges in Twi and Fante (dialects of Akan3) spoken by 

people from nine different towns of the Gold Coast (now called Ghana). He makes some 

generalizations about the funeral ceremonies themselves and the context in which the 

dirges are sung. He identifies five phases of the burial of an ordinary person: “the 

preparation of the corpse, the pre-burial mourning (including the wake), the interment, 

after-burial mourning and subsequent periodic mourning” (Nketia 1969, 7). As an insider 

(native speaker), he provides a great deal of information about the intimate details of 

preparation of the body and proposes reasons why certain customs are observed. 

As there are many similarities and differences to Yemba traditions, his 

observations about many details helped guide my reflections. Making comparisons with 

                                                 
3 Ethnologue, Accessed Oct. 13, 2020. https://www.ethnologue.com/language/akan. 
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information from different cultures is a useful way of sharpening one’s own observations 

and leads to considering some questions previously overlooked. 

Nketia organizes his treatment of the dirges according to their themes (Nketia 

1969, 19-50) and divides them into the following categories: (i) references to the 

Ancestors, (ii) references to the deceased, (iii) references to the domicile of the Ancestors 

and of the deceased, and finally (iv) reflections and messages. These are useful as a 

starting point but are unequal in their treatment of themes, with the first three being rather 

specific, and the last being very general. 

This last wide category, “Reflections and messages” englobes the very personal 

reflections of the bereaved family members as they speak directly to the departed. What 

is especially interesting for this present research is the metaphor of a journey which 

Nketia presents in the following terms: 

…death is regarded as the occasion when a deceased person sets out on a journey 
to the underworld (nsɛɛdo) or spirit world…to which his Ancestors have already 
gone…His journey is arduous and unavoidable. Once he sets foot on it, he cannot 
and should not come back except as a divine Ancestor spirit. (Nketia 1969, 44) 

This similarity to Yemba culture inspired me to further pursue this particular 

metaphor (see 5.4.1). Other similarities included the types of references to the deceased 

and the theme of sorrow in parting. 

Metcalf and Huntington treat a question that plagued me during my analysis of 

the lament lyrics, namely the attractiveness of funeral rituals for anthropologists such as 

van Gennep, who tend to seek examples of universals about how human beings respond 

to issues of life and death. In an effort to show a more nuanced and tempered pursuit of 
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universals, Metcalf and Huntington go beyond generalizations to present the details of 

specific cultural practices relating to death and include several eyewitness accounts. 

Most pertinent for this thesis, these authors also try to define the relationship 

between ritual and emotion. In preliminary analyses of the song material in Appendices 

A-D, I fell into the trap of attempting to define the emotions expressed in the short 

outbursts of songs. I thought these songs were strong evidence of despair and anguish and 

so in the chart of the Widow‘s songs (see Appendix A) I included the category of 

emotions. However, since I am an outsider and not a native speaker, I am not qualified to 

precisely define what emotion is being invoked by the singer. Therefore, I consequently 

excluded the column for ‘emotion’ in all the charts. Indeed, it is interesting to note that in 

their second edition, Metcalf and Huntington discuss how they were criticized for the  

chapter, “Emotional Reactions to Death” in their first edition. The authors’ stated 

intention had been “to revive an interest in the emotional dimensions of ritual…” (1991, 

2). 

However, they correctly point out in the second edition that, 

Observers who imagine that they can see plainly into the emotions of people of 
different cultures are bold indeed...For all the importance of the emotional aspect 
of human experience, it is fraught with difficulties for a discipline that attempts to 
escape systematically from the biases of our own worldview (43-44). 

2.1.3 Oral Performance 

The challenges of recording and representing an oral performance of a cultural 

event well enough for in-depth research is expressed by Ruth Finnegan in The Oral and 

Beyond: Doing Things with Words in Africa (2007). She speaks about the importance of 
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the context in which these texts are performed, as well as the gestures and various sounds 

that contribute to the texture of the event: 

…even when the importance of performance is stressed…more needs to be said to 
convey the particular style and flavour of any given genre... its stylistic structure 
and content…the various detailed devices which performers have at their 
disposal…Something needs to be said of the role and status of the 
composer/performer…and finally the social contexts in which this creation…takes 
place (Finnegan, 87). 

Her remarks pose a methodological question pertinent to this thesis: how is one to 

present and analyze the various facets and elements of a given cultural event?  I chose to 

follow the model proposed by Schrag in his Creating Local Arts Together (2013). This 

book is structured as a manual with steps to follow, with Step 4A (2013, 68-86) guiding 

the user through various activities and questions, using the metaphor of “lenses” to 

organize the multitude of elements of an event. Chapter 4 of this thesis presents the 

cultural event structured according to Schrag’s model using five of the Seven Lenses. 

Lens 6 (Content) is presented in chapter 5. The last lens, Underlying Symbolic Systems, 

is beyond the scope of this thesis. However, in analyzing the various poetic features such 

as metaphors and metonymies, chapter 5 does venture into some of the metaphorical 

conceptions underlying the Yemba worldview. 

The Schrag model is a comprehensive way to present both richness of detail 

(micro level) and overall structure (macro level). Such a model also has its own 

challenges, one of which is the order in which the lenses are presented, with the three 

lenses of Space, Materials, Participant Organization being presented before the fourth 

one, Shape of the Event through Time. Description of a performance presupposes that the 

time line is of primary importance in attempting to grasp the general shape of the event as 
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a coherent whole. As a result, for better comprehension at the beginning of chapter 4 for 

the reader, I have provided a time line on the macro level of the whole four days of the 

event before working through the four lenses. 

Schrag notes that the methodology of Participant Observation “became widely 

popular in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, concurrent with the 

development of the field of anthropology. American anthropologist Franz Boas and his 

students employed participant observation techniques in their fieldwork” (2013, 11). 

However, from my research, the model has not been used much in official write-ups that 

are in the public domain.4 I have located only one other thesis, also from DIU, “Straight 

from the Pot: Cuisine and power in West Africa”, Nelson (2018). Writing up the 

information by using seven lenses leads to some repetition, as recognized by Schrag 

(2013, 70): “lenses may interact very closely… [leading to] describing the same thing 

from a different perspective”. I did find it useful for descriptive fieldwork that is needed 

to support the weight of linguistic and cultural analysis. Schrag’s approach is a useful 

tool for those seeking to describe a performance arts event from several perspectives. It 

was an approach appreciated for the purposes of this thesis. I made an assumption that the 

order of the different lenses is fixed, but was informed later that they may be adjusted 

according to the needs of the target audience. 

In Funerals in Africa: Explorations of a Social Phenomenon (2011), Michael 

Jindra’s chapter “The Rise of ‘Death Celebrations’ in the Cameroon Grassfields.” 

                                                 
4 Google search and EBSCO searches of “Seven Lenses Schrag” on Oct 14, 2020 revealed no publication 
other than the 2013 manual and its 2018 version, Make Arts for a Better Life. 
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concerns a relatively recent phenomenon called ‘Death Celebrations’ or ‘cry-dies’ in 

Pidgin, “where the wealth of the family is put on display and consumed” (Jindra 2011, 

127). These take place in both the Anglophone and Francophone Grassfields, including 

the Yemba area. Due to the enormous expense, these celebrations occur between one to 

ten years after the actual burial of the deceased. These occasions bring forth a flamboyant 

display of cultural activity, such as the exuberant dancing of various associations 

accompanied by several instruments including the balafon and other percussion 

instruments. This is in contrast to the sober Yemba burial ceremony where only one 

instrument, the double-headed gong, is used, the singing is led by one voice at a time, and 

the dancing happens following the burial itself. 

 Content of Lament Texts 

In her chapter “Elegiac Poetry” in Oral Literature in Africa (2012) Ruth Finnegan 

writes that J. H. Nketia’s description of Akan dirges was only one of two detailed 

analyses in existence at that time. This chapter is written with the hope that it would 

“serve as a stimulus to further similar work” (145), and her handling of Nketia’s 

fieldwork did indeed pique my interest to consult the primary source of Funeral Dirges of 

the Akan People (see 2.1). 

2.2.1 Poetic Device of Metaphor 

Nearly one-third of the poetic devices used in my data are metaphors (see Table 

5.1 Inventory of Poetic Devices in Numbered Extracts). In searching for a theoretical 

framework through which I could better understand the basic underlying concepts behind 

Yemba metaphors (see chapter 4, Schrag), I discovered Lakoff and Johnson‘s 1980 
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landmark book, Metaphors We Live By, whose ideas have greatly influenced the 

discipline of Cognitive Linguistics. Lakoff and Johnson contend that though metaphors 

are grounded in everyday experience and knowledge (Lakoff 1993, 245), they are 

fundamentally conceptual in nature. For them, abstract thought is largely metaphorical 

and metaphorical thought is mostly unconscious (Lakoff and Johnson 2003, 272-3), 

“often used effortlessly in everyday life by ordinary people” (Kövecses 2010, x). 

“Conceptual metaphors consist in a source domain and a target domain, as well as a set of 

mappings between them …the source domains are typically more concrete or 

physical…the targets tend to be fairly abstract (2010, 17)”. For instance in the conceptual 

metaphor, LIFE IS A JOURNEY , the domain of Life is understood according to the less 

abstract, more experiential knowledge of taking a Journey : the traveler represents the 

person living life; the point of departure may be the moment of birth. Other elements that 

one could project onto Life might include a travel schedule, difficulties, a destination, and 

a guide along the way (2010 44). 

2.2.2 Jäkel and LIFE IS A JOURNEY in a Biblical Context 

In his article, “How Can Mortal Man Understand the Road He Travels: Prospects 

and Problems of the Cognitive Approach to Religious Metaphor” (2003), Olaf Jäkel finds 

that his only point of difference with Lakoff and Johnson’s system of conceptual 

metaphor theory lies in the invariance hypothesis. He presents the hypothesis in this 

manner: 

In conceptual metaphors, certain schematic elements get mapped from the source 
domain on to the target domain without changing their basic structure. These 
preconceptual image-schemata provide the experiential grounding of even the most 
abstract of conceptual domain (58). [Italics not in original] 
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According to the SIL Glossary of Linguistic Terms, an ‘image schema’ is a 

mental pattern that: 

 recurrently provides structured understanding of various experiences, and 
 is available for use in metaphor as a source domain to provide an 

understanding of yet other experiences.5 
 
In his article “Contemporary Theory of Metaphor” (1993), Lakoff explains the 

invariance hypothesis as being the mapping of “one conventional mental image onto 

another”. In other words, this type of mapping involves only a one-shot image6 transfer 

from the source domain to another image on the target for conventional image schemata; 

on the other hand, more concept-based metaphors come about from the mapping of many 

concepts from the source to the target, in turn affecting or hitting many concepts on the 

target (229). 

At one point, I believed that the evidence that Jäkel offers to dispute the 

invariance hypothesis had implications for this present thesis due to the fact that he is 

dealing with the metaphor LIFE IS A JOURNEY and linking it to Old Testament 

passages. He explains that the logical mapping between JOURNEY as a lived experience 

and the more abstract LIFE should evoke for us the idea of PROGRESS along a PATH. 

However, he notes that when looking at biblical passages in the Psalms, Job, Proverbs, 

and other Old Testament passages, there is a significant amount of difference between the 

conventional secular English language concept of Life as a Journey, and how it is defined 

in Hebrew Scriptures. 

                                                 
5 https://glossary.sil.org/ consulted March 15 2020. 
6 See the Invariance Hypothesis as explained in Lakoff’s article (1993, 202-251). 
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His analysis proceeds to take us through the aspects of the Judeo-Christian 

metaphorical model: the journey itself (a moral one); the paths (a choice between two 

kinds); the two different kinds of travelers and finally God’s role (as guide and 

counselor). His conclusion is that “the target domain knowledge has a greater role to play 

in constraining the mapping than the invariance hypothesis admits” (Jäkel 2003, 81). 

One of the weaknesses in Jäkel’s article is his use of the NRSV English 

translation for his examples, rather than using the source language of biblical Hebrew. 

Therefore, he has neglected some of the nuances of the vocabulary found in the original 

language7. Amanda Thomas (2007) sees a weakness in his understanding of the 

invariance hypothesis, citing Turner’s article ‘Aspects of the Invariance Hypothesis’: 

"The hypothesis is not a constraint on variation of a conceptual metaphor but is instead 

concerned with preserving the ‘image-schematic structure of the target’ (1990, 254). The 

LIFE IS A JOURNEY metaphor…may be expected to vary depending on different cultures’ 

understanding of the target domain LIFE" (Thomas 2007, 45). 

What interested me most in Jäkel’s article is the way in which he summarises the 

main tenets of the Cognitive Theory of Metaphor. Of the nine tenets, the two which seem 

most applicable to my thesis are the Model Hypothesis (Jäkel 2003, 57) and the Focusing 

Hypothesis (2003, 58). He describes the Model Hypothesis in the following terms: 

…conceptual metaphors form coherent cognitive models: complex gestalt 
structures of organized knowledge as pragmatic simplifications of an even more 
complex reality. These idealized cognitive models (ICMs), which can be 
reconstructed by means of cognitive linguistic analyses of everyday language, are 

                                                 
7 See Amanda Thomas’ thesis, “Walk in the Light of the Lord” (2007) for a more nuanced approach to this 
problem. 



21 

 

regarded as cultural models likely to determine unconsciously the worldview of a 
whole linguistic community (Jäkel 2003, 57).[Italics added.] 

In order to delve further into the worldview of the Yemba people, the ‘model 

tenet’ points us in the direction of further analysis of the Journey metaphor. His 

methodology provides another tool with which MTTs could deepen their understanding 

of their cultural worldview as compared to that of the Old Testament, but using the 

Hebrew instead of a translation. 

Another of the main tenets of Conceptual Metaphor Theory according to Jäkel (he 

does not give his source for these tenets) that seems applicable to this study is the 

Focusing Hypothesis which states: 

Metaphors only supply a partial description or explanation of the target domain in 
question, highlighting certain aspects while hiding others. It is this focusing that 
makes the difference between alternative metaphors for the same target domain 
(58). 

Indeed, I found this concept useful for understanding why certain metaphors may 

be phrased in slightly different ways at different times by the four different women 

singers during the burial ceremony.8 

2.2.3 Kövecses on Metaphors and Culture 

While researching the field of cognitive linguistics and Conceptual Metaphor 

Theory (CMT), I consulted several of Zoltán Kövecses’ books on the topic: Metaphor in 

Culture (2005), Metaphor: A Practical Introduction (2010), and Where Metaphors Come 

From (2015). I also corresponded with him on an academic website to understand what 

                                                 
8 For instance, in the Yemba laments we find examples of Death portrayed both as a hunter pursuing his 
prey (D4) on Day Two, and Death as a thief, carelessly taking away a person (LS21) on Day 3. 
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his most recent ideas are on the Invariance Hypothesis (referred to in Jäkel’s article). He 

referred me to his two later books, Metaphor in Culture and Where Metaphors Come 

From. 

Kövecses’ Metaphor in Culture (2005) deals with at least two topics relevant to 

this current thesis: 

1. How metaphorical expression and thought are relevant to an understanding of 

culture and society. 

2. Why there is so much variation of metaphors between languages if they are 

based on common “embodied experience” (2005, 259). 

He explores these questions with a theory he calls differential experiential focus, 

meaning that “different peoples may be attuned to different aspects of their bodily 

functioning in relation to a target domain” (2005, 246). After an example dealing with the 

conceptualization of anger in English and Chinese, he arrives at the conclusion that “the 

universality of experience basis does not necessarily lead to universally equivalent 

conceptualization” (2005, 247). This would account for why, during my hours of 

interviews with Yemba speakers concerning the meaning of metaphors found in Yemba 

laments, I often needed explanations about the metaphors and their elements before being 

able to understand them. For instance, Daughter sings that Death is a “necklace” that 

everyone must wear. I could not guess the meaning until it was explained that the 

composition of different beads defines the identity of each person, and that each person 

as a human being is destined to die. 
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Kövecses also speaks to the issue of different cultural views of TIME 

ORIENTATION in which the future and the past are perceived as being behind or in 

front of us. This may explain, for instance, why Widow in her laments speaks of her 

future resting place in the earth with her husband being located behind her where all the 

good people are (W6). 

In the last chapter in Metaphor and Culture (2005), “Culture, Coherence, and 

Conflict”, Kövecses summarizes his view of universality and variation in metaphor with 

fourteen propositions that can be summarized as follows: 

a.Metaphor is inevitably conceptual, linguistic, neural-bodily, and social-
cultural—all at the same time. 

b-f  The dimensions, aspects and causes of metaphors form a coherent system. 

g-h Universal embodiment can lead to potentially universal metaphors. 

i. There are two types of embodiment: one based on purely physical experience 
and the other on just as much cultural as it is physical experiences. 

j. Cognitive processes are universal, but not their applications. 

k. Variation in metaphors comes from different socio-cultural experiences and 
cognitive processes. 

l. Universal embodiment can be overridden by experiences or cognitive 
preferences. 

m. It is simplistic to suggest that universal aspects of the body necessarily lead to 
universal conceptualization. 

n. “It is not possible to study the mind in a serious way without the study of 
culture” (2005, 293-294). 
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Metaphor: A Practical Introduction (2010) presents a more helpful introduction 

to CMT and helps explain more clearly some of the propositions. Kövecses first makes a 

distinction between conceptual metaphors and metaphorical linguistic expressions. 

Conceptual metaphors involve using a source domain of experience (concrete 

experiences) to describe a more abstract domain, the target. The correspondences 

between the two domains are called ‘mappings’ which produce meaningful linguistic 

phrases that reveal a particular underlying conceptual metaphor. The linguistic 

expressions which arise from the conceptual metaphor are the metaphorical linguistic 

expressions we use in everyday language (2010, 14).  

In his next chapter he presents a survey of the most common source and target 

domains such as HUMAN BODY, GAMES AND SPORTS, etc. for sources, and then EVENTS 

AND ACTIONS, TIME, and LIFE AND DEATH, for the target domain. He concludes that 

these conceptual metaphors prove to be unidirectional in that they go from concrete to 

abstract domains and that they are used to better understand “intangible and…difficult-to-

understand, concepts” (2010, 29). He explains the classification of conceptual metaphors 

according to their cognitive function: structural (where the structure of the source domain 

is mapped onto the structure of the target domain), orientational (an evaluative function), 

and ontological (provides extremely fundamental understanding of target domain) (2010, 

46). He also explains ‘image-schemas’ and ‘one-shot images’ in this section. In his fourth 

chapter, the author talks about how writers base their creative metaphors on conventional 

expressions by extending, elaborating, questioning and combining them (2010, 59). 
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Kövecses’ chapter on the “Basis for Metaphor” talks about how we select the 

source domains for particular targets. He sees the motivation of conceptual metaphors as 

depending on correlations in human experience either from biological or cultural roots. 

Most interesting for the issue of translation here is his idea that “we cannot expect the 

exact same metaphors to occur in all languages” (2010, 88). He then goes on to show that 

metaphorical mappings are only partial and that only certain parts of the source domain 

are projected onto only certain parts of the target domain, a situation known as 

“metaphorical highlighting” (2010, 103). 

Kövecses devotes a whole chapter to metonymy, a poetic device found in 

abundance in Yemba laments. He contrasts the traditional view with the cognitive 

linguistic view. In the past, metonymy has been thought of as mostly “the use of a word 

in place of another in order to refer to some entity” (2010, 191).  However, here again, 

we are dealing with not just words, but concepts. Cognitive linguistics helps us see that 

metonymies are based on contiguity of parts within the same domain, while metaphors 

are based on the mappings between two domains. At times in my analysis of Yemba 

lament texts, I was puzzled as to whether I was dealing with one or the other, or a mixture 

of the two. Kövecses confirms this phenomenon: “Metaphors and metonymies often 

interact in particular linguistic expressions. Some expressions can be interpreted as the 

missed case of metaphor from metonymy, while others as mixes of metonymy within 

metaphor”9 (2010, 192). In his chapter on Metaphor, Metonymy and Idioms, Kövecses 

                                                 
9 See my remarks in 5.4.3 concerning the imagery involving palm wine. 
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continues to offer insight into metonymy where HANDS STAND FOR THE ACTIVITY and 

metaphor where HANDS ARE THE PERSON. 

His comments on how “metaphors can ensure the coherence of many types of 

discourse” both intratextual and intertextual (2010, 303), have huge implications for 

Bible translation. These remarks also echo Zogbo and Wendland’s warnings about the 

dangers of replacing biblical metaphors such as “green olive tree=a righteous person” 

with an analogous metaphor or image from the target language (2020, 52). 

Kövecses concludes this extremely helpful presentation with this summary: “the 

cognitive view…has produced significant results, perhaps the most important of which is 

the realization that language, culture, body, mind, and brain all come together and play an 

equally crucial role in …the study of metaphor” (2010, 321). The presentation of this 

volume is pedagogically helpful in its inclusion of exercises, recommendations for further 

reading, diagrams and a glossary at the end, which means it could be helpful in an 

introductory course in Conceptual Metaphor Theory. 

In his latest book Where Metaphors Come From (2015), Kövecses handles the 

question of cultural influence on potentially universal conceptual metaphors and the 

resulting cultural differences in the use of such metaphors. He says that variation in the 

specific details may vary from culture to culture “because people do not use their 

cognitive capacities in the same way”, since each culture has its own particular “social-

cultural context, history, or human concern that characterize [them]” (2015, 13). 

Therefore, it should not be surprising that the OT Hebrew culture world view LIFE IS A 
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JOURNEY with stark differences when compared with the same metaphor as used by the 

English-speaking secular world. 

Whereas Metaphors in Culture (2005) contends that the influence of body and 

context are two opposing forces, ten years later, Kövecses believes the creation or 

production of metaphors stems from an interplay of the two (2015, 14). He even suggests 

that the context can include well-“established conceptual metaphors in long-term 

memory”, such as the LIFE IS A JOURNEYconceptual metaphor (2015, 15). He closes 

this volume with a conclusion that “goes against a commonly held view in cognitive 

linguistics that the metaphors we use are simply based on conceptual metaphors in our 

heads”, by arguing that we derive our metaphors from “four large types of experience: 

the situational, discourse, conceptual-cognitive, and bodily contexts” (2015, 199). I found 

in these last explanations a confirmation of what I had suspected concerning the 

derivation of metaphors. 

2.2.4 Irony as Defined by Winner and Gardner 

In “Metaphor and Irony: Two Levels of Understanding” (1993), Winner and 

Gardner explain the poetic device of irony as contrasted with metaphor.  Understanding 

irony is a skill acquired after the ability to understand metaphors. To interpret irony, one 

must be able to understand whether the speaker actually believes what they are saying in 

order to know whether they are actually meaning the opposite (436-437). They claim that 

it takes children until the age of 8 or 9 to distinguish irony from a white lie. Users of 

irony are viewed by the authors as skillful speakers of language who are “wittier, less 
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confrontational, and more in control than the utterer of a literal expression of displeasure” 

(429). For more discussion of irony and this article, see 5.4.7. 

 Implications for Bible Translation of Hebrew OT poetry into Yemba 

2.3.1 McElhanon and Thomas 

In his article “From Word to Scenario: The influence of linguistic theories upon 

models of translation” (2005), McElhanon has formulated four principles for Bible 

translators to follow in consideration of the Conceptual Metaphor Theory: 

1) maintain biblical conceptual metaphors as much as possible, 2) keep in mind the 
gestalt properties they exhibit, 3) remember that they only partially map reality, and 
4) be aware of one conceptual metaphor’s ‘potential interrelatedness’ with others 
(2005, 62). 

These principles are discussed by Amanda Thomas in her thesis “Walk in the 

Light of the Lord” (2007). I must add that I only discovered Thomas’ thesis and her 

references to McElhanon toward the end of my own thesis work, so was not able to 

pursue a detailed study of either Thomas’ or McElhanon’s valuable comments. Her thesis 

is a fascinating application of Conceptual Metaphor Theory to the pre-exilic prophets’ 

writings in Hebrew with an emphasis upon the metaphor LIFE IS A JOURNEY and more 

particularly COVENANT LIFE IS A JOURNEY. Her source of data is the Hebrew text and 

her comments concerning application to Bible translation are brief but relevant to my 

discussion in this thesis. She provides a useful look at cognitive linguistics as it 

contributes to her understanding of this conceptual metaphor. 

2.3.2 Zogbo and Wendland: Biblical Hebrew poetry 

In Hebrew Poetry (2020) Zogbo and Wendland present a comprehensive guide 

for understanding and translating Hebrew biblical poetry. It is also a very effective 
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pedagogical tool on which a course could be based for Mother Tongue Translators. First 

published in 2000, this manual has been expanded to include an appendix by Zogbo at the 

end describing a workshop whose goal was to facilitate the translation of Hebrew poetry 

by MTTs into their respective languages and then adapt those translations into song 

genres appropriate to that culture’s context. This topic is of particular interest to this 

thesis. The authors’ goals are: 

a) to convince exegetes and translators that rendering biblical poetry as poetry in 
languages around the world is a worthy and realistic goal, and 

b) to provide strategies and means to understand the biblical text and to recreate 
poetic renderings in these host languages. (2020, xi) 

 

They define what poetry is and deal with the question of whether it can even be 

translated from one language to another. Early in the manual, in the first chapter, the 

distinction is made between prose and poetry in Hebrew. They emphasize the importance 

of any translation project writing up a formal statement of their translation goals or 

skopos (2020, 9), to “make explicit who the stakeholders are, …the audience, … the type 

of translation… desired, and what translation principles” (2020, 9) to follow. Most 

importantly, the participants need to decide whether they will be aiming for a translation 

that is quite literal (using the same poetic devices and form of the source text), thus 

resembling the original Hebrew, or a more domesticated style where the result allows for 

some of the poetic devices and forms of the target language used appropriately (when it 

does not violate prevalent images and metaphors). This last point has implications for my 

analysis using the model of cognitive linguistics. Conceptual Metaphor Theory affirms 
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the existence of underlying conceptual metaphors which may have a wide-ranging 

presence throughout the culture and language of either the original language or its 

receptor. 

The handbook continues with its emphasis on the Hebrew: the life setting and role 

of poetry in the Old Testament, as well as an identification of important features found in 

Hebrew poetry. Up until this point (the first three chapters) the manual is quite thorough 

in its examination of the various poetic devices in Hebrew poetry with many salient 

points such as the different types of parallelism and chiastic structures found in Hebrew 

biblical poetry.  It is chapter 4 where the question of “when it is appropriate to render 

biblical poetry by poetry” (2020, 73) in a target language is considered. 

Chapters 4 and 5 are of special interest since they discuss the use of the poetic 

features in the target language. The authors point out the importance of understanding the 

roles and functions of poetry in the Hebrew context as well as those of the poetry in the 

target language. When the functions match in the two settings, then the poetry becomes 

potentially acceptable in the other culture. This had also been my motivation for choosing 

2 Samuel 1: 19-27 for discussion in chapter 6, both situations involving the grieving of 

the loss of a community member. The authors encourage research in the target language 

to find the occasions when poetry is performed and to discover its form and function. 

“Frequently, it will be necessary for translators to carry out some research in their own 

language in order to accurately answer these questions” (2020, 73). Chapter 5 deals with 

potential problems pertaining to the task of translating poetry as poetry. This chapter 

anticipates issues such as finding a match in the target language for the basic building 
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blocks of Hebrew poetry such as parallel lines. The Yemba lament is built on call and 

response and would call for creative modifications. 

Section 5.4 deals with the heart of the matter in translating poetry, the problems 

inherent in dealing with poetic language and its features such as metaphor. When the 

authors caution the reader about the need for identifying and retaining original key poetic 

figures, I believe they are grappling with one of the primary concerns this thesis seeks to 

address: the importance of studying the entirety of a poetic work to discern the key 

concepts, themes, metaphors, and repetition of expressions that appear throughout the 

poem so that these are not discarded in the new translation. The translator should be 

aware of whether these same poetic features appear in other parts of the same book that 

the passage is found in, as well as the whole of the OT. The authors give suggestions of 

how to translate unknown terms as well as how to adapt figures of speech creatively. 

The last chapter “From Poetry to Performance” describes another approach to the 

translation of poetry that restores it to its original state of oral performance. It may 

demand a knowledge of biblical languages and analysis of poetic features not yet attained 

by some translators. It remains a tantalizing goal to be able eventually to achieve setting 

Psalms and other poetic passages to music. I believe this would demand unique 

individuals with a sense of appropriate musical forms, and at the same time a deep 

biblical knowledge. Indeed, as the authors say, song is one of the most effective ways to 

teach and aid in internalization of Scripture using the poetic devices and conceptual 

metaphors of one’s own culture (2020, 209). 
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One of the additions to the second edition of the manual is a pedagogical 

description by Lynell Zogbo of a workshop whose goal is to produce songs based on 

translated Scripture. The description is the result of several workshops she has held and is 

meant to be a practical guide of “how to lead a successful poetry/music-oriented 

workshop” (2020, 254). Her advice concerning the content of the Scripture chosen for the 

songs is that it should be relevant to the participants’ lives so that they are engaged in the 

creative process from the beginning. The three requirements for the participants is a 

general knowledge of translation theory, a biblical background and “a thorough 

understanding of poetic genres and rhetorical devices that come into play in a mother 

tongue” (2020, 255).  She also covers practical matters such as skills and attitudes of the 

participants. In terms of background in poetry, the ideal would be for a participant to 

have knowledge of the rhetorical devices which characterize Hebrew poetry, as well as 

knowledge concerning the translator’s own language’s poetry: existing genres, their 

characteristics, and stylistic devices used in poetic texts and songs in their mother tongue 

(2020, 262). 

Zogbo offers an excellent set of questions for MTTs to examine and classify the 

song genres existing in their own cultures. These include knowing the context, goals, 

singer, characteristics, length, strophes, refrain, presence of parallelism, rhetorical 

questions, sound devices such as rhyme, repetition or lack thereof and type of language 

used, whether figurative or not (2020, 263). 

For the purposes of this thesis, I find these questions for enquiry concerning the 

different song genre and their poetic devices very appropriate. Now that I am aware of 



33 

 

the poetic devices present in Yemba lament poetry, I find Zogbo’s questions especially 

pertinent and useful during a Scripture to Song workshop. It was only after having 

carefully analyzed Yemba lament songs that I was able to define what comprises the 

elements of Yemba poetry. The questions she poses would serve to elicit many of those 

features. 

Zogbo professes faith in the process of creativity that can occur after a song-

composer-exegete-translator has internalized both the poetic devices available in his/her 

own language and the relevance of the biblical message to his/her own story and that of 

his/her people (2020, 269). 

I highly recommend this book as a guide for exegetes and translators as they 

begin the task of comparing their own language’s poetry with that of biblical Hebrew, 

and then translate poetry into a form of poetry appropriate to their own culture.
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3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Burial events occur throughout the year in the Yemba area. With the advent of 

morgues, they are sometimes postponed for up to three months. Dates of death and burial 

are communicated by radio, telephone, and personal conversation. Family, neighbors and 

friends are expected to attend, from near and far, and the diaspora overseas are not 

excluded. 

So it was that I received a phone call about the death of our landlord, Maurice 

Gankeng not long after his death on June 13. His burial was later set for Saturday, July 

12, in order to give his dispersed family time to prepare. 

This chapter covers the following topics in order to describe the research 

methodology used in this research: context and situation, data collection and verification, 

criteria for limiting data, analysis of data, and finally, obtaining consent from the family. 

 Context and Situation 

Throughout more than thirty years of living in the village of Bafou, my colleague 

Nancy Haynes and I made a practice of attending cultural events naturally occurring in 

the course of village life: betrothals, weddings, burials, death celebrations (cry-dies), two 

kinds of blessings of twins, a healing ceremony, annual quarterly family reunions, 

reconciliations, events at the chief’s palace, succession ceremonies, men-only meeting 

(lefem), celebrations of new-borns as well as informal evening story-telling in the setting 

of many family kitchen-houses. When it was possible, we made an effort to document 
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these events using recording devices and cameras. Many are filmed by Yemba 

professionals and also amateurs, the latter often using cameras, cell phones, and tablets to 

record the event. Therefore, it was not unusual for us as accepted members of the 

community to film or record these events. The only occasion we were asked to refrain 

from photographing the proceedings was during an all-male musical evening called lefem 

(with drums and an ensemble of all sizes of double-belled gongs). Yet, we were still 

permitted to do a recording of the music. This kind of Participant Observation was at 

times the result of a general invitation to the neighborhood or village event. Often there 

was a specific verbal or printed invitation communicated to us in advance. There were 

occasions when we were simply walking by and were asked to join the event. 

The recordings of these events were faithfully transcribed by our Yemba co-

workers. Their skill in producing interlinear three-line transcriptions was sharpened over  

many years. Among those co-workers are the three who transcribed and glossed the 150 

pages that form the database for this thesis: Micheline Anandong, Jean-Claude 

Gningtedem, and Brigitte Kana. These three, along with Sylviane Tiofack, were also an 

invaluable source of cultural information as I strove to understand, not just what words 

were sung, but what messages were actually being communicated to Yemba speakers. 

 Data Collection and Verification 

In the month of July, 2014 a significant event occurred in the very compound we 

had been renting from a member of the village élite residing in a nearby city. Our 

landlord of ten years, affectionately known as ‘Papa Nord’, had died after a protracted 

illness, and the four day burial event would be held in the courtyard of the house where 
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we were living. When the burial date was set, I was already occupied in the checking a 

translation team’s last New Testament book in the capital city of Yaoundé, six hours 

away from the village. Although I could not attend the event in the village, my colleague 

Nancy Haynes, returned to the village, prepared the house for the lying-in-repose of our 

landlord, and then proceeded to record and film the entire event. The ceremony took 

place July 9-12, 2014 in the courtyard of his village compound, as well as in the nearby 

city of Bafoussam where Papa Nord had died.10 

The transcription of the lyrics of the four days of recorded song was initially done 

by our two co-workers, Brigitte Kana and Micheline Anandong both in their forties. (In 

addition to translation work, Micheline is a composer of traditional songs.) I then 

personally verified the whole transcription and translation with them, also asking a 

variety of cultural questions. In addition, I also worked through the whole transcription 

and translation again with Jean-Claude Gningtedem, the principal Yemba translator and 

now a Translation Consultant in his own right. 

I also conducted interviews with two different Lament Singers, mbwɛt-lewhʉ, 

with the help of Micheline Anandong. The first interview was with a well-known mbwɛt-

lewhʉ in Micheline’s quarter of the village. This woman is a non-Christian, traditional 

Yemba woman whose attitude is one of service toward people facing the loss of a loved-

one. In fact, she does not even ask to be paid for her four days of singing during village 

burials. The second interview occurred in October 2014 with the mbwɛt-lewhʉ, Madame 

                                                 
10 Prior to this particular recording of Papa Nord’s burial, Nancy Haynes and I had attended and 
photographed or recorded parts of many other burials in different parts of the larger village of Bafou. 
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Régine Feudjio, the Lament Singer for Papa Nord’s burial (see Appendix G). Both of 

these Lament Singers had suffered losses of their husbands and adult children which 

made them empathetic and acceptable people to carry out this difficult task. 

 Criteria for Limiting Data 

I acknowledge here that it is outside the scope of this paper to tackle every 

example of poetic device and feature with the ensuing themes found in all 150 pages of 

transcribed data. Therefore, I am limiting the detailed examination of devices and themes 

to a set of lament songs by the four women who sang laments at the event: mbwɛt-lewhʉ 

(Lament Singer), Widow, Big Sister, and an orphaned Daughter, who, with the exception 

of mbwɛt-lewhʉ, are all related affinally or through descendance to the deceased. 

I read through all the song texts of the four days twice before chosing the 109 

extracts in Appendices A-D, looking for repeated and interesting examples of poetic 

devices. The extracts are grouped and numbered according to who sang them, on which 

day and are presented in the order in which they were sung, with a spearate table for each 

singer. The 109 extracts represent Widow (Day One), Big Sister (Day Two), Daughter 

(Day Two) and finally, Lament Singer (Days One, Two and Three). Some lines, such as 

those which simply give instructions to the crowd or acknowledge new arrivals were not 

included in the 109 extracts. However, I refer to some of these from Day 4 in Chapter 5. 

It is from the 109 extracts that ten categories of different poetic devices were 

noted and the percentage of the frequency of each one calculated (see chapter 5 for the 

inventory of poetic devices). 
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 Analysis of Data within a Theoretical Framework 

Before beginning to analyze the song lyrics, the first task of the thesis was to 

describe the ceremony during which the lament songs took place, in order to have a frame 

into which the songs are set. The song lyrics take on more meaning when their context is 

understood. To organize and describe the procedure, its participants, materials etc. I 

chose to use a recently developed manual authored by the ethnomusicologist, Brian 

Schrag: Creating Local Arts Together (2013) “envisioned as a tool for Christians working 

professionally in cultural contexts very different from their own” (xi). Schrag provides 

seven lenses through which to view the artistic event or performance one wishes to 

describe: Space, Materials, Participants, Shape of the Event in Time, Performance 

Features, Content and Underlying Symbolic Systems. This methodology provides a filter 

through which to describe the event, in order to delve deeper into its societal functions 

and the meaning of its various elements. 

In chapter 5, following Schrag’s Content lens, I sought to interpret the data of 

poetic features and themes from within a theoretical framework which confirmed some of 

my preliminary findings when charting out various features and themes in the song lyrics. 

In many of the songs, I discovered an intriguing repetition of the image of travelling on a 

road projected onto the more abstract concept of living one’s life. This coincides with 

observations made by Lakoff and Johnson’s Metaphors We Live By (1980). Along with 

other authors, Zoltán Kövecses provides further insights into extending the theory for 

other applications in the field of cognitive linguistics. Metaphor and Emotion (2000), 
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Metaphor in Culture (2005), Metaphor, A Practical Introduction (2010), and Where 

Metaphors Come From (2015). 

In light of Kövecses’ theories, I sought to explore the way metaphors present 

within oral texts of a given language reveal the underlying worldview of that culture. In 

addition, I asked myself how an awareness amongst mother tongue speakers of their own 

worldview might influence and inform their translation of biblical poetry from Hebrew. I 

found the conceptual metaphor LIFE IS A JOURNEY mentioned in several of Kövecses’ 

books as well as in an article Olaf Jäkel contributed to a volume viewing Bible translation 

through Cognitive Semantic Perspective. (2003, 55-86). This metaphor LIFE IS A 

JOURNEY, helped me to understand that the Yemba’s many allusions in the songs to the 

Deceased’s being still on a journey mean that they see Life and Death on a continuum. 

They experience the period of mourning as being a liminal state where the living are 

looking both to the past and the future. They perceive the deceased as having spent the 

night somewhere other than home, or being simply on his way home. Only occasionally 

does the Widow acknowledge that her husband has really left the world of the living for 

another place. 

For the third aspect of my enquiry, I consulted Zogbo and Wendland’s Hebrew 

Poetry, (2020) a manual for those working in translation (especially mother tongue 

speakers) faced with the arduous task of translating Hebrew biblical poetry into their own 

languages as poetry appropriate to their own artistic forms and unique to their oral 

traditions. 
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 Obtaining Consent from the Family and Other Participants 

We obtained written permission from the family of Papa Nord for the recording 

and filming of the funeral proceedings. I also obtained written permission from the 

Lament Singer during an interview with her to use the data obtained in analyzing her 

songs in this paper. I thank Dr. Steve Walter for his approval of these permissions.
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4. DESCRIPTION OF THE BURIAL CEREMONY 

An understanding of the elements of the burial ceremony during which Yemba 

lament songs take place is essential to an appropriate analysis of the songs themselves. 

Rather than viewing the laments in isolation, this description of a particular burial 

ceremony will provide a frame through which to view the performance event of the song 

cycle11. Since the song cycle is not merely a cultural artifact but always enacted in the 

context of a burial, we need to understand how the ceremony’s procedures affect the 

content and order of the laments. 

Brian Schrag, in his manual Creating Local Arts Together (2013), proposes a 

set of lenses through which an artistic cultural event can be viewed and analyzed. 

Metaphorically speaking, each lens accentuates or focuses in on a particular aspect of the 

performance or event when viewed from different ‘angles’ with differing intents. As 

Schrag points out, there may be areas of overlap as the data is viewed through various 

lenses, which then results in recurring patterns. This methodology serves to help “guide 

(our) eyes, ears and bodies to reveal seven categories of detail” (Schrag 2013: 70). 

Schrag’s seven lenses are the following: 

1. SPACE (where) 
2. MATERIALS (with what) 
3. PARTICIPANTS (who) 
4. SHAPE OF THE EVENT THROUGH TIME (when) 
5. PERFORMANCE FEATURES (how) 

                                                 
11 Song cycle is defined as a series of poetic lines often recurring and sung during the time it takes the new 
arrival(s) to make their way down the line of family members with appropriate greetings and gestures. 
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6. CONTENT (about what) 
7. UNDERLYING SYMBOLIC SYSTEMS (why) 
 
In this chapter  the Yemba lewhʉ ‘burial ceremony’ will be described through the 

first five lenses of space, materials, participants, shape of the event across time, and 

performance features. Lens 6, the content of the song texts, is described in chapter 5. 

Note that examining the underlying symbolic systems is beyond the scope of this thesis. 

In an effort to orient the reader of this thesis, the program of the burial ceremony 

has been included below with an English translation of the schedule of events. 

Figure 1 Funeral Program 
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Thursday, July 10 (in Bafoussam) 

  1 pm Transfer of the body from the morgue to the cathedral. 

  3 pm Mass celebrated at the Cathedral of Saint Joseph. 

   6 pm-until dawn Wake held at the deceased’s compound. 

 Friday, July 11 (bringing the body to the village) 

  9 am Departure for village of Batsengala (in Bafou). 

  10 am Lamenting. 

  6 pm Wake until dawn. 

Saturday, July 12 (burial in the village) 

  6 am Lamenting. 

  8:30 Mass. 

  9:30 Reflections by friends and Family. 

  11 Burial. 

The lamenting in the village begins on Wednesday, July 9 with family members, 

neighbors and friends. The traditional start of mourning in the village is presumed and as 

such is not mentioned in a printed program as seen above. 

4.1. Lens 1 - Space 

According to Schrag, space is the “location, demarcation, and physical 

characteristics of the area used which can affect the form of artistic communication” 

(2013, 71). This section describes the geographical locations of the burial event, a typical 

traditional compound, and finally the particular compound of the deceased. 



44 

 

The village of Bafou, in the Central African country of Cameroon is situated in 

the Western Highlands where a series of plateaus rise from the plain of Mbo, first to an 

altitude of 4500 ft. and then ultimately to 8000 ft. It is ranked by the national government 

as a First Degree Paramount Kingdom, due to its large area and number of sub-chiefs. Of 

the eighteen Yemba-speaking villages in the Western Region of Cameroon, Bafou is the 

most highly populated. It is built along a series of high ridges separated by a twisting 

system of streams and small rivers below each ridge. The original inhabitants first chose 

to establish compounds well below the hills adjacent to the streams so they would be 

hidden from invaders. In modern times, as the threat of outside invasion disappeared, the 

houses gradually crept up the slopes toward the top of the ridges. 

Modern-day compounds at this higher elevation are connected by paths that are 

often enlarged into roads to enable access by vehicles into the courtyards. 

The city of Bafoussam is the regional capital and is located 25 miles to the east of 

Bafou. As the place of principal residence of the deceased, the events of Day Two took 

place there. The body was transported from the morgue of the regional hospital in the city 

to the cathedral, where a mass was celebrated, and then onto the family’s residence in this 

city. Once installed in the living room of his city house, the mourning continued there for 

one night before returning to Bafou for Days Three and Four with the body of the 

deceased. 

The typical traditional compound has a proliferation of houses on the same family 

plot of land. This stems from an established rule that each succeeding Yemba generation 

must build a new house on a plot adjacent to, but separated from, the preceding 
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generation’s house. The chosen successor, once he becomes the head of the family, is 

forbidden to spend another night in the father’s house. As the new head of the household, 

he must build his own house and consequently, the previous owner’s house is often 

abandoned to the elements or used as a guest house12. 

The traditional family compound consists of a surrounding enclosure (indicated 

by either a line of trees and bushes or stone or cement blocks) with an entrance opening 

onto a large courtyard. Opposite the entrance to the compound at the bottom of the 

courtyard sits the house of the male head of the family. This in turn may be flanked on 

both sides by the number of kitchen houses necessary for each of the wives to cook and 

raise her own children in an independent space. A person entering the family compound 

must necessarily cross the courtyard before reaching the house of the compound head. 

Sometimes the descent from the entrance can be quite steep, and with the heavy rains, the 

slippery tamped-down mud becomes quite treacherous to walk on and is best done with 

bare feet. It is important to note that the open courtyard is a space where anyone entering 

the compound may be exposed to the scrutiny of the members of the family before they 

enter any of the houses. 

An aerial view from Google Maps gives us a bird’s eye view of the compound of 

Maurice Gankeng, otherwise known as Papa Nord, where his burial took place. In Figure 

2 below, the pushpin locates it, next to the name Greengates. 

                                                 
12 Pierre-Marie Metangmo, 1993, personal communication. 
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Figure 2 Village compound in Batsengala’, Bafou (Google Maps, 3/2010) 

The particular compound where the burial of the deceased, Papa Nord, took place 

is a bit different from the typical compound described above. Being a modern man with a 

car and only one wife meant he had different needs. Entering the compound through the 

metal gate set in the concrete wall, there is an immediate descent via the driveway into a 

small carport where he parked his car. Just adjacent to the driveway is the courtyard that 

leads to the front porch of the main house. It is customary in Yemba culture for a 

deceased male who was married to be interred in the courtyard of the house he has 

established as his own. It is not unusual for large houses in the village to remain vacant 

most of the year except during weekends when important traditional ceremonies or 

significant harvests take place. The husband as well as his wives and children may be 

absent most of the time due to the head of the family’s business activities. It has been said 
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in the village that some men living in the city only build their house in the village to one 

day be buried there.13  Indeed, this was the case for Papa Nord. 

Papa Nord had only one wife, which explains why there are no kitchen houses 

lining the courtyard. His wife’s kitchen house was built a little behind the main house 

against the north wall. After we (my colleague Nancy Haynes and I) had moved into the 

main house, Papa Nord built another house directly below the main house further down 

the hill for his own occasional visits to the village. When he died, he was buried at the 

back of the main house we occupied, in a courtyard located between the main house and 

his new one, next to his oldest daughter who had recently preceded him in death. 

                                                 
13 Men who have never married are buried at their parents’ compound, but outside of the inner courtyard. 
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Figure 3 Compound where the burial took place 

Guide to Figure 3: 
T=Tree; P=Post; Female=Female Receiving Line; SAT 
DISH=satellite dish; Grave 1= Deceased daughter; Grave 2= 
Deceased’s Grave (Papa Nord); Paramount Chief = PC. 

PC 
CC
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In order to accommodate the large number of people who would attend the burial, 

the whole courtyard had to be transformed. Normally, to prepare for the public’s arrival, 

every plant and tree in the courtyard needs to be razed, in order to protect the mourners 

who may throw themselves around on the ground. Trees and bushes may impede their 

movement or even cause injuries. However, because we had planted trees, flowers and a 

lawn during our occupancy, we requested that the trees be simply trimmed back. To 

avoid any accidents, a cistern dug into the ground to collect water in the north-east corner 

of the courtyard also had to be blocked off.  This transformation of the space was 

necessary to accommodate between 600 and 700 people who attended at one time or 

another during this four day event.14 

 

Figure 4 Compound preparations (Eric and Sylviane) 

The main house also had to be modified to accommodate the needs of this event. 

The large living room, which was the setting for the display of the deceased’s body, had 

                                                 
14 Conversation with Nancy Haynes, April 2019. “It is difficult to count accurately because there was a 
continual flow of people entering and exiting the compound during the four days of the funeral. This 
estimate is based on the number of chairs (600) set up under the canopies on the front lawn.” 
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to undergo a major reconfiguration: all the furniture had to be removed and the ceiling 

and walls draped with cloth by a Dschang businesswoman who specialized in funeral 

preparations. A canopy-covered funeral bier was erected which dominated the center of 

the room where the deceased was displayed from Friday afternoon until his burial on 

Saturday afternoon. This room was open to any mourner who wished to come and view 

the body. 

For our purposes here, the main house at the bottom of the courtyard looking up 

the hill toward the east will be used as the point of reference when indicating the 

placement of objects and people. In the village compound, the female relatives of the 

deceased lined the descent into the courtyard to the right of the driveway next to the 

southern compound wall while the male relatives stood at the bottom of the courtyard 

lined-up and facing toward the upper entrance of the compound looking east. New 

arrivals appeared at the gate at the top of the driveway. 

All the preceding spaces (compound, driveway, and main house) lead to the locus 

of the event that most concerns us: the space where the singing of lament songs took 

place. In this case, the woman who led the lament songs, mbwɛt-lewhʉ, ‘the one who 

calms death/burial’ positioned herself at the approximate center of the driveway facing 

west, near to the women’s lines to her left. She was facing the house but still able to turn 

and look up toward the entrance to see any new arrivals. 

As mbwɛt-lewhʉ sang, each new female arrival passed along the line of bereaved 

female relatives, greeting each member in turn with the gestures of mourning, holding out 

open hands palm side up with a bit of rhythmic up and down motion to indicate confusion 
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and sympathy. The new arrival then passed to the end of the line behind the woman she 

knew best and extended her arms out to hold up the woman directly in front of her as a 

show of support. As a result, each bereaved woman related to the deceased became the 

head of a line of women mutually supporting each other and lined up behind her. While 

in line, the women sang in response to the caller and gently swayed with the rhythm of 

the song. 

The male relatives of the deceased, on the other hand, stood aligned along the 

front porch and at right angles to the line of women. As each new male arrival appeared 

at the entrance, he sang a line to express his surprise at being present at the burial of his 

friend. This began with something like, “I never thought I would…”15 Each arrival then 

proceeded down to the men’s area, where he greeted each male member of the family, 

moving from left to right. Then he went over to the women to greet them one by one. 

After returning to the men’s area, each arrival remained standing behind the man he knew 

best until there were no more new arrivals. Unlike the women who literally held each 

other up in their line, the men formed lines of support behind each affected male member 

of the family, simply putting a right hand on the shoulder of the man directly in front of 

them. 

                                                 
15 I received different responses from four different people when I asked the meaning of the phrase sung by 
some of the men when entering the compound (January-Sept 2018). For the translation of the phrase, I 
chose the answer of Jean Claude Gnintedem (personal communication, September 2018). I understand this 
to mean something like “I grieve your death as one of your age-mates. It could have been me!” 
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Figure 5 Women mourners pass over to men’s side to greet them, Day One 

When the Paramount Chief arrived, he occupied a temporary throne set up in the 

courtyard behind a table with three of his many wives. In Yemba culture, it is important 

that he be enthroned at a greater elevation than the subchiefs. Other visitors found places 

beneath several large tents or canopies set up throughout the courtyard. 

On the day of the burial, dances were performed in the lower parts of the 

courtyard nearest to the main house. Before the actual burial, two local Cameroonian 

Catholic priests stood on the front porch of the main house where they said a mass and 

delivered a homily. During the partaking of communion, people came directly in front of 

the porch to receive the sacraments. 

4.2. Lens 2 – Materials 

As defined by Schrag, “materials are all of the tangible things associated with an 

event” (2013, 72).  The materials section is composed of a description of: the musical 

instruments used, clothing and accoutrements of the participants, food consumed during 

the event of the burial and finally two miscellaneous items. 
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4.2.1 Musical Instruments 

In keeping with a subdued atmosphere and spare décor, there is only one musical 

instrument the alaa-mepfo, or double-belled gong, used to accompany the lament song-

cycle, or ‘mourning of the dead’. It consists of a set of two iron bells (elongated tubes) 

joined at the top by an arching handle. The handle is covered by string made of a natural 

material (most likely from dried raffia palm) wound around so that the player can grip it 

better and not affect the vibrations of the two bells. 

 

Figure 6 Double-belled gong, hand-held size 

This instrument comes in several sizes but during burials, the largest one is rented 

and used. Because it is about three feet in height, the player, alaa-mpfeŋ-mepfo (‘tapper 

of mourning the dead) has to turn it upside down with the handle pushed into the ground; 

otherwise, he would not have the strength to hold the bells away from the ground as he 
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strikes first one bell and then the other. He uses a wooden baton, producing rhythmically 

repeated tones pitched from low to high. 

 

Figure 7 Double-belled gong for burials, with player 

This particular instrument is common throughout both the Francophone and 

Anglophone areas of the Grassfields of Cameroon and is used in various sizes during 

traditional ceremonies. A whole orchestra of these instruments is played at another 

Yemba ceremony, the lefem, a male-only evening occasion in preparation for an 

upcoming ‘Cry-Die’.16 According to the organology system, the double-bell appears 

                                                 
16 Nancy and I mistakenly ended up once at a lefem ceremony due to misinformation by a village friend, but 
were permitted to witness it due to our identity in the village as foreign women. Otherwise, if we had been 
village women, it is feared that our fertility would have been threatened by seeing the larger instruments. 
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under the category of an idiophone, meaning that when struck the whole instrument 

vibrates to make the sound. When not used for burials, the instrument is known by its 

other name, twi’ efɔ, or, ‘namesake of the chief’. Indeed, this instrument is closely 

associated with the chief and in certain respects represents him, and perhaps symbolically 

his people. 

During the lamentations alaa-mpfeŋ-mepfo (tapper of mourning the dead), using 

various rhythms, alerts the crowd that the laments are about to begin or stop.  To begin, 

the player hits several measures of two notes from low to high played on one gong and 

then the other. He then stops briefly until the mbwɛt-lewhʉ begins her singing. These 

initial measures also serve to set the tempo for the swaying dance the attendees engage in 

even before the singer starts.17 The mbwɛt-lewhʉ sings each phrase of her lament 

according to the tempo set by this instrument. As far as I am aware, the alaa-mepfo is the 

only instrument played during the lament songs of the burial ceremony. 

Once the burial had been completed on Saturday (Day Four), the atmosphere was 

completely transformed. Various social association groups18 took over the courtyard with 

their energetic and intense dancing, which were accompanied by many different musical 

instruments: various sized drums, whistles, flutes. The drums include three types: atɔ, 

ŋkɛt,and tambour/slit along with the sliding rasp. The percussionists are not regulated by 

the lament singer nor her accompanist, the player of the double-headed gong. This new 

                                                 
17 When the blacksmith forges the instrument, I assume he must be careful that the size and shape of the 
twiꞌ-efɔ will produce the correct musical interval of about a major second. 
18 The associations are groups of Yemba speakers living outside of the language area who return to their 
part of the village for these culturally crucial ceremonies. 
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group becomes the accompaniment to the dancing and the lament singer and the player of 

the double-headed gong step aside. 

 

Figure 8 Drums Atɔ (leaning on right) and ŋkɛt (with pedestal, on left) 

 

Figure 9 Drums and sliding rasp, used for the association dances 
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4.2.2 Clothing and Accoutrements 

Clothing and traditional objects belonging to the deceased were presented to the 

mourners on a wooden table set up in the courtyard where belongings of the deceased 

were displayed a day before the burial. 

 

Figure 10 Table (foreground) with belongings of the deceased 

These belongings included traditional clothing the deceased once wore during 

dances and ceremonial occasions including dancing tunics made of expensive Ndop 

cloth19 and edged in red in the pleats, a fancy society vest with little bells: hats, walking 

sticks, necklaces with large beads indicating rank or degree of nobility, ceremonial sabers 

and spears, etc.In addition, large framed photos of the deceased were set up on that same 

table. These photos at various times were also carried around by members of the family 

                                                 
19 The hand-made Ndop cloth is highly prized throughout the Cameroonian Grassfields. In English, it is 
known as ‘Ndop cloth’ and nzho lezeŋ, or ‘clothes for dancing’ in Yemba. 
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sharing them with the audience, as a line of people singing in the lament style serpentined 

throughout the dancing area. 

On the front porch were displayed dancing tunics of Ndop cloth, a leopard skin, hat 

with rare turaco feathers, and an elephant mask-hat (far right). 

 

Figure 11 Traditional clothing and hats of the deceased, on front porch 

The family members differentiate themselves from the other mourners by the 

clothes they wear. Beginning on Day Three, the children of the deceased all wear outfits 

of the same cloth (see Figure 10). The widow also changed from her traditional 

disheveled state into a white dress. On Day Four the children dressed in western clothing 

for the mass and the widow continued in her white dress. Other family members wore 

traditional clothing made from the Ndop cloth. According to Nancy Haynes’ eyewitness 

account, on Saturday, the day of the burial (Day Four), members of the family dressed in 
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the blue dancing cloth with stringed unshelled peanuts around their necks. Mamann Nord 

wore white as a sign that she is a Christian rather than the traditional black worn by 

widows as a sign of mourning. If the burial had been more traditional, the widow(s) 

would have had to continue to appear in a disheveled state. Widows are normally 

required to sleep on a dirt floor, remain barefoot, not attend to her own personal hygiene 

including her hair, and never change her clothes, all signs she is mourning the loss of her 

husband in a proper way. 

 

Figure 12 Photos of the Deceased carried by his children into compound, Day 3 

The clothes of the visiting dancing groups provide another example of material 

culture associated with the lewhʉ. At this burial, each group wore their unique regalia. 

The mɛnzɔŋ or warrior group, for example, dressed in a variety of vests made of red cloth 

with bells sewn on them. Many also wore a swath of the traditional dancing cloth 

wrapped around their waist and loosely covering the legs like a kilt or pantaloons. 

Strapped to their lower legs were bands of cloth with dried empty seedpods called ndɛ 
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sewn on, producing a rhythmic addition to the music. The most variable item of clothing 

is the dancers’ hats of many shapes (beret, shower cap, cylindrical), crocheted by men 

using different colored threads and yarns in many different patterns. 

Other groups of dancers represent women’s mutual aid associations to which the 

widow belongs, each wearing the same cloth in solidarity. 

 

Figure 13 Women’s groups wearing matching cloth, Day 4 

Objects to be manipulated during the dances include whistles, photos of the 

deceased, sabers, and the asaŋa lʉɔ (horsetail fly-whisk of various kinds, for dancers, 

some with beaded handle). 
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Figure 14 Royal white horsetail with double-headed handle, asaŋa lʉɔ 

The mɛnzɔŋ or warrior group also danced with sabers in hand, brandishing them 

fiercely toward the crowd, while blowing small metal whistles in short quick blasts. Even 

before dancing, they responded to laments sung by the grieving family members while in 

dance uniform of red-trimmed vest and sabres. 

 

Figure 15 Two warriors with sabers, Day 4  
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4.2.3 Food Served Inside the Compound and Outside 

At the beginning of the burial ceremony, most typically the easily prepared 

ŋgesang menek ‘corn eyes’ (consisting of boiled corn kernels) is served to all the 

participants and attendees. During this particular funeral, more substantial food was 

served in the courtyard when the chiefs and nobility were present. This consisted of 

pieces of mbap (cooked chicken, pork, and fish), as well as nzap (locally grown greens 

resembling spinach), cooked with ground njʉʼ (squash seeds), onions, garlic and local hot 

peppers. Various starches are served alongside, including plantains, coco-yams, potatoes 

cooked with cabbage and palm oil, along with an important traditional dish of pounded 

taro, apa ala’, pounded into a paste like mashed potatoes. This dish is served with a 

yellow sauce made with paŋ mevɛt (red palm oil), shʉ-shhʉ (a vegetable resembling 

green peppers) and tsi-tsi nna’ (herbs and spices used in many sauces). Various alcoholic 

drinks accompany this meal including palm wine, beer, French wine and whiskey. 

Up on the road in the near vicinity of the compound, various women spread out 

large quantities of fresh produce from their fields for sale: pans and buckets full of 

potatoes or cabbages; various root vegetables such as yams, sweet potatoes, taro and 

cocoa yams; carrots, leeks, and onions; as well as fruits such as passion fruit, guavas, and 

pineapples. During this particular occasion, all of these products along with avocados and 

ekwip (safou in French) lined the road in basins. According to the season, other items for 

sale might have included freshly harvested peanuts and various kinds of dried beans, as 

well as prepared foods such as hot corn on the cob or boiled peanuts. As usual, roving 

young people sold kola nuts, cigarettes, candy and other small objects from head trays. 
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The abundance of food for sale conveniently located just outside the compound makes it 

possible for people to return home with a good buy without having to go out of their way. 

 

Figure 16 Children selling food outside the gate 

On this particular occasion, a man drove up in a covered pick-up truck, opened 

the back gate, laid out goods for sale including bottles of cooking oil and cases of drinks. 

He then set up chairs and a shade umbrella for an impromptu café. Various bottled drinks 

including beer and carbonated drinks like Fanta, Sprite and Coke were also available to 

buy. 
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Figure 17 Tailgate café on the road, outside the compound 

According to Nancy Haynes, the food for sale outside the compound is not at all a 

sign that there would be insufficient food and drink provided by the family within the 

compound20. In fact, there was more than enough food at the burial of Papa Nord. It 

merely indicated that this gathering of people, as on other occasions, had become an 

opportunity for an exchange of fresh produce (lacking in the city) for cash (lacking in the 

village). 

4.2.4 Miscellaneous Items 

One item which played an important though fleeting role during the ceremony 

was an old rifle used for hunting bush-meat. In Yemba burials, the rifle is shot at least 

twice: once to announce the “beginning of the mourning/burial”, (nzoʼ lewhʉ), and 

another time just before the actual burial itself. The brass metal casings strewn about the 

compound remained abandoned on the ground following the ceremony. 

                                                 
20 Nancy Haynes’ comment: “This was the social occasion of appreciable size, whether burial, funeral 
anniversary, wedding, or church event, at which I saw the most satisfaction with the sharing out of food.” 
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Figure 18 Hired rifleman waiting to give the signal of nzoʼ lewhʉ or ‘opening of 
the mourning‘ 

It was only on Saturday that mbwɛt-lewhʉ used a microphone to help her voice 

carry across the courtyard. This was especially important because there were so many 

people present, with many conversations going on among the men sitting on the porch 

during the laments. 

4.3. Lens 3 - Participant Organization 

Participant organization “highlights the people involved in an event, in terms of 

the roles they play, the ways they interact with each other through time, and how they use 

the physical space around them” (2013:94). The participants at Papa Nord’s burial are of 

two main categories, those who attended due to a personal or social relationship with the 

deceased and those who fill a culturally recognised role during the event, some solicited 

and others not. In the first group I include the deceased himself, his bereaved family, the 
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chiefs and their entourages, dancing and mutual aid associations, members of the local 

mɛnzɔŋ, the general population of the village. The second group includes the food 

vendors out on the road, the rifleman, the Catholic priests and their assistants, and the 

primary lead singer and her accompanist. 

4.3.1 Two Major Participants for Any Burial 

Because we are focussed on laments in this study, our primary participant focus is 

on mbwɛt-lewhʉ. According to the widow of Papa Nord, Madame Madeleine Feudjio was 

not a personal friend of the family but was chosen due to her reputation as a mbwɛt-lewhʉ 

in this part of the village. Indeed, there are several lament singers scattered throughout 

the large village of Bafou. 

On October 1, 2014, accompanied by one of our translators, Micheline Anandong,  

I conducted an interview with Madame Feudjio in her home. To my question, how does a 

woman become a mbwɛt-lewhʉ in the Yemba cultural context, Mme Feudjio answered 

that the first qualification is a ‘small gift’ of a strong voice, coming from God which 

qualifies her. However, it was not her choice to sing funeral songs, which she called ‘bad 

songs’. Mme. Feudjio said she would have preferred to be a singer of more joyful songs. 

But when both her husband and later an adult married daughter died, she felt compelled 

to continue singing these laments, day in and day out, even while working in her fields. 

According to her, the songs continued echoing in her head even as she fell asleep at night 

(see interview in Appendix of this paper). 
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Figure 19 Madame Madeleine Feudjio, mbwɛt-lewhʉ 
 

It was only at the age of 60 years old that Madame Feudjio became informally 

recognized as an mbwɛt-lewhʉ in the village. (At the time of her interview, she estimated 

her age to be 70.) When asked how she learned the words to the songs, she explained that 

she had learned the lyrics by listening to other mbwɛt-lewhʉ during various burials. In 

fact a mbwɛt-lewhʉ does not request to learn these songs from another singer, but simply 

learns from listening to others. If a singer makes mistakes, you simply choose not to 

emulate that particular person, but refrain from criticizing them. During the performance 

the lament singer puts herself in the frame of mind of the family members, identifying 

with their loss. But she also  speaks on behalf of the bereaved. For instance, for the 

benefit of the orphans and the widow left behind, she asks through song, who will be 
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taking care of them and who will provide for their needs now that they have lost Papa 

Nord. When she repeats the phrase, “Go slowly/calmly”, she explains that she is 

concerned that the bereaved ones not be overcome with their grief to the point of 

“throwing themselves into water” to literally drown themselves out of despair. Madame 

Feudjio said that mbwɛt-lewhʉ needs to share in tasting the bitterness of grief with them, 

likening it to tasting the bitter plant called ‘quinqueliba’ before it is washed of its 

bitterness. 

Mme Feudjio acknowledged that she revisits her own grief during the process of 

evoking grief in the bereaved person. In fact, it is so painful for her that she finds herself 

weeping with those she is trying to comfort. She seeks to demonstrate by her own 

example of having survived, how it is possible to continue living despite such loss. She 

explains that she herself experiences some relief during this process of facilitating a 

catharsis of grief for others. 

Most importantly Madame Feudjio pointed out that if there is no mbwɛt-lewhʉ 

present at the burial, there is an atmosphere of disorder and even what might be termed 

hysteria, with each individual mourning alone out of ‘sync’ with the others. The mbwɛt-

lewhʉ’s songs and presence seem to provide both an organizing function for the mourners 

and a release of the attendees’ feelings through structured choruses of lamentations. This 

would not occur without her musical prowess and commanding presence. Madame 

Feudjio says that she herself can sense the difference as soon as she steps into her role 

and begins singing. It is as if the individual strands are joined together in collective 
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singing. As the mbwɛt-lewhʉ sings, there is a gradual dissipation of confusion and anger 

in the crowd, as song seems to bring comfort to all who mourn. 

In her interview, Madame Feudjio suggested that the singer must have the 

courage to breach social interdictions by looking directly into the eyes of the bereaved 

she is addressing, so that she can assist them in bringing their grief to the surface. 

Therefore, the singer must be unafraid of brashly entering into a certain degree of 

intimacy through visual contact even though it is normally considered an aggressive or 

defiant action in social contacts between adults. Both of the mbwɛt-lewhʉ whom I 

interviewed considered part of their purpose in singing laments to be that of stimulating a 

catharsis of grief in the family members. The mbwɛt-lewhʉ or ‘consoler of death’, aiming 

their songs directly at those closest to the deceased, do so to purposely elicit tears and 

sobbing. 

The other person whose presence was essential is the accompanist on the double-

belled gong, the alaa-mpfeŋ-mepfo. This person is an individual especially designated by 

the Paramount Chief to play the rented double-headed gong during burials (see Figure 7). 

He is the only one authorized to do so and receives compensation for it. 

4.3.2 The Deceased and Family Members 

Maurice Ngankeng, or ‘Papa Nord’, was born in 1953  in Batsengala’, an 

unconquered quarter of the amalgamated village of Bafou in the Western Region of 

Cameroon (see Map 2). He grew up and was educated in both the Anglophone and 

Francophone areas of Cameroon. He studied to be a civil engineer and became a 

successful subcontractor with the national electric company, SONEL. For his job, he 
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travelled widely and lived for several years in the northern city of Ngaoundéré. Thus his 

most common nickname was ‘Papa Nord’, meaning ‘Papa from the  north’.While living 

in that city, he was chosen by the Paramount Chief of Bafou to be his official 

representative, a high honor. Even as the official representative, he maintained close ties 

with the chief of Batsengala’, So close in fact, he was able to broker a significant 

reconciliation between him and the Paramount Chief about ten years before he died, He 

was aided in this reconciliation by his wife, a descendant of the royal family of Bafou. 

This reconciliation led to an honorific name being given to him by the chief of 

Batsengala’. 

His business prospered, and he owned several commercial and personal properties 

in at least three different cities, as well as the village of Bafou. He willingly recognized 

his wife, ‘Mamann Nord’, as a partner in business decisions.21 He remained monogamous 

in a polygamous society in spite of family pressures. He remained devoted to his wife and 

together they had six children. After more than thirty years of civil marriage they chose to 

be baptized and married in the Catholic church. His diagnosis of cancer and resulting 

death occurred about six years later. He was known throughout his life for his generosity 

even though during the last ten years he had suffered several business reversals beyond 

his control. He was not known to have left behind all traditional practices. 

Toward the end of his life, Papa Nord expressed wishes for how to handle certain 

aspects of his burial. These wishes included his lying in repose in the living room of the 

                                                 
21 This included the decision about renting their village compound to my colleague and me for more than 
13 years. Personal communication, Papa Nord, 2003. 
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main house and having the mourners congregate in the upper courtyard. We as renters of 

the main house agreed to his wishes. 

His death is the reason for everyone’s gathering together. He is the subject of 

many of the songs and his body is moved around from the city to the village, where he 

lies then is buried within his own compound. 

The bereaved family participants especially prominent during these four days 

were Papa Nord’s widow, his older sister (aka Big Sister) and one of the daughters (Elie-

Christ), each one of whom sang some of the laments. All of Papa Nord’s immediate 

children were present:  his daughter, Elie-Christ (pharmacist in Belgium ), his two sons, 

Bienvenu (with wife and children) and Charlie, (a university student and soon-to-be 

successor), Olivia, (university student), and Sophie (high school student). His oldest 

daughter had pre-deceased him and left behind three children, who were also present. 

Others who considered Papa Nord as an adoptive father who had helped them overcome 

life challenges also attended. 

In addition to the close family members were the extended family members, 

including the in-laws. The female relatives of the deceased, accompanied by the close 

friends of the near family, as described above, lined the descent into the courtyard to the 

right of the driveway next to the southern compound wall. As noted above, the male 

relatives stood at the bottom of the courtyard lined-up and facing toward the upper 

entrance of the compound looking east. Whenever a new arrival appeared at the 

compound entrance and began a slow descent to the crowd below, people’s attention 

turned toward that person or persons. When a woman or women appeared at the entrance 
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and started to descend, the female relatives, seated along the right sidewall on the south 

side, stood up to receive her/them as the lead-singer, the mbwɛt-lewhʉ, began to sing her 

laments. Likewise, when men appeared and started to descend, the male relatives, seated 

on the porch, stood up to receive them as mbwɛt-lewhʉ sang. 

Both sides of the family were well-represented by family heads and nearby 

neighbors, who are often part of the extended family. 

 

Figure 20 Women offering condolences to line of female relatives 

4.3.3 Dignitaries and Invited Guests 

Other people not related to the deceased but who lend extra dignity to the 

procedings are Efɔ Ndɔŋ, the Paramount Chief of the larger village of Bafou, and several 

other chiefs of nearby villages. Efɔ Ndɔŋ is always preceded by a messenger ringing a 

hand-held bell which announces his arrival, solliciting everyone’s attention. His 

bodyguards must accompany him as well, along with some women from the palace. The 

Paramount Chief made his appearance on Friday, Day Three. 
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Figure 21 Paramount Chief Efɔ Ndɔŋ enthroned in the courtyard, speaking to 
members of the family seen in the foreground 

Chiefs from other villages and some of the village sub-chiefs also came with their 

entourages. The sub-chief of Batsengala’, a special friend of the deceased who had 

conferred various titles upon Papa Nord due to his service to this part of the village, paid 

his respects on Saturday, Day Four. 

 

Figure 22 Other chiefs and sub-chiefs, with their royal horsetails 
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Other invited guests were the various dancing associations representing different 

social groups with a connection to the family. Each association has a specific traditional 

dance as their signature dance, common among the Yemba even in the diaspora. 

Generally speaking, half the Yemba population live outside of the home area, working in 

cities as businessmen, civil servants, or professionals. Such urban elites, with roots in the 

area but living elsewhere in Cameroon or another country, often belong to such an 

association and will travel great distances to attend burials.Yemba people firmly uphold 

the value of solidarity even when living outside of the village and tend to seek out other 

speakers of the Yemba language wherever they live in the diaspora. 

Other invited attendees were members of the local mɛnzɔŋ, mentioned above as 

the ‘warrior’ class of the village, meant to defend the quarter of the village ruled by either 

the Paramount Chief or the sub-chief. Papa Nord himself  was a member of the mɛnzɔŋ 

for his part of the village of Bafou known as Batsengala’. As a generous member of the 

community, he often hosted meetings of the group at his compound. Not surprisingly, 

mention was made of this generosity in some of the widow’s songs, as she regretted that 

the group would no longer have a reason to visit the compound. 

4.3.4 Secondary Participants with a Culturally Recognised Role 

A third group of participants consists mostly of those who have been requested to 

fill a culturally recognised role during the event. Others also show up unsolicited with a 

commercial interest which is culturally tolerated and appropriate. These are the food 

vendors out on the road who are local and provide local produce and mini-market items 

for sale. 
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The rifleman (see Figure 18) who fires the gun at specific times is designated for 

that role by the sub-chief of Batsengala’. It is the family who pays him at about $4 a shot. 

A type of brass band (“Fanfare”) is hired and comes for the last two days and 

plays various hymns at different moments, especially when accompanying the coffin. 

They specialize in playing old French Protestant hymns. 

 

Figure 23 Fanfare band accompanying coffin to compound 

The local Catholic priest is also requested and paid for by the family for the mass 

celebrated. He appears the morning of the mass with one or two assistants (catechists) . 

and a colleague, if he desires. The mass is usually in French with one of the catechists 

interpreting into Yemba. 

4.3.5 All Others 

In addition to all these people, any passerby on the road above the compound 

entrance is always welcome to attend the ceremonies and to partake of the food, even if it 

is simply a few peanuts or a scrap of bread. Note that marginalized people, for instance, 
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those considered simple of mind or mentally ill, are never excluded from attending and 

participating in village events such as burials. As foreigners, we were welcomed at any 

public event we chose to attend even when we had no acquaintances in the crowd. 

4.4. Lens 4 - Shape of the Event Through Time 

Schrag defines this lens as a chronological tracing in time of the cultural event, 

“splitting it up into sequential segments in a hierarchical fashion” (2013,77). He  

describes segments separated by ‘markers’ (2013, 77). These markers indicate transition 

points where the cycle of lament songs either stops or picks up again due to arrivals and 

departures of people. 

In this section I will describe the temporal ‘shape’ of the burial ceremony by 

dividing it into parts described in the chronological order of the four days. The basic form 

of it is formally seen in the widely distributed bulletin (see Figure 1). 

4.4.1 Over-all Shape of the Lament Song Performances 

The over-all shape of the lament song performances spans a period of four days, 

in this case beginning Wednesday (not listed in the bulletin above due to the fact it is for 

the immediate family and neighbors) and culminating with the burial on Saturday 

followed by the more intimate succession ceremony of that same day. During these four 

days the songs are sung for the benefit of those present to facilitate an expression of 

condolences to the family and as a way for the family to express their own grief. During 

Day One there are periods of time when not many people attend and when it is mostly the 

bereaved family present in the courtyard with a few neighbors. In between arrivals, the 
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family sits down to rest. The succeeding days involve more and more people as they 

arrive from all over the country, leading up to the actual burial on Saturday. 

The following factors affect when a lament song cycle begins and ends: 

1. arrival and absence of new mourners 

2. strength and endurance of the mbwɛt-lewhʉ as a singer 

3. response or non-response of all present but especially the family members 

4. arrival of a prominent personage 

The arrival of new mourners at the entrance to the compound brings mbwɛt-lewhʉ 

to her feet along with the family and friends who rise to reconfigure their lines. At that 

point she begins singing. This song cycle22 finishes after the mourners have greeted each 

of the family members and close friends at the head of the lines and have then joined a 

line themselves. 

A factor that brings about the pauses in the singing concerns the strength and 

endurance of the mbwɛt-lewhʉ as a singer. There were a few times in the recordings when 

she simply sang the line: “I’m tired and am going to sit down now.” At that point, 

someone else (either the Big Sister, the widow, or one of the daughters) took up the 

lament singing in their own fashion. 

As the crowd or the family members respond to what the singer is singing, or 

even if they do not seem sufficiently engaged, the singer might lead out with a particular 

topic appropriate to the moment. There might be a need for a call to calm or a call to 

more expression of mourning. 

                                                 
22 Song cycle is defined as a series of poetic lines often recurring and sung during the time it takes the new 
arrival(s) to make their way down the line of family members with appropriate greetings and gestures. 
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The arrival of a prominent personage at the compound may stop the singing. On 

Friday when the Paramount Chief entered the compound as signaled by his personal bell-

ringer, there was a cessation of singing. After he sat down and delivered a brief discourse 

to both the bereaved family and the warrior group, the songs resumed.  Schrag describes 

these pauses as ‘markers’ (2013, 77), indicating transition points where the cycle of 

lament songs either stops or picks up again due to arrivals and departures of people. 

The pace picks up on the succeeding days, as hundreds turn up, especially when 

the serving of food is anticipated as being part of the day’s agenda. This occurs on Friday 

and Saturday (Days Three and Four). The task of initiating the lament singing falls on 

one woman, the mbwɛt-lewhʉ, who must carry on her singing for several hours each day. 

Not only is she tasked with describing the tragic loss of a loved-one in her songs, but she 

may have to give various strong directives in order to enforce crowd control when 

people’s attention wanders. 

4.4.2 Before the Four-day Event Begins 

The week before the burial-week, people in the various social associations of 

Batsengala’ were informed that the date of burial would be held Saturday, July 12. Papa 

Nord, following a long bout with cancer died June 13 a month before his burial. In the 

meantime, his body was kept in a morgue in Bafoussam, the city where he resided about 

20 miles from the village of Bafou. The month of preparations by the family included the 

arrival of the oldest living child, Elie-Christ, from Belgium. 

According to Brigitte Kana, an announcement concerning the date of the burial in 

the village was broadcast several days before the event throughout the Yemba area on the 



79 

 

Radio Nationale in Bafoussam. This included the following Yemba proverb:  Te zhɛ́ nda 

a mɛ wu mentshi menek; láá ayi a nchu mbɛtre “Don’t (just) cry for your mother; mourn 

her by buying drinks.”  Such announcements come during a regular radio program 

entitled Mbuʼ Nchu, alluding to a 'person who is lacking a mouth'. I am guessing this 

refers to the fact that the deceased can no longer speak for himself and needs a 

spokesperson. These funeral announcements go out on the radio the preceding weekend 

so that people throughout the area can plan to travel to the village, arriving at least in time 

for the burial on Saturday. 

Sunday, July 6: Nancy Haynes, Eric-Georges Tsakem (one of our adopted 

‘sons’) and Sylviane (neighbor and friend) removed items in the courtyard which might 

encumber the proceedings especially with the arrival of a large crowd. These were taken 

placed into the main house. 

Monday, July 7: Eric-Georges and Nancy prepared the yard for the upcoming 

crowd of mourners. They covered the bamboo compost structure, the water-barrels and 

cistern system in black plastic and protected young trees against trampling with small 

raffia fencing. They also moved any portable objects or other impediments to free 

movement, to an inaccessible part of the compound.  Eric and Nancy labelled the plastic 

cistern of water on the lower porch as ‘eau non-potable’ (not for drinking). 

Inside the house, on the south side, they completely emptied the carport and 

locked the doors, so chairs could fill the space. All furniture, curtains and lamps in the 

living room were also displaced and stored elsewhere in the house. The piano and a wall-

unit of bookshelves and other items were set up in the archway leading from the living 
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room to the dining room to block entrance for the public. The hallway to the side door on 

the north side of the house was cleared so it could easily be used as principal entry to the 

rooms that would still be used during the duration of the funeral. 

 Tuesday, July 8: Eric and a group of neighbors in the quarter of Batsengala’ put 

up small bamboo fencse around obstacles such as trees which might impede the dancing 

and mourning in the courtyard. He also cleaned moss off all surfaces that could be 

walked or sat upon, especially the driveway and the top of the half-wall midway down 

the slope of the front lawn. The participating neighbors examined where the location of 

the tents and poles would go to make sure there were no obstacles. They filled in a rough 

barbecue pit dug into the ground so that no one would fall into it. They trimmed bushes to 

create as much room as possible. The sound system was set up and during the ensuing 

days there was occasional music played by a DJ according to the tastes and desires of the 

family. Much Christian music was heard and the loud disco-type music often heard late 

into the night at other burials was not played. 

The preparation of the funeral food (boiled peanuts and corn kernels) began in the 

evening. The corn kernels were soaked for several hours in water and then boiled all 

night over a fire burning in the courtyard. Needless to say, this required a great deal of 

firewood and water. It is the custom that each woman from the village quarter of the 

deceased  contribute a piece of wood. 

Table 4.1 demonstrates how certain event features occur and re-occur throughout 

the burial ceremony.  
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Table 4.1 Features Through Time 

Event/feature/marker Tues Wed 
Thurs in 

Bafoussam 
Fri Sat 

Lamentation time  + + + + 
Presence of dignitaries    + + 
Preparations + +    
Attendance by many    + + 
Gong playing    + + 
Dancing      + 
Presence of body   + + + 
All night wake   + +  
Burial     + 
Succession ceremony     + 
Presence of local chief     + 
Presence of Paramount Chief    +  

 

From this chart we can see that as time progresses, the number of various 

activities increases, leaving less time for the singing of laments. The first two days, when 

fewer people are present, give the family an occasion to participate in the mourning in a 

more intimate setting. However, during the last two days, the public and dignitaries 

demand more and more attention. They must be fed and some of them make speeches. 

The ceremony is then opened to other events such as the priest saying mass, the discourse 

of the paramount chief, dances of the various associations on the last day and the 

succession ceremony. 

4.4.3 Day One of Mourning: in the Village 

On Wednesday July 9, the rifleman shot off the nzoʼ lewhʉ or “the beginning of 

a funeral” into the air signaling that the mourning should begin. It was only the first of at 

least two rifle shots which occurred throughout the burial ceremony. The piercing crack 

of the rifle shots calls the inhabitants to attend the mourning and subsequent burial. 
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The mourning began on Wednesday quite early when it was still dark, around 5 

AM. The following description is based on the film segments that Nancy Haynes was 

able to record and gives a detailed account of the action seen in the films. There are very 

few mourners initially present. It includes only a few intimate friends from the 

neighborhood related in some way to the family. Both men and women line up in their 

respective places in the courtyard in receiving lines called ata-ŋkaŋa or ‘funeral receiving 

lines’. Both lines, male and female, move across to each other after the arrival of new 

mourners and their consolidation into their respective lines to console the group of the 

opposite sex.  In the films it is evident how intense the emotions were on Day One of the 

four days of mourning. We see that as the women’s line approaches the men’s, there is 

one man holding a tunic belonging to the deceased. He comes close to a male relative at 

the head of the line and holds out his right hand toward that man, shaking his head and 

weeping. After pointing to the weeping man, the first man puts his hand on the 

bereaved’s shoulder in a gesture of consolation and joins the line behind him, while 

another observer shakes his head. 

The next scene shows Widow expressing her grief by singing laments to the 

women’s line. She cries out about how tired she is and how much she misses her ‘friend’ 

(husband) who was everything to her. She begins swinging her arms around and pointing 

far away indicating her husband is out there somewhere. Her two friends remain by her 
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side and eventually help her off the scene so she can sit down, having nearly collapsed. 

She clacks one shoe against the ground as she departs the scene23. 

 

Figure 24 Widow collapsing from grief, held up by two friends 

The mbwɛt-lewhʉ begins singing autobiographical material about her own losses 

and difficulties in life. New male arrivals begin their descent down the left hand side of 

the driveway. One of these greets the women and then grasps the arm of a woman seated 

on the edge of the porch at the bottom of the driveway and swings her arm. New women 

arrivals also begin passing by those already arrived, then join a line behind a close friend 

or relative. Two men stand still at the entrance to the compound with out-stretched hands. 

                                                 
23 This gesture of clacking a foot against the ground is usually done by seers when they have made a 
pronouncement or even a curse. This is an area for further research. 
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Another man comes down from the entrance crying and announcing his arrival by a line 

of song. The Lament Singer at this point is no longer singing. 

To summarize: Day One is the day when the members of the immediate family, 

both male and female, appeared in the courtyard ready to receive their fellow mourners 

from the neighborhood. The mourners included members of the warrior class of men 

called mɛnzɔŋ. It took a few days for different members of the family to arrive from other 

parts of Cameroon as well as from overseas, specifically Belgium where one of the 

daughters had been studying. 

The simple food of boiled corn kernels and black beans prepared the previous day 

sustained the participants during these first hours of mourning. To supplement this were 

cobs of freshly boiled corn, distributed to everyone and consumed during this day. 

Later in the day preparations continued, setting the scene for the larger public’s 

arrival. Another group arrived from the town of Dschang, ten miles away, bringing the 

huge pieces of cloth necessary for transforming the living room into a ‘viewing room’ of 

the deceased while he lay in repose. The cloth covered the ceiling and walls creating a 

sort of tent-like space within the room. They then set up the canopied bed or bier on 

which the casket would lie. This group of people, led by a woman, were paid for their 

services. (In his book Le dynamisme bamiléké, Dongmo examines the reasons 

Bamilékés24 tend to excel as entrepreneurs). This practice of transforming a large room 

into a ‘viewing room’ of the departed is one of many examples of Bamiléké business 

                                                 
24 Bamiléké is a term used for a group of about 10 closely related languages located in the Francophone 
area of Cameroon known as the Western Highlands or Grassfields. 
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acumen. They have taken a recent variation on traditional burial practices and made it 

into a profitable business.25 

In the following account Nancy Haynes describes another well-organized activity 

in the courtyard describing the Bamiléké business venture of supplying tents (canopies) 

and chairs to accommodate the large attendance at such an event: 

 
The businessmen in charge of putting up the tents and providing the numbered 
chairs, 600 in all, arrived. Eric made sure those putting in the tent poles and stakes 
understood how to avoid the trees. The heavy plastic tarp coverings and metal 
supports were easily handled by those who knew their job. Someone from the 
family went over each chair with a representative of the rental company, making 
sure that there were no already-broken ones that they would otherwise  have had to 
pay for at the end of the event. The chairs were lined up under the tents and in the 
attached garage area. 

4.4.4 Day Two of Mourning: in Bafoussam 

Thursday, July 10. The mourners in the immediate family departed the village of 

Bafou for the provincial capital of Bafoussam, place of long term residence for Papa 

Nord and his family. This day was given over to la levée du corps  or ‘collection of the 

body’(as noted in formal program, section 4.4), and the retrieval of the body from the 

morgue before its placement in the city and the village homes for the successive wake 

before the funeral and burial, both of which always take place in the village. At the 

morgue, the deceased had been put into a coffin, then placed in a hearse and taken to the 

cathedral where a mass was celebrated. The funeral procession then continued to his 

                                                 
25 Nancy Haynes: “This is an example of one of the many funerary elaborations developed by Yemba and 
their other Bamileke cousins to declare the status of the deceased. The businesses of renting tents and 
chairs, cutlery and plates, DJs and their equipment, videographers and photographers have all become 
successful ventures, without saying anything about many variations of food and drink.” (Comment from 
April 30, 2020.) 
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house for the all-night wake. This was a trip of a total of about 1.5 miles with many 

people walking in a processional along the main street of the busy city to accompany the 

cars and motorcycles in the cortège.26 The body was placed in the family home for the 

rest of the evening and that night’s wake. Nancy Haynes continues: 

After the mass at the cathedral, there was a procession from the church to their 
house. Some of us just walked along the whole way as the line of cars crawled 
along. (I had already parked the car in a place safe). When we arrived at their house 
(on the corner of a main street and a side street), the side street was already blocked 
off with tents in the road in front of the house. We sat there for a while in groups, 
mingling, and went into the house in groups to greet the family gathered around the 
coffin (open, I think) in the living room, sitting with them for a while. Outside as 
new people arrived for the first time, the singer (same one as the one in the village) 
led in some singing but with a smaller representation of the family there to receive 
those arriving. Food was served. Some stayed all night for the all-night wake but I 
drove back to the village in the early evening. 

The next morning, the body was transported to the village in a hearse outfitted 

with a shrill siren that could be heard from afar as it travelled on its way from the paved 

road over the three miles of dirt roads through the village after leaving the main federal 

route. 

Meanwhile back in the village during that evening, women who had stayed 

behind prepared a special meal for the various dignitaries and chiefs who would be 

attending the next day. Several women went into the town of Dschang to buy the 

necessary supplies, which included plantains, potatoes, fish, meat, rice, tomato sauce, 

green beans, carrots, onions, garlic, various spices, and Maggi cubes. On Friday the 

paramount chief partook of some of this food. Since it is forbidden that anyone outside 

the royal entourage witness the chief eating, he was able to enjoy this meal in the privacy 

                                                 
26: This is not an uncommon event on Friday afternoons in the towns and cities of Cameroon. 
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of the boukarou building located in the north corner of the compound, constructed in the 

round shape characteristic of village houses in the north of Cameroon. It served as a fond 

recollection of the family's sojourn in Ngaoundéré. (During our occupancy we used this 

building as an office for our work). 

4.4.5 Day Three of Mourning: Arrival of Coffin in the Village  

Friday, July 11. 

The following account is based on the films taken by Nancy Haynes. During the 

morning everyone in the immediate area of the deceased’s village quarter gathered at his 

compound, awaiting the arrival of the body from Bafoussam, his widow and family. The 

blaring siren on the hearse transporting the coffin could be heard from afar as it wound its 

way along village roads. A pick-up truck accompanied this cortège, carrying the Fanfare 

band. Two kilometers from the house the family took to the road on foot as did the 

Fanfare. By the time they arrived at Papa Nord’s compound they were playing “A Toi, la 

Victoire!” (Thine be the Glory!) People crowded the road to view the arrival of the 

processional now on foot, with the coffin on the shoulders of four young men a short 

distance from the hearse. It was these four white-gloved young friends  who carried the 

coffin down the steep slope into the courtyard. Mbwɛt-lewhʉ stood silently at the entrance 

to the compound watching the proceedings. The mɛnzɔŋ took their place in front of the 

porch. All the children and grandchildren were present, holding enlarged photos of their 

father. This was the first appearance of Charlie, Papa Nord’s son, who would be 

designated as his successor the next day after the burial. He helped carry the coffin down 

into the courtyard. 
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Figure 25 Coffin carried into the compound, Day 3 

Once the coffin had passed through the compound gate, the singing of the 

laments, led by mbwɛt-lewhʉ., began again. There was a crowd of women attempting to 

start down the descent into the compound but they were stuck in the crowd of other 

women already going through the mourning line of women standing perpendicular to the 

south wall (see Figure 2 of compound layout). The grandchildren now dressed in white 

approached the rest of the family. 

 

Figure 26 The family receives women visitors on the day of the burial 
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The first sound of the gong for Friday rang out. This was the first day for some of 

the women to present their condolences 27 so they went back up to the compound entrance 

to get in line to greet the resident mourners in their line. Given the number of chairs 

installed under the tents and the number of people also standing, the crowd this day was 

estimated to be at least 600. 

The gong continued as the Lament Singer led the singing of call and response. 

The women then passed in an orderly way in front of the line of family in order to extend 

their condolences to the bereaved. They then continued their rhythmic shuffling dance 

over toward the men’s line and moved out of the picture. People were seated in plastic 

chairs beneath the canopies further up on the lawn. Others found seats on the porch or in 

the garage or just stood where they could find room. 

The camera returned to the mourners’ line to show the hand gestures of 

condolences made by various women toward the widow, children and grandchildren 

standing in their ata-ŋkaŋa or ‘receiving-line’. The singer moved her hands up and down 

in front of her body as she sang and gave out the call or letu. When the response or leveŋ 

was sung by others, she moved her hands along her sides as if walking vigorously while 

standing in place. The women’s line moved off toward the men’s line. 

When the lament singing finished, informal recorded music played in the 

background and the mood lightened. The people sitting down were waiting to be fed. 

Papa Nord’s personal effects were displayed out on a table under a canopy. 

                                                 
27 Condolences are presented by passing by the mourning line only once, usually the first day of attendance. 
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Figure 27 Mourners sitting beneath canopy as they wait to be served sandwiches 

Women handed out sandwiches (French baguettes filled with sardines) and 

children sat on the ground sharing bottled sweet drinks. After eating, people remained 

sitting beneath the canopies. Some people engaged in animated discussions while 

recorded Christian music played in the background. 

At 2:36, the arrival of the Paramount Chief of the village of Bafou, Efɔ Ndɔŋ 

('Chief of the Horn'), was announced by the bell-ringer.. He entered the compound with 

much fanfare, accompanied by three of his wives and his male entourage of bodyguards. 

His presence in the compound testified to the fact that he was honoring Papa Nord for a 

special reason. Indeed, it was Papa Nord who had brought about a reconciliation several 

years before between Efɔ Ndɔŋ and the sub-chief of Batsengala’, personally brokered by 

Papa Nord in this very compound. Efɔ Ndɔŋ knew he would not be exposed to any kind 

of attack either in word, action, food or drink, in this compound. For here was the place 
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where a man of peace had negotiated a reconciliation between two powerful chiefs 28. 

These two had been at odds ever since the death in the 1960’s of the sub-chief’s father, 

the previous chief of the village of Batsengala’29. Efɔ Ndɔŋ does not usually attend other 

burials in this Batsengala’ part of Bafou. Normally he should have attended on Saturday, 

the day of the burial, but was not able to due to having made promises to attend other 

burials in the village. Therefore, instead of not coming at all, he broke tradition and came 

the day before.  During the time Efɔ Ndɔŋ was present, he sat at a table with three of his 

wives and delivered a discourse to Papa Nord‘s family who stood in front of him and 

listened attentively. After sitting enthroned on a special seat, he walked down to the small 

round building where he was served the meal offered to him by the bereaved family. 

Outside in the courtyard mbwɛt-lewhʉ continued singing with Big Sister 

responding and heading a line. Some newly arrived men appeared at the entrance of the 

compound carrying briefcases and bags. There was a signal from the gong to stop the 

singing and mbwɛt-lewhʉ sat down. Big Sister continued singing on her own as the men 

came down and offered their condolences. 

Efɔ Ndɔŋ and his wives stayed in the compound for an hour and a half, 

demonstrating their solidarity with the deceased and his family.  Then at  4:02,  this group 

arose to leave. The bell ringer preceded the chief. A shot rang out. The chief waved 

                                                 
28 The sub-chiefdom of Batsengala’ was not a conquered village but had been placed under the chief of 
Bafou by the French colonial rulers for reasons of administrative punishment. 
29 Papa Nord was from Batsengala” and his wife from Bafou, a couple highly regarded by people on both 
sides of the political divide, whether in Ngaoundere in the North or Bafoussam or Bafou in the Western 
Region. 
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farewell to those in the compound, and left,  walking under the shade of an umbrella 

which a servant carried. He left as he arrived, surrounded by wives and body guards. 

 

Figure 28 Paramount Chief of Bafou departs beneath the royal umbrella 

A man wept in the background as mbwɛt-lewhʉ started up her singing again 

followed by Big Sister, and then Widow. Two men advanced slowly on their way across 

the driveway. Then we see Big Sister stumbling toward a chair, exhausted, held up by 

two other women.The large double-belled gong was played and mbwɛt-lewhʉ took her 

place in the middle of the driveway. The men lined up at the bottom of the driveway near 

the porch and the women took their places next to the south wall. Mamann Nord, the 

widow, looked much disheveled at this point. Big Sister stood at the head of her line just 

above her on the driveway advancing her line. She then began singing her own songs as 

responses to the call, or letu, sung by mbwɛt-lewhʉ. The bereaved daughters in Big 

Sister’s line stood holding the enlarged photos of their father. Big Sister led her line back 

to their place next to the south wall. 
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The following is Nancy’s account of the all night vigil around the body. 

“The Jesus Film, dubbed in Yemba, was shown late in the evening. But there were 
lots of other discussions and groups of people talking too. The see-through screen 
was put up on the driveway and some people gathered to watch until it finished at 
about 1 AM. People were moving around a lot. Some singing broke out. The family 
and others gathered to spend the night around the body in the living room and others 
spent the night in the courtyard.” 

4.4.6 Day Four of Mourning: Burial in Home Compound 

Many of the elite from outside the language area arrived in delegations. Men 

wearing purple scarves of their social association traveled for two days from the northern 

city of Ngaoundéré where Papa Nord had been the officially appointed representative of 

Efɔ Ndɔŋ, the Paramount Chief of Bafou. 

Various groups of dancers arrived from other parts of Cameroon as well as from 

the vast village of Bafou, spread out in an area 30 kilometers by 10 kilometers. Those 

returning to the village from cities and towns were members of social associations that 

help maintain Yemba solidarity through regular meetings at members’ homes in urban 

settings. These social associations could also be called solidarity dance groups, of which 

there are many, some traditional and others newer. Their names include Mɛnzɔŋ, Samba, 

and Akhu ncʉʼ, ‘foot left behind’. This last group was promised drinks by Papa Nord’s 

children to motivate them to continue their dancing. Women friends of Mamann Nord 

also came from Bafoussam where she had lived many years. The gong player sounded a 

single note and then stopped. The mbwɛt-lewhʉ sang a few lines. 

The Catholic priest, Father Mathieu Sokoujio, prepared a place for saying mass on 

a table set up on the front porch. At 8:42 AM the coffin was carried from the living room 

out through the double doors, across the porch, and down the steps to the courtyard where 
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it was placed on a platform under the tent nearest the porch. A Catholic song was played 

on an electronic keyboard and people sang,“Rassemblés dans ton amour, Seigneur/ Unis 

dans la même foi” (“Brought together in your love, Lord/United in the same faith”). The 

entire porch was occupied by the two priests and their assistants. One of them spoke into 

the microphone, “Dans cet adieu et cette rencontre, prions.” “During this farewell at this 

meeting together, let us pray.” The Apostle’s Creed was recited in French. Members of 

the bereaved family approached the microphone and gave ‘sujets de prière’ (prayer 

topics). A refrain was sung in French asking God to hear these prayers. This included one 

of the deceased’s daughters saying in French, “Receive your son into your presence…” 

and then the deceased’s son, Charlie, “May he repose in peace, and may there be peace 

reigning over his family.” The priest delivered his homily. 

 

Figure 29 Two priests with the catechists, saying mass 

He then took up an offering and proceded to the blessing of the bread and wine 

for the Eucharist. After the Eucharist the electronic piano accompanied the singing of 
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“Holy is the Lord. May the earth be full of your glory. Hosanna to the highest heavens. 

Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord!” sung in French. 

The Témoignages (“testimonies”) concerning the deceased were presented by 

different members of the family as well as friends in Yemba and in French. These 

included a female president of a women’s association from Bafoussam. Grand Bazaar, a 

representative of the local Mɛnzɔŋ, gave a discourse with the following remarks: “The 

One who created the world, also created death…” “Papa Nord died before the end of his 

days…”  “The voice of many, is the voice of God…”  “Up there where he is now, may he 

continue doing the same kind of (good) works he did when he was on the earth.” Various 

people spoke, some in French, others in Yemba. One woman speaking in Yemba about 

Papa Nord’s last days said he went “to the country of God,” putting his death into the 

context of a ‘good death’ rather than one caused by an evil person. A man thanked 

everyone in Yemba for coming to say farewell to the deceased. This same man continued 

speaking of the good character of the deceased. Other people spoke who had come from 

various parts of the country where he had lived over the years: Ngaoundéré in the north 

and Bafoussam in the west. 

The widow also gave a speech to thank the elites for coming all the way from 

Ngaoundéré (a two-three day journey) where the family had lived for several years and 

where Papa Nord had received his nicknames of ‘Papa Nord’ and Efɔ Ndɔŋ Ngaoundere 

or Representative of the Paramount Chief of Bafou in the city of Ngaoundéré. One of the 

wives from a nearby sub-chiefdom, Nzi‘-mpfeŋ, also spoke. Then the chief of the local 
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sub-chiefdom of Batsengala’ in which the compound of the deceased is situated, gave a 

brief speech in French. 

The announcement was then given that only family members and the musicians 

would accompany the coffin to the burial plot. The ‘fanfare’ brass band played while the 

four pallbearers carried the coffin to the burial plot located immediately behind the main 

house, next to the grave of his oldest daughter. Many people followed behind. 

There was one last dance tour of the different associations showing off their 

various costumes. The mbwɛt-lewhʉ began a song joined by the gong, then trying to put 

order into the proceedings, she asked the people to stop talking and dance. They had 

begun to lose their concentration on the proceedings due to weariness and the effects of 

alcohol. 

A group of men began to descend into the courtyard. They waited for newly- 

arrived women coming down to join them and then turned around to greet them. The 

chiefs and sub-chiefs stayed in the upper reaches of the courtyard and did not descend 

with the populace. The commoners managed to move around in their dance steps without 

ever turning their backs to the chiefs and sub-chiefs. Finally, the sub-chiefs came down 

into the courtyard while the fanfare brass band played. 

The events of the burial, beginning with the placement of the coffin outside and 

ending with the actual lowering into the earth, took place during a period of about two 

and a half hours. Nancy Haynes strictly followed the request for only immediate family 

to be present at the graveside; therefore, she was not able to record it. After the burial she 

went down into the courtyard of Papa Nord’s secondary house to record the 
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enthronement of the new successor. This follow-up event later in the afternoon of Day 

Four was restricted to close friends and family.  The chief of Batsengala’30 spoke, 

followed by family members. A dance group danced in the courtyard. The successor was 

made to sit on the elaborate stool representing the father’s authority and so was 

‘enthroned’, becoming the head of the family, even though he was not yet married. The 

chief and his men presented the successor to everyone by dancing with the successor. 

There was a signal from the player of alaa-mepfo, then disorganized singing in the 

courtyard led by the Big Sister, with men doing the leveŋ or response. The mɛnzɔŋ 

showed off their prowess by looking fierce and waving their sabers in the air. 

4.4.7 General Remarks about Time Restrictions for Burials 

There is no particular season for burials since people die throughout the year and 

need to be buried as soon as everyone in the family can be in the village. In the past 15-

20 years, with electricity installed even in Yemba villages, a morgue was established in 

the 1990s in Bafou to supplement the services at the government hospital thirty minutes 

away in the town of Dschang. The use of morgues is not uncommon in the village, since 

many burials are not immediate, given the fact family members are often dispersed 

throughout the country and even overseas. 

In the traditional eight-day week, there are certain days when a burial cannot be 

performed as determined by the chief of that part of the village. In this case, Efaʼa is the 

day of the week when it is forbidden either to mourn or to bury. 

                                                 
30 Batsengala’ is the name of this quarter of the village of Bafou. 
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After the burial, later in the afternoon, is a more private ceremony for announcing 

and installing the successor to the father as head of the family. The successor inherits the 

position, possessions and roles of the father and is responsible for the continued 

functioning of the family. Surprisingly, it is often the youngest son, allowing for a long 

succession. 

 

Figure 30 Chief of Batsengala’ dancing with the young successor 

In addition to the burial and succession ceremony, the family needs to observe yet 

another ceremony for the deceased, the Cry-Die. This can occur immediately after the 

burial or several years later, even ten or more, often depending on financial 

considerations. This traditional event is held in the dry-season, which lasts from 

November until March. On this occasion, the family celebrates the life of the person and 

“feeds the skull” of the deceased to show proper respect by throwing an enormous party 

of food, drink, pageantry and dance for many people. Michael Jindra describes this event 

in detail: 
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At contemporary death celebrations (Cry-Dies), relatives and friends sponsor dance 
groups to honor the deceased and also to increase their own status and to fulfill 
responsibilities owed to others. For instance, a dance sponsored by a son-in-law is 
the final expression of the debt he owes to the family for taking a daughter. A dance 
group will also perform at the death celebrations of one of its own members. These 
performances are part of the cycles of reciprocal exchanges that are the basis of the 
Grassfields social system (Jindra 2011: 124). 

4.5. Lens 5 - Performance Features 

Performance Features are the results of what people do in an event as well as the 

characteristics of a performance. The performer uses unique skills and processes during 

an event and knows the essential rules of the artistic form. Schrag points out that, 

“Performance Features are observable, patterned characteristics of a performance that 

emerge from an event’s unique combination of physical and social context and 

participants’ actions. They are the skills, processes, and conventions that the performers 

in an event must master to make the event successful” (80). Due to the complexity of the 

burial event, we will focus on the primary performance, the laments. 

4.5.1  Skills of Mbwɛt-lewhʉ (Lead Lament Singer) 

Madame Feudjio uses her skills effectively in order to help mourners express their 

grief in words. In terms of vocal features, she satisfies the inherent needs of this kind of 

performance by possessing a strong singing voice which can carry throughout an outdoor 

space when others may be talking in the background. She is able to master the basic 

structure of the fixed melody line into which she inserts the messages she seeks to deliver 

to her audience. She also adheres to the conventions of the poetic phrase that prescribe a 

requirement of about thirteen syllables, including vocables without semantic content such 

as Wóó, Yéé and léé. She is competent in skillfully working in these vocables at the 
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beginning and sometimes at the end of the melodic phrase. Some examples are presented 

below, where I have translated both phrase-initial vocables by “Oh”, and the phrase 

ending one by exclamation points. 

Wóó Oh, who is going to help you bury your mother? 

Wóó Oh, who is it there léé! 

Yéé Oh, he took only the best part of the banana stalk. 

 
Most importantly, the mbwɛt-lewhʉ must remind the hearers of the culturally 

shared wisdom in the form of Yemba aphorisms and proverbs to bring about the 

necessary/desired catharsis in the mourners. As a member of the community and a native 

speaker of Yemba, she has access to the countless bits of wisdom she has heard in the 

various conversations and ceremonies in which she has participated during her lifetime.  

By singing these poetic lines she reminds the listeners that they are part of a long 

tradition of Yemba people who have sought solace in an orature expressing existential 

angst when faced with the death of a loved one. 

In her laments, Madame Feudjio is expected to know and recount some of the 

biography of the deceased. She may at times include her own history when appropriate, 

which qualifies her as an empathetic comforter to the listeners as she details her own 

personal losses. She must master the body movements of swaying and the steps of the 

shuffling dance. She needs to be a commanding presence who can control the crowd of 

mourners when necessary to maintain order. The songs themselves are short segments of 

one or two lines which cycle throughout the day in a pattern of call (letu) and response 
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(leveŋ). Therefore, the singer must pack as much as she can into each line and make it 

relevant to that group of people present before her. 

Madame Feudjio pointed out that if there is no mbwɛt-lewhʉ present at the burial 

to maintain order during the mourning process, there is an atmosphere of disorder and 

and even what could be called uncontrolled hysteria, with each individual person 

mourning alone, out of ‘sync’ with the others. The mbwɛt-lewhʉ’s songs provide both an 

organizing focus and confirmation of the attendees’ feelings as she brings them together 

in a structured chorus of lamentations impossible without her presence. She said that she 

can sense the difference as soon as the individual strands of mourning become joined in 

collective singing. She feels the confusion and anger begin to dissipate in the crowd when 

she goes about her work. 

When asked how she is able to continue when she grows weary, Mme. Feudjio 

explained she could never just completely stop due to the effect it would have on the 

mourners.31 Therefore, she just sings more softly when she is tired. She did admit that 

there are exceptions, such as when the person being buried is very important and the 

crowd so large, no one person could possibly have the voice to lead all the mourning. In 

this situation, there is always someone else who will take up the role of lead singer for a 

short time. She herself has done this for other singers and accepts no compensation since 

she has been helped by fellow mbwɛt-lewhʉ who have stepped in for her. When asked if 

she had ever been present at a burial led by a male lament singer, she mentioned the name 

                                                 
31 There is a point in the recording when she says, “I’m tired and I’m going to sit down.” 
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of one man, Tegni Nguimaŋgaŋ. He is the exception to the rule of only women playing 

the role of lament singer in the Yemba area. 

4.5.2  Skills of Alaa-mpfeŋ-mpfo (Double-belled Gong Player) 

Another performer in the burial ceremony is the player of the alaa-mpfo, the 

traditional funerary double-belled gong. This is a man who must be experienced and 

possess stamina in manipulating his instrument, maintaining the correct rhythm and 

tempo throughout the singing of the lament songs. He must know the order and structure 

of the whole event to play the appropriate signals at given times. His physical strength 

must be enough to maintain the persistent tapping. He should be observant and 

knowledgeable so he can realize when distinguished nobility are about to arrive (such as 

the chief and sub-chiefs) and when the mbwɛt-lewhʉ is ready to take a rest. 

The mechanics of Madame Feudjio’s performance include coordinating with the 

alaa-mpfeŋ-mpfo, player of the double-belled gong. According to Madame Feudjio, it is 

he who must follow the rhythm and tempo of her singing. She considers herself to be the 

leader of the songs. If during a pause, an important person arrives on the scene, it is the 

alaa-mpfeŋ-mpfo who signals with the gong to the family that they should all appear in 

the courtyard. When describing the sound of the gong,  in this interview, Madame 

Feudjio used the onomatopoeia kwʉ́ŋ, kwʉ́ŋ, kwʉ́ŋ to indicate the sound of the gong 

playing three times. After signaling with the gong, the player waits for the mbwɛt-lewhʉ 

to begin her singing. Then he joins in with the steady rhythm of the gong resounding 

throughout the compound. 
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4.5.3 Body Movements and Pace 

 Body movements during the songs include swaying to the rhythm of the songs 

when standing stationary and a slow processional shuffling dance when moving about the 

courtyard, snaking toward the men’s line and returning to the left side of the compound at 

various junctures in the ceremony. 

It is debatable whether the pace of song and of the dance is determined by the 

player of the alaa-mpfo or the singer: the singer as heard in the recordings may stop the 

proceedings when she feels the participants are not cooperating or simply not paying 

attention to her instructions. It is even possible that there is a sort of give and take going 

on between the instrumentalist and the singer as to the appropriate times to lament and 

when to desist from singing lament songs. 

4.5.4 More about Vocables 

It appears from the data that the lament singer must know how and when to insert 

the musical element of vocables into the poetic line of the song. Three Yemba vocables 

“Wóó, Yéé and léé ”are seen in the table below, a sample taken from the first day. At this 

point, I am unable to discover any discernible pattern to explain the choices the singers 

make. The vocable ‘LEE’ always appears either at a pause in the middle of the phrase or 

at the end. There is no referential meaning32 attached to the vocables. A sustained initial 

vocable seems to signal to the mourners that the lament songs are about to begin. 

 

                                                 
32 By ‘referential’ I mean there is no lexical meaning attached to the vocable. 
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Table 4.2 Sample of Vocables Used on Day 1 

Singer Vocable 
LS = Lament Singer     WOO …  = exclamatory vocable     
BS = Big Sister      YEE ….   = exclamatory vocable     
D = Daughter     LE(E) …. = emphatic performative vocable 
W = Mamann Nord      

 

Song Singer Poetic 
line 

Text 

S1 LS 1 Who takes care of someone’s thing as would the owner, Maman? 

  2 
Who nourishes the child of someone better than the person, 
Maman? 

  3 WOO, please sir, calmly, calmly. 
  4 YEE, sirs! Calmly, calmly. 
   Conversation between LS singer and Big Sister 

  5 
YEE, if you only could (get up) with the foot (to greet arrivals, the 
means to mourn well - expression of empathy)! 

S2 BS 1 
WOO, if only I could with my body (be strong enough to mourn 
well!) 

  2 YEE Indeed, may someone help me exclaim (to mourn well!) 
  3 A situation is like another, Maman (= Death happens to everyone) 

  4 
WOO, the chief (Papa Nord) happened to go for a visit and spent 
the night (= should have returned) 

  5 YEE, let’s go calmly, calmly. 
  6 YEE, the father of twins, friend of everyone, has gone. 
  7 YEE, where has your (pl) friend gone? 

S3 LS 1 Death takes the thing, and throws it away. 
  2 WOO, let’s sit down a bit (and wait for) another person to come. 

S4 W 1 
Surpasser of men, Surpasser of animals. May the wise listen to one 
another! 

  2 
YEE YEE, if only I had known LEE [from recently arrived family 
member] 

S5  LS 1 
The length of 8 months we have been looking without finding 
(months refer to a child) 

  2 
YEE, he (death) took only the lowest hand (of most mature/best 
bananas) 

  3 WOO please, he took only the lowest hand 
  4 WOO there were a lot of good teeth still in his mouth 

  5 
The situation of whoever has ever seen whom? (who has ever seen 
his own demise?) 

  6 I placed (aside) my father and mourn his corpulence. 
  7 WOO the chief of Ngaoundere has gone and now they exclaim 

  8 
Who will take care of someone’s child the way the owner has been 
doing? 



105 

 

Song Singer Poetic 
line 

Text 

 BS 9 
WOO Death OO, if only I could (get up) with a foot (and greet each 
arrival) 

 LS 10 WOO A situation is like another, right Maman? (Everyone will die) 

  11 
WOO Papa happened to go for a visit and spent the night (= should 
have returned but died) 

 D 12 WOO It is who that is there (pointing to photo of deceased)? 
 LS 13 WOO You (pl) used to know him EE! 
 BS 14 If only I could with my body (be strong enough to mourn well!) 
  15 Where do I go LEE? 
  16 The king has gone where to pass the day EE? 
  17 YEE you (pl) used to see him doing acts (good). 
  18 The group LE has been left in pieces LE, Maman. 
  19 Let’s sit down a bit (and wait for) another person to come. 
 LS 1 YEE someone by himself LEE (remarking new arrival) 

 

4.5.5 Concluding Remarks 

Schrag’s lenses of SPACE, MATERIALS, PARTICIPANTS, SHAPE OF THE 

EVENT THROUGH TIME, and PERFORMANCE FEATURES have given us a useful 

framework for better understanding of the Yemba burial ceremony and the interplay 

between the songs and the ceremony and the various materials involved. The description 

offered in this chapter, does not pretend to be exhaustive due to my lack of technical 

knowledge in the field of ethnomusicology. My area of concentration is an analysis of the 

texts of the songs themselves. 

The above presentation using the Schrag model provides a frame through which 

to view the performance event of the lament song cycle. When considering the songs, we 

are not dealing with a mere cultural artifact to be examined in isolation, but a living, 

constantly adaptable art performance enacted in the context of a burial in the Yemba 

community. Chapter 5 will further elucidate the interplay of context and text.
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5. CONTENT OF THE LAMENTS: THEMES AND POETIC DEVICES 

The intent of this chapter is to study the content of the song texts by examining 

their poetic devices and major themes as presented in the lament lyrics of the Yemba 

burial described in chapter 4. However, before beginning that analysis I offer a few 

comments concerning the way in which the procedural structure of the burial ceremony 

affects the song lyrics. Following a brief exposition, this chapter delves deeply into the 

rich poetry of the song texts, using mostly the model of Conceptual Metaphor Theory. 

5.1 Procedural Influence on Choice of Content 

When we begin to explore the thematic content of the lament songs, we encounter 

a wide-ranging assortment of themes sung out in what might seem to be random order. 

However, I propose that the choice of song theme by the lament singer or others 

temporarily permitted to sing is partially informed by a predictable order of procedures 

inherent to the ceremony itself (see chapter 4 concerning Shape of Time). In other words, 

the thematic content of the songs may be affected by its place within the temporal 

succession of the stages of the larger burial ceremony as it evolves over the four days. 

While all the songs revolve around the death of this loved one, there are some 

context-specific features. For instance, this is most obvious on the day of the burial, Day 

Four, when the mbwɛt-lewhʉ pays attention to the theme of Appropriate Social Greetings: 

she follows the protocol of first greeting the crowd of numerous elites and nobility 

recently arrived from other parts of Cameroon. (see Appendix F: Themes and Devices for 
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Day Four). She then brings up the theme of Appropriate Social Recognition of the 

Deceased, describing all the different strata of society affected by his demise, including 

those belonging to the upper echelons. She elaborates on these two themes and their 

details by the use of proverbs and imagery presented in her songs from the previous days. 

These recurring phrases now orient the new crowd of attendees to the context of this 

specific burial ceremony. Many of these people were free to come to the village only 

after a busy workweek in an urban area outside of the village. They are just beginning 

their process of properly mourning the deceased, and must therefore be oriented and 

accommodated. The life of the village depends in many ways on the inclusion and 

generous goodwill of those who live outside the village, so this is necessary in all 

burials.33 

Due to several factors, the attention of these key attendees may ebb and flow as 

the ceremony progresses. Their attentiveness and participation depends on weariness 

from their journeys to the village from the city, from physical exhaustion after 

participating in the dancing, or on how much they have eaten or drunken during the day. 

Especially on day 4, Mbwɛt-lewhʉ must keep the attention of all attendees to help them 

participate in the songs before and after the actual burial. 

In addition to the progression of events on Day Four, there are other factors which 

determine the singer’s choice of topic. I will call these various events discontinuities, 

since they interrupt the normal flow of the lament singer’s song cycle, the usual 

                                                 
33 Many give generously to development projects in their part of the village. In addition, they contribute 
money for the expenses of traditional ceremonies of friends and family. 
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interruptions and annoyances, which hamper her efforts and drain her energy. They 

include a lack of response or participation from the crowd gathered for the burial. At such 

a time, she needs to cease the lament and call out for help from the mourners by 

reminding them of the importance of the deceased or even scolding them. Below are 

examples from Days Three and Four not included among the extracts: 

 “May no one disturb (the proceedings).” 
 “When you stop disrupting, (just) tell me, and I will start up the singing again.” 
 “A man (just) disrupted the burial; whatever were you arguing about, demanding  
  what?” 

 “Oh, that everyone would respond (to the calls), so that the songs will be good...” 
“Please, could we be quiet and respond to the laments!” 
“Oh, let everyone respond! Please, may you respond for my sake!” 

 
There are also the physical and emotional limitations of mbwɛt-lewhʉ that 

constrain her. The task of singing and directing the laments takes place over a span of 

four days, necessitating hours of concentration on what she observes around her so that 

she can sing the appropriate song. At times, she simply expresses in lament form the fact 

that she is tired and has to sit down: “Woo, let’s sit down a bit (and wait for) another 

person to come.” 

The mbwɛt-lewhʉ begins her task of facilitating the catharsis of grief for the 

family members in the early morning hours of Day One. In addition to mbwɛt-lewhʉ, 

other female members of the family seized the opportunity during the first two days to 

express the depth of loss they were experiencing. We see this reflected in the 

participation of Widow, the Big Sister of the deceased, and one of the Daughters in the 

singing of laments, especially on Days One and Two. When Widow and Big Sister take 

center stage to vocalize their grief, it is in keeping with Yemba cultural norms for them to 
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exhibit extreme emotion. The mbwɛt-lewhʉ in line with her culturally recognized role, 

agrees to step aside and yield the spotlight to female family members. They sing out their 

laments until they literally collapse (see interview with Lament Singer in Appendix G). 

Eventually, unable to express their grief in an articulate song they simply use emotive 

exclamations or vocables. Sobbing uncontrollably, they are then physically held up by 

family members and leave the scene.34 

5.2 Corpus of Data 

I acknowledge here that it is outside the scope of this paper to tackle every 

example of linguistic poetic devices with the ensuing themes found in all 150 pages of 

transcribed data. Therefore, I am limiting the detailed examination of devices and themes 

to a set of lament songs sung by the four women who sang laments at the event: mbwɛt-

lewhʉ (Lament Singer), Widow, Big Sister, and an orphaned Daughter, who, with the 

exception of mbwɛt-lewhʉ, are all related affinally or through descendance to the 

deceased. 

I chose the final total of 109 extracts by initially reading through all four days 

twice, looking for repeated and interesting examples of poetic devices and made later 

additions in the process of my analysis. The extracts are numbered according to who sang 

them, on which day and the order in which they were sung. The 109 extracts represent 

                                                 
34 The above remarks are true for the women. Men are not expected to express their loss through song, 
although they do openly weep and are supported by other men as seen in the first day of films (see section 
2014/07/09 05:53:52). The articulation of grief in words is considered a woman’s domain. When asked 
why men do not sing songs of lament, Jean-Claude responded that “they do not know the words of the 
songs.” (In all my years living among the Yemba people, I have only heard of one man leading lament 
singing during a burial. According to Mr. Asa’a, director of a traditional music school in the nearby city of 
Dschang, that particular individual was the only male mbwɛt- lewhʉ practicing in the village of Bafou.) 
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Widow (Day One), Big Sister (Day Two), Daughter (Day Two) and finally, Lament 

Singer (Days One, Two and Three). Other lines which simply give instructions to the 

crowd or acknowledge new arrivals were not included. In Appendices A-D, there are four 

charts, a separate one for each singer. 

5.3 Inventory of Poetic Devices 

In Table 5.1, Inventory of Poetic Devices, we find a tabulation of the ten poetic 

devices in the 109 selections representing the four female singers: 16 from Widow, 16 

from Big Sister, 23 from Daughter, and 54 from Lament Singer. This inventory presents 

the poetic devices in ranked order and indicates in which extract of which singer it is 

found, along with the themes. 

 

Table 5.1 Inventory of Poetic Devices in Numbered Extracts35 

POETIC 

DEVICE 
WIDOW 
16 EXTRACTS 

BIG SISTER 
16 

EXTRACTS 

DAUGHTER 
23 EXTRACTS 

LAMENT SINGER 
54 EXTRACTS 

Metaphor 
32% 
of the 229 
examples 
of poetic 
devices 

Life=Journey 
1, 6 
Generosity= 
child 10 
Wifely 
care=washing 
sick 13 
Sickness= 
relentless 
hunter 1, 11 

1, 5 
 
 
 

Luxury= 
Wine bath 7 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1, 5, 6, 8, 9 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sickness= 
relentless 
hunter 4, 11, 
19 
Wound=mortal 
sickness 11, 19 

1, 2, 3, 6, 7, 8, 9, 18, 
19, 20, 23, 24, 25, 26, 
32, 36, 37, 38, 39, 40, 
50 
Wifely care=wine 13 
Fatherly care=food 14 

 
Laments=sickness 
without remedy 12 
Death=relentless 
hunter 19 

 
 

                                                 
35 Each extract may contain more than one poetic device. Thus, 229 examples of poetic devices were 
discovered in 109 extracts. 
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POETIC 

DEVICE 
WIDOW 
16 EXTRACTS 

BIG SISTER 
16 

EXTRACTS 

DAUGHTER 
23 EXTRACTS 

LAMENT SINGER 
54 EXTRACTS 

 
Identity= 
Brother 8,12 

 
 
 

Protection= 
umbrella 11 

 
Father=wicked 
sack 13 
Father=our 
light 14 
Father=inherita
nce 17 
Father=lucky 
one in the 
market 15 
Life=raffia 
palm 23 

 
Death=Rot 7, 
10 
Death=Cold 
12, 15 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Protection=umbrella 
52 

 
 

Life=raffia palm 10, 
11, 13, 35 
Life=clothing 42 
Death=Rot 30, 31 
Death=Unjust thief 23 
Death=no return home 
18, 20, 23, 24, 25, 26, 
32, 36, 37, 38, 40, 50 
Death=a destination 
23, 24, 25, 26 

Rhetorical 
Question 
21% 

 

1, 3, 4, 7, 8, 
11, 15 

1 1, 3, 6, 7, 11, 
16, 17, 19, 21, 
22, 23 

3, 8, 10, 11,18, 19, 20, 
21, 23, 24, 26, 28, 29, 
30, 31, 34, 36, 37, 38, 
40, 41, 45, 46 
Tag Q 15, 16, 21, 32, 
42 

Honorifics
Titles 
Kinship 
17% 

Chief 1, 2, 8, 
9, 10, 13 

 
My father 3, 8 
My mother 3 

 
 

One of the 
good ones 6  

 
 
 

Son 10 

 
 
 

Father 4, 6, 8, 
18, 19 
Papa 5, 11, 13 

Chief 6, 7, 23, 24, 32, 
39, 48, 49 
Leopard36 1, 2 
Father of twins 22 
Father of big men 38 
Father of children 28 

 
Noble one 35 
Sharer-without-
Favorites 40 
Not-Looking-Down-
on-Anyone 48 

                                                 
36 The leopard is the totem (animal double) of the chief, the taboo animal for hunters. 
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POETIC 

DEVICE 
WIDOW 
16 EXTRACTS 

BIG SISTER 
16 

EXTRACTS 

DAUGHTER 
23 EXTRACTS 

LAMENT SINGER 
54 EXTRACTS 

One-Not-Refusing-
Anything 51 
One-Nourishing-
Children-without-
Partiality 52 
Protector of village 54 

Metonymy 
7% 

  Neck=> 
person 3 
Field=>people 
9 
Market day=> 
market 
business of her 
father 15 
Head=> 
orphan 22 

raffia palm=> drinking 
together 10, 11, 35 
Producer/Product=> 
activity 
Widow’s dance=> 
husband’s death 15 
Consequence=>Cause 
Abandoning dancing 
clothes=>dying 23 
Abandoning 
warriors=>dying 24 
Warriors=> group of 
warriors 27, 29 
Affair [Burial]=>the 
deceased 33 
Wine=>generosity of 
deceased 35 
Clothes=>deceased 33 

Eulogy 
6% 

Good 6 
Friend 9 

 
Impartial 10 

 Good 6, 10 
Honor 5 

Good 47 
The Noble One 35 
Father of Big Men 36 
Impartial 38, 48, 49, 
50 

Hyperbole/ 
Litote 
6% 

Everything 2, 
6, 8, 9 
Tireless 12, 
13 

 2 
 

Wicked sack 
13 

Sharer-without-
Favorites 38 
Not-Looking-Down-
on-Anyone 48 
One-Not-Refusing-
Anything 49 
One-Nourishing-
Children-without-
Partiality 50 
Words are nothing 46 
The good ones are 
finished 47 
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POETIC 

DEVICE 
WIDOW 
16 EXTRACTS 

BIG SISTER 
16 

EXTRACTS 

DAUGHTER 
23 EXTRACTS 

LAMENT SINGER 
54 EXTRACTS 

Personifi-
cation 
5% 

Death 14 
Sickness 1, 11 

Death 4 Death 2, 4, 11, 
19, 20 

Death 19, 21 

Proverb 
4% 

 6  3, 7, 23 10, 11, 12, 28, 30, 31 

Irony 
3% 

 2, 6 9 4, 22, 37, 46, 51 

Parallelism 
7/109 = 6% 
of extracts  

   13-17 
43-44 

 

Of the ten poetic devices mentioned above, it is remarkable that almost one third 

of the approximately 220 examples of poetic devices in these extracts are metaphors. The 

metaphors that are the most prevalent in the corpus of extracts reveal much concerning 

the underlying “broader cultural themes” and subsequent worldview which are of interest 

to us. These themes will be commented on later. 

5.4 Analysis of Extracts: Using Conceptual Metaphor Theory 

Using the limited corpus of 109 extracts (see Appendices A-D), we can begin 

proposing hypotheses about themes that seem to predominate in Yemba thought when 

confronted with the phenomenon of death. Schrag (2013, 85) suggests that one way to 

present and then analyse the content of song texts would be to tease out their  “meanings, 

symbolism, and broader cultural themes” (85), and thereby discover the networks of 

“meaning connections”. In order to discover these “broader cultural themes”, I will be 

using the model of conceptual cognitive metaphor as described by Zoltán Kövecses in his 

book Metaphor: a Practical Introduction (2010), a follow-up to George Lakoff and Mark 
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Johnson’s Metaphors We Live By (1980). He summarizes these authors, and their non-

traditional way of viewing metaphor noting: 

(1) metaphor is a property of concepts and not of words; (2) [its] function is to 
better understand certain concepts… (4) [it] is used effortlessly in everyday life by 
ordinary people…; and (5) far from being a superfluous…ornament, it is an 
inevitable process of human thought and reasoning (2010, x). 

Kövecses says that, from the perspective of the cognitive linguistic view within 

which we find Conceptual Metaphor Theory, “metaphor is defined as understanding one 

conceptual domain in terms of another conceptual domain. Examples of this include 

when we talk and think about life in terms of journeys…and many others” (2010, 4). He 

distinguishes between the linguistic metaphorical expressions and the underlying 

conceptual metaphor which gives rise to these expressions. While examining the Yemba 

lament lyrics, we consider especially many of these linguistic metaphorical expressions37 

which point us to one specific conceptual metaphor (expressed in all caps): LIFE IS A 

JOURNEY. We then proceed to examining other conceptual metaphors before continuing 

an examination of other kinds of poetic devices. 

The conceptual metaphor theory assists us as outsiders to better understand the 

values and worldview of Yemba culture. These values hold for all of its members, and 

not just for the artistic elite (see point 4 above), which explains why a young family 

member of the deceased is capable of mastering the composition of lament lyrics using 

many rich metaphors to populate her songs. 

                                                 
37 For instance, in English, the expression, ‘He’s gone down the wrong path’ arises from LIFE IS A 
JOURNEY. 
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The linguistic expressions found within Yemba lament lyrics are natural results of 

conceptual metaphors underlying them. They are the clues which will help us to better 

discern “meanings, symbolism, and broader cultural themes” as well as “meaning 

connections” that Schrag suggests as a worthy pursuit (2013, 85). The lyrics reveal 

several themes that we could call “metaphorical entailments” à la Kövecses: elements 

reflecting rich knowledge of the source domain that are carried over and expressed 

linguistically in the target domain (Kövecses 2010, 325)38 . We will also discover other 

conceptual metaphors and their linguistic expressions from which we deduce themes 

related to the many losses resulting from the departure of the deceased. The range of the 

analysis will cover not only many of the metaphors, but also the use of metonymy and 

personification. These three poetic devices, metaphor, metonymy and personification, 

will be handled within the Kövecses model. 

5.4.1 A Prevalent Metaphor: LIFE IS A JOURNEY 

As seen in the percentages noted in the inventory, the lyrics of the laments as 

represented by these extracts favor the use of the following poetic devices: metaphors 

(30%), rhetorical questions (21%), honorifics and kinship terms (17%), metonymy (8%), 

and personification (5%). It is evident from the chart that metaphors have the highest 

percentage of use in the laments. As noted above, the metaphor that appears consistently 

in the lyrics of all four singers is that of LIFE IS A JOURNEY. In the following table 

about this conceptual metaphor, the column headings represent the aspects of the source 

                                                 
38 Kövecses defines the metaphor of LIFE IS A JOURNEY as a specific-level metaphor, as contrasted 
with more generic-level metaphors such as EVENTS ARE ACTIONS. (2010 44-45) I posit here Death is 
a Journey Without a Return Home as an entailment of LIFE IS A JOURNEY. 
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domain that are maintained in the target domain cluster. Each column contains the 

extracts of the four singers that deal with each aspect. 

Table 5.2 Linguistics Expressions of LIFE IS A JOURNEY 

Question 
       Where is he? 

Answer 
      He has left 

Answer 
     He is still out 
     there 

Answer 
      He is/was   
running away 
from something 

D6 Our good father is 
where? 

BS3 The good one 
has already left. 

D1 He goes and will 
return when? 

W1 The chief is 
running away from 
what, I do not know. 

D9 Oh, [the people in] 
the field returned home 
at night! [and my father 
did not.] 

W6 The good people 
are behind me [have 
already died] 

D5 Papa North is 
still out on the road, 
walking with 
dignity! 

D11 Papa was 
running from what 
before he was 
wounded? 

LS11 Oh Father of 
Twins, friend of 
everybody, where has he 
gone? 

LS9,31Who makes a 
departure into a 
return, Maman? 

D8 Oh, our  father 
walk softly/well 

D19 The father of 
young children flees 
what with the result 
that he is wounded? 

LS14 The chief has 
abandoned the 
traditional dancing cloth 
and left for where? 

LS16 Your friend left 
and did not return 
home again. 

BS5 The good one is 
still in Dschang and 
is coming. 

LS21 Your friend 
did he even flee 
from Death and 
escape it? 

LS15 The chief has 
abandoned the warriors 
and gone where? 

LS23 Is it not so that 
the chief of N dared 
to leave and that he 
did not return home? 

D9 Oh, [the people] 
in the field returned 
home at night.[and 
my father did not.] 

 

LS17 Oh your friend, 
where did he even go? 

LS30 Oh, the chief 
chose another 
country. 

  

LS27 Oh, the father of 
big men has gone 
where? 

LS41 The One- 
Nourishing- children-
without- partiality has 
dared to leave. 

  

LS28 Oh, the father of 
children, he arrived in 
Bafoussam and then he 
went where? He went 
where? 

LS44 Oh, the chief’s 
child has been gone 
for a long time. 

  

LS29…where did you 
spend the night? 

LS45Oh, the chief’s 
child is gone forever. 

  

 LS46 Oh the leopard 
has abandoned the 
people. 
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Kövecses proposes that there is a connection between metaphors used by a 

language and its cultural models of the concept of life. (2005, 86) He defines cultural 

models as “any coherent organization of human experience shared by people” (193). The 

concept of life is an abstract idea best described and explained by the use of metaphorical 

language. In the Yemba laments when singers communicate ideas about life and death, 

they are often using the conceptual metaphor, LIFE IS A JOURNEY and its entailment, 

Death is a Journey without a Return Home. How then are life and death perceived 

according to the Yemba poetic expressions we see above? What is the Yemba cultural 

model of life and of death? If we look at the above data, we see in the first column the 

question asking the whereabouts of the deceased. When a person fails to return to his/her 

compound, and spends the night elsewhere, it is a warning that something unexpected has 

happened. There is a note of indignation that this should happen to a ‘good father’ who 

was an honorary chief, a Father of Twins, a father of important men. 

The second column answers the question of “Where is he now?” by declaring that 

the deceased has left. This ‘leaving’ is a reluctant recognition that the person has left the 

continuum of Life as a Journey as indicated by the fact that he has not returned home. 

We can therefore conclude that when a person fails to return home that person has begun 

another journey outside of the purview of the living. For Widow, the journey which the 

dead undertake is “behind” her, meaning that as she faces the past (the Yemba 

orientation), it is beyond her own power to observe in the present or to see in the future. 

The departure of the deceased is regretted by the living when he is declared to be “The 

One Nourishing-children-without-partiality”. The living will no longer benefit from the 
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generosity of the missing person. Big Sister, Widow and Lament Singer sing that the 

deceased has truly left. But Daughter is still hopeful that he may return, as seen in the 

third column where the Daughter asks when he will return. She imagines her father out 

there walking with dignity, and wishes him a safe journey. Daughter observes that other 

“people have returned home from their fields”, with the implied question, ‘And my 

father…?’ Big Sister wavers in her decision that he has already left and sings that he will 

soon return from the nearby large market town of Dschang 10 km away. 

The last column shows fearful expressions that may reflect that the departed has 

been fleeing from an unnamed creature to which he has fallen prey. Both Daughter and 

Widow wonder what that beast could have been, but in reality they know it is death. Yet, 

they will only talk about this reality in indirect terms which is characteristic for the 

Yemba culture. The Lament Singer declares the identity of that creature, calling it Death, 

and characterizing it as a thief LS23. 

These linguistic expressions can help us understand the idea of what Kövecses  

calls “mappings”: those “basic conceptual correspondences between the source and target 

domains” (6). Below I propose possible mappings between the source and target 

domains, with the source domain listed first. Also included are extracts from the laments, 

i.e. linguistic expressions of these mappings. Mappings occur between the source, 

JOURNEY and the target, LIFE, the journey being a known embodied experience used 

to understand ‘life’ better, since it is a more abstract idea. 
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Table 5.3 Mappings Between Source and Target Domains 

Conceptual Metaphor: LIFE IS A JOURNEY 

Aspect of source 
domain 

Represents aspect of 
target domain 

Extract examples 

Traveler the living, who return 
home at night 

LS24 Is it not true that the chief of N 
dared to leave and that he did not 
return home? 
LS31…where did he spend the night? 
D9 Oh, [the people in] the field 
returned home at night! [and my father 
did not.] 

Destination purpose in life, 
includes having 
children, succeeding 
in business, being 
generous 

LS12 Oh Father of Twins, friend of 
everybody, where has he gone? 
LS42 The One Nourishing children 
without partiality has dared to leave. 

Walking/going 
somewhere, 
returning home and 
spending the night 

normal living through 
old age 

D5 Papa North is still out on the road, 
walking with dignity! 
LS29 Oh, the father of children, he 
arrived in Bafoussam and then he 
went where? He went where? 
LS31. …where did he spend the 
night? 

Running/fleeing unnatural living, since 
it is the opposite of 
what is normal or 
natural 

D11 Papa was running from what 
before he was wounded? 
D19 The father of young children 
flees what with the result that he is 
wounded? 
LS11 Your friend did he even flee 
from Death and escape it? 

Dangers on the way being wounded, being 
pursued, choosing 
another country 

D11 Papa was running from what 
before he was wounded? 
D19 The father of young children 
flees what with the result that he is 
wounded? 
LS11 Your friend did he even flee 
from Death and escape it? 
LS30 Oh, the chief chose another 
country! 
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Here is a way to visualize what Yemba adulthood might look like, with the 

possibility of a catastrophe such as sickness and death cutting short the normal natural 

journey: 

Sickness and Death 
 

Figure 31 Yemba Life as a Journey 

The preceding diagram summarizes the progression of a normal life as conceived 

by the Yemba way of thinking or cultural model. The uses of the LIFE IS A JOURNEY 

metaphor in these laments songs reflect the broader cultural knowledge that was gained 

from living with the Yemba people for more than 30 years as explained in the following 

cultural observations. According to Yemba societal expectations, when a man reaches 

adulthood, he will marry and produce offspring. Even before marriage, he will seek 

success either in the world of commerce (agricultural produce or other merchandise) or 

education (or both). After marrying one wife, he may marry more wives in order to 

produce more children to build a workforce for laboring in the family’s fields or business. 

As he accumulates money, property and material goods, he is expected to share his 

wealth with younger members of the family who are just beginning their ‘journey’ or 

▪ marriage and 
children

▪ success in 
business or 
education

▪ participation 
in society by 

sharing wealth 
and goods

Death in old 
age 
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have fallen on hard times. He is also expected to ‘feed the skulls’ of the ancestors with 

food offerings as prescribed by village ‘seers’.39 

The line in the diagram leading to Sickness and Death shows a descending path 

diverted from the normal progression of life. This diverging line takes the reluctant 

traveler away from the idealized path of a life continued into old age. When a person 

lives to an advanced age, Yemba people consider his death to be natural and not caused 

by any nefarious event or power bringing about a premature end. 

Running and fleeing are not considered normal ways of advancing along the 

Yemba road of life. A Yemba proverb advises against running hastily to obtain money: 

Mɛ́ gɛ te ná ŋkap ńcú cuú. “One does not pursue money while going downhill.” Another 

proverb, Aziŋ menda, gɔɔ té ndaʼa menzhɛ, encourages a slow steady pace instead of a 

quick one: “The slow walker is not to sleep en route.” Suddenly becoming wealthy or 

advancing quickly in an enterprise makes others suspicious that one has used occult 

means to arrive there. 

The line that digresses from the idealized path shown in the preceding diagram 

presents a shift to another metaphor prevalent in the lament songs: Sickness and Death 

are the Hunt, a conceptual metaphor that underlies the linguistic expressions evident in 

both Daughter’s and Lament Singer’s lyrics. The last two mappings between the source 

and target domains of LIFE IS A JOURNEY (Running/fleeing => unnatural living; and 

Dangers on the way = > being wounded, being pursued) now act as a hinge that opens the 

                                                 
39 The ancestors serve as intermediaries between Ndém or ‘creator god’ and the living. When an accident or 
misfortune occurs to someone in the family, the head of the family lineage consults a seer to determine 
which ancestor is in need of a sacrifice or is displeased so that the problem can be addressed. This is 
essential to prevent any further mishap from occurring. 
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way to the new metaphor, SICKNESS AND DEATH ARE ON THE HUNT. The 

mappings of this new metaphor are presented in the following table: 

 

Table 5.4 Mappings Between Source and Target Domains 

Conceptual Metaphor: SICKNESS AND DEATH ARE ON THE HUNT 
 

Aspect of source 
domain 

Represents aspect of 
target domain 

Extract examples 

Running to escape Avoiding death LS11 Your friend did he even flee 
from Death and escape it? 
D19. The father of young children 
flees what with the result that he is 
wounded? 

Being wounded Becoming sick, 
leading to death 

D11 Papa was running from what 
before he was wounded? 
D19 The father of young children 
flees what with the result that he is 
wounded? 

Prey Human beings LS11 Your friend did he even flee 
from Death and escape it? 
D11 Papa was running from what 
before he was wounded? 
D19 The father of young children 
flees what with the result that he is 
wounded? 

Hunter Death (premature) LS11 Your friend did he even flee 
from Death and escape it? 

 

When Kövecses  explains the relationships between sources and targets, he notes 

that some metaphors arise out of a source domain (Journey) and can apply to several 

target domains (Life, Death) and vice versa (5, 6). The target Death is better understood 

when the source domain Hunting is mapped to it as the following diagram attempts to 

show. 
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Figure 32 Overlapping Domains of Conceptual Metaphors 

5.4.2 Other Metaphors 

Another source domain that might be termed ’Organic Flesh’ can be applied to 

the target of Death. This produces metaphors concerning the inevitable rotting of flesh 

seen in the following linguistic expressions40: 

D7 What is there that does not rot? 
D10 Even though one is good one can still rot. 
LS22 What exists that does not rot? 
 

                                                 
40 Such a metaphor would be shocking if sung out during a burial taking place in the Western world. In the 
Yemba context these expressions are not unusual and are found throughout other sections of songs not 
included in the samples here. 

Journey 
walking           
running 

running 
Hunting 
pursuing 
fleeing 

LIFE 

DEATH 

Organic 
Flesh 
rotting 
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Daughter believes that good people such as her father should not be subject to the 

same biological processes of deterioration as others. The Lament Singer philosophizes 

that everything is subject to the same law of deterioration, no matter how precious. 

In the abundance of metaphors found in the laments, we note linguistic 

expressions used by both Daughter and Lament Singer indicating cognitive connections 

made between the raffia palm and the Father. In Yemba villages, the raffia palm 

cultivated in the streambeds is the source of many essential items in Yemba culture: 

building materials for houses (structure and roofing), basket and mat weaving, food (palm 

nuts and grubs), and palm wine41. The earlier this wine is drunk, the sweeter it tastes. 

Lament Singer sings out two lines in succession posing the rhetorical question: 

Excuse me, whose raffia palm is it, that drips just a little and then disappears? 
Whose raffia palm does not drip and then [simply] disappears?    LS1-2 

 

Daughter also sings: 

Whose raffia palm does not drip (wine) and then [simply] disappears?    D23 

 
This is evidence of another metaphor whose source domain, Palm Wine, has 

connections or mappings to the target domain, the more abstract idea of Papa Nord’s 

Generosity. In Yemba culture, palm wine is meant to be shared, especially among groups 

of men.  Therefore, this metaphor evokes Papa Nord’s generosity. He who was once a 

generous provider of palm wine in his own house to his guests, has disappeared. Applied 

                                                 
41 This coveted beverage is tapped from the bottom of a palm trunk when it shows signs of the presence of 
sap about to rise within. After piercing a hole into the wood, a large jug is placed next to the hole to catch 
the dripping sap over a period of several hours and then ‘harvested’ in the early morning. This resulting 
wine is kept in a cool shelter where groups of men gather to drink and discuss village matters.  
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more metaphorically, with the death of Papa Nord, a source of joy and conviviality has 

suddenly dried up.42 

5.4.3 Metonymy and Combinations of Metonymy with Metaphor 

In addition, I suggest that not only do we have a metaphor using this source 

domain related to Palm Wine, but also two metonymies embedded within the linguistic 

expressions used by both Daughter and Lament Singer. Raymond Gibbs in his conference 

paper “Making Sense of Tropes” contrasts metaphor with metonymy in the following 

way: “In metaphor there are two conceptual domains and one is understood in terms of 

the other”; whereas “metonymy involves only one conceptual domain in that the mapping 

or connection between two things is done within the same domain” (Gibbs 1993, 258). 

As Lakoff has stated, metonymy “allows us to focus more specifically on certain aspects 

of what is being referred to.” (1980: 37) 

Two metonymies from our Yemba database illustrate Lakoff’s statement. In 

Lament Singer’s line, “Whose raffia palm is it that does not drip but simply disappears?” 

the palm tree stands for the wine it produces. We are focusing in on one of the aspects of 

the trees, that is, one of its products, the sap. Therefore, according to Lakoff’s categories 

(38), this metonymy could be classified as the PRODUCER standing in for the 

PRODUCT: the palm tree produces the wine. In addition, the second metonymy involved 

here is the palm tree as a possession of Papa Nord standing for the owner himself. Thus 

the POSSESSION stands for the POSSESSOR. The fact that both Daughter and Lament 

                                                 
42 In the past people built their houses next to the stream bed where the raffia palms are cultivated. 
Nowadays not everyone owns property where raffia palms grow. However, the Deceased was fortunate 
enough to own a plot next to the stream where he could ndeŋ ŋkia or ‘tap wine.’ 
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Singer ask the question “whose raffia palm” confirms the idea that this phrase is linking 

the possessor closely with the possession.43 Even though metonymy comprises only 8% 

of the poetic devices used in this sampling, its use is significant, especially within the 

metaphor of palm wine tapping. 

In Extract 3 Daughter presents us with another case of metonymy embedded 

within a metaphor. She sings out a most startling image of Death as a necklace (the 

metaphor), to which she adds the rhetorical question, “The neck which does not wear it is 

where?” (D3) A Yemba person’s status is obvious to everyone by the necklace worn 

during village ceremonies. For instance, it is easy to determine who is a ‘father’ teŋi or 

‘mother of twins’ meŋi just by the composition of that person’s necklace. It is also 

obvious who has received an honorary title from the local chief as indicated by certain 

beads and bracelets. In the same way that a necklace is worn by each member of the 

community, so Death is a common experience to every person. A status symbol has 

become a mark of being human, but being human also leads to Death. When Daughter 

speaks of ‘neck’ we know that she is actually speaking of the person who owns that body 

part. Thus here PART of a person stands for the WHOLE person. In a more abstract 

application of PART for WHOLE in 18, when Daughter plaintively sings and calls out to 

her father, but “he did not answer”. His not anwering means that she did not hear his 

voice, so maybe this is an ellipsis where his voice is inferred as a metonymy for the 

whole person, and that person is no longer there. 

                                                 
43 Notice that the question is centered on ‘whose palm tree’, not ‘what palm tree’. 
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Lament Singer also frequently uses metonymy in her poetic phrases: (LS17) “The 

wife of someone is destined to dance the widow’s dance, right, people?” In the 

conceptual domain of Being a Wife lies the contiguous idea of Becoming a Widow, and 

part of the process of being recognized as a Yemba widow is dancing at a husband’s 

funeral. 

In Daughter’s extract 15 we are again presented with a combination of the two 

devices of metaphor and metonymy, but this time it is the metaphor which is embedded 

within the metonymy: “Oh the little market day in Dschang44 has grown cold for the 

lucky one.” The source domain for the metaphor is Growing Cold which is mapped to the 

more abstract idea of Death/Dying in the target. The metonymy links two aspects which 

are contingent lying within the same domain: the market day and the market business, an 

activity Papa Nord was engaged in. It is interesting to note also that when life leaves a 

body, it becomes cold. Part of dying is losing warmth. Not only is it the market that has 

grown cold, but also Papa Nord’s body. Just before these lines, Daughter had sung, “One 

moment you are warm and the next you cool down” (D12).  Here cold is not only 

associated with death, but emptiness as well. This idea appears in Daughter’s rhetorical 

question of extract 16, “His compound will be inhabited by whom?” The owner of the 

house is absent from the place he once occupied. The POSSESSOR abandons his 

POSSESSION45. 

                                                 
44 The Yemba week consists of 8 days and every 4 days there is a market day. One is a big market day and 
the other a little market day. These market days fall on different days from town to town and village to 
village so that sellers can go from locality to locality to sell their wares. 
45 “In the cognitive linguistic view…it is suggested that a vehicle entity can provide mental access to a 
target entity when the two entities belong to the same domain, or as Lakoff puts it, the same idealized 
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In a similar vein, Lament Singer points out to the crowd that the deceased has 

abandoned the traditional dancing cloth, again a case of the POSSESSOR abandoning his 

POSSESSION.. Even more importantly, he has abandoned the group of warriors 

themselves of which he was a member (LS25-26). Part of the group has disappeared. In 

LS29 she sings that the mɛnzɔŋ ‘warriors’ are ‘incomplete’, meaning that the group itself 

is incomplete without the deceased.  Finally she completes the above series of 

metonymies with the rhetorical question, “The mɛnzɔŋ will continue to survive how?” 

(LS31), which as we see below is an expression of incertitude. 

In LS35 we see the another interesting example of metaphor and metonymy 

cohabiting contiguous linguistic expressions: “May no one disrupt the affair [burial] of 

someone; [it is] the affair about the village granary.” In the first proposition Lament 

Singer protests the lack of concentration and seriousness in the mourners: by disrupting 

the procedures of the event, they are showing disrespect toward the deceased himself. 

Her admonishment uses a metonymy linking the affair (understood in this context to be 

the burial of the deceased) with the deceased, both in the same domain. She then grabs 

their attention by making the claim that Papa Nord’s burial in fact has to do with a loss of 

a provider to the village granary, thereby creating a metaphor between the funeral and the 

fiscal welfare of Batsengala’.46 In LS37 she reminds the mourners that they are losing a 

provider of wine, “Oh good sirs, the noble one has poured out the wine of the people.” In 

this case, the Source of the metaphor is the Wine being poured out which helps the 

                                                 
cognitive model (ICM)…Because (these things) are tightly linked in experience,  some of the entities can 
be used to indicate…other entities within the same ICM” (Kovecses 2010: 173). 
46 This may be a case of the Target resulting in another Source as explained by Kovecses (2010: 186) since 
the diminishing of the village granary becomes the Source to help us understand the impact of the burial. 
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mourners to better understand the implications of the Loss of Life represented by the 

Target. LS44 presents us with another striking example of a metaphor when Lament 

Singer declares that the deceased has become a pile of abandoned clothing, “He is just 

lying there in the middle [of the courtyard] and has become clothing, right, people?” The 

metaphor is clear:  an inert body becoming a pile of clothing. At the same time the fact 

that this clothing was once possessed by the deceased leads us to conclude that the first 

proposition indicates a metonymy : POSSESSOR represented by his POSSESSION. 

5.4.4 Rhetorical Questions 

Another persistent stylistic device occurring in the sample of lament song lyrics as 

seen in the Appendix H is that of Rhetorical Questions. These contrast with real questions 

in that they do not elicit missing information, but are used to “to convey or call attention 

to information” (Beekman and Callow, 1974, 231). If the rhetorical question happens to 

be answered, it is by the speaker himself. According to Beekman and Callow, rhetorical 

questions are semantically equivalent to statements. Therefore, it is appropriate to ask 

ourselves what that statement47 might be, as noted in the chart below. 

These authors propose four functions of rhetorical questions as follows: 

1) a statement of certitude (Beekman, 238) 

2) a statement of incertitude: to express doubt, perplexity, uncertainty (after 

seeing evidence which does not lead to any firm conclusion), contingency (an event or 

state which is possible but not certain to occur and which is the cause for another event or 

                                                 
47 A rhetorical question can be transformed into a declarative statement to find its meaning. 
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state) or deliberation (the process of thought by which the evidence is weighed and 

which will lead to some conclusion) (Beekman, 240). 

3) a statement of evaluation (judgments) or obligation 

4) to highlight and introduce a new subject or a new aspect of the same subject. 

(Beekman, 243). 

As indicated in Appendix H, rhetorical questions in these lament songs serve the 

first three functions as defined by Beekman and Callow: certitude, incertitude and 

evaluation. The device is used frequently in Yemba lament songs to express perplexity, 

distress, regret, and resignation. In addition, the four women singing laments examined in 

this study do not hold back from expressing the stronger emotions of anger and 

indignation against Death itself. 

In the Lament Singer’s rhetorical questions we see a repetition of ‘where’ six 

times, (LS22, 28, 25, 38, 39, 40), asking where the deceased has gone, in the third person, 

and then addressing him directly, “where did you spend the night?” (LS40). Elsewhere in 

the lyrics not included in our extracts, the other singers speak of being abandoned by their 

loved-one. I propose that whenever the question is posed concerning the whereabouts of 

the deceased, there is an implied idea of ‘No one can ever find him again’as well as a 

stronger ‘How dare you abandon us like this!’ These declarations echo the other 

statements about abandonment noted in the following examples: 
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Ref English translation 
BS15 When I die (suffer), who defends me? 
BS16 Our child [brother] has abandoned me! 
W16 Oh, my father, the chief has abandoned me. 
LS8 Oh, he has abandoned his wife to whom? 
LS9 Oh the leopard has abandoned the people. 
LS10 Oh, the chief of N. has left behind all of Bafou, and 

 departed. 
LS11 Where has the chief of N. gone, Maman? 

 

All except for Lament Singer are experiencing the loss of a loved-one who has 

been a key player in their lives. As a widow herself, Lament Singer identifies with the 

bereaved wife and therefore can bring up the delicate question of how Widow will 

survive the ordeal of living without a husband. In her role as Lament Singer, she is 

permitted to speak up for any of the family members. In fact, she is expected to 

empathize with the widow as well as to elicit pity on her behalf from the other 

mourners48. 

Widow takes the opportunity to express indignation or anger at Death in four out 

of the seven extracts. It is also interesting to note that she is the only singer to answer her 

own questions in two of the four strong expressions. I contend that by answering her own 

questions she is not making it a real question, but instead strengthening the effect of her 

utterance, thus giving it more moral force. This is reflected in the statements’ beginning 

phrase, It is not right that… 

The chief is running away from what? I do not know! =negative evaluation W1 
Statement: It is not right that Death should pursue the chief, forcing him to run away. 
 
Who will help me to bury my mother? =negative evaluation  W4 
Statement: It is not right that he will not help me bury my mother. 

                                                 
48 See interview with Lament Singer in Appendix G. 
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Sickness came from where? I do not know. =negative evaluation W11 
Statement: It is not right that sickness took him. 
 
What am I to do? What suffering for me!=negative evaluation W15 
Statement: It is not right that I should suffer so. 
 

When the rhetorical questions are meant to communicate certitude, these proverbs 

or proverbial sayings become expressions of resignation to the way things are. On the 

other hand, when negative evaluation is the communicative intent, the emotions of anger 

and indignation result and serve as protests against their fate. The one rhetorical question 

meant to rebuke or awake to action is voiced by Lament Singer in LS47: “Who will help 

the young woman to suffer through widowhood, Maman?” This is meant to elicit 

empathy from her friends and relatives49. However, unfortunately the awareness of the 

practical needs of a widow do not always bring help. 

In the sample taken, Widow herself does not use rhetorical questions to express 

resignation. She does however express her anger with negative evaluations and her 

perplexity. Daughter expresses far less perplexity than her mother and is strong in her use 

of proverbs to express resignation. Of the four singers, Lament Singer makes the greatest 

use of this device to express certitude, incertitude and negative evaluations in equal 

amounts. We can conclude from this that different people use rhetorical questions in 

different ways. 

                                                 
49 In an ideal Yemba society, a widow would be able to benefit from the help of neighbors and friends. 
However, the ideal is not always lived out in real life, since in many cases widows are viewed with 
suspicion concerning the death of the husband. I believe this is the reason Widow declares she has cared for 
her husband without tiring for several years. 
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5.4.5 Honorifics and Kinship Terms 

According to The Inventory of Poetic Devices (Table 5.1), the next category of 

poetic devices used most frequently is Honorifics and Kinship terms. In Oral Literature 

in Africa (2012) Ruth Finnegan comments on how kinship terms and terms of 

endearment are used in Nketia’s collection of Akan Funeral Dirges. A woman mourning 

for her son sings: “Although a man, you are a mother to children, A man who takes 

another’s child for his own” (Finnegan 2012, 151, citing Nketia 1955, 195). In addition, 

Finnegan uses other examples from Nketia’s collection to bring attention to the presence 

of specialized praise names. They are “terms which ‘describe in a convenient short or 

gnomic form the qualities or expected qualities, accomplishment or status of a holder of 

the corresponding proper name’ ” (Finnegan, 2012, 153, citing Nketia 1955, 31). 

Finnegan talks about how qualities of the deceased are often lauded in the Akan songs 

through the use of praise names couched in metaphors: 

Benevolence in particular is frequently lauded in the dirges. It is referred to in such 
stock phrases as ‘The slender arm full of benevolence’, ‘Grandmother, the big 
cooking pot that entertains strangers’, ‘You are a mighty tree with big branches 
laden with fruit. When children come to you, they find something to 
eat’…Sympathy and kindness are also picked out: ‘He is a father to other people’s 
children’ (Finnegan 2012, 153) 

With Nketia’s examples as cited by Finnegan, we see that these Yemba laments 

have similarities (e.g. cultural values of parent-child relationship, generosity, praise 

names) to what is sung in other parts of West Africa during burials, particularly in 

Ghana50 

                                                 
50 One of the obvious differences between the Akan and the Yemba funeral laments is the absence of the 
names of the ancestors in the Yemba case. These are invoked frequently during the Akan dirges. 
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In Yemba culture, it is not unusual for nicknames, titles and praise names to be 

conferred upon people during their life time. In these Yemba laments the deceased is 

referred to as ‘chief’ in six out of the fifteen extracts Widow sings. The same title is 

echoed seven times by the Lament Singer. For many years Papa Nord had played the role 

of representative of the Paramount Chief of Bafou for the Yemba diaspora in the northern 

city of Ngaoundéré. As such, he was known as efɔ Ŋgandlɛ́ until the end of his life (see 

LS34 and 50). In addition, the local sub-chief of Batsengala’ had previously given him 

the honorary title of “Ndi meŋkem asaʼa mefɔ legem” (Lord of the nobles, assistant of ten 

chiefs) because of his many contributions to community life and solidarity.This means 

that the title of ‘chief’ was not merely conferred upon him as an honorific on the occasion 

of his burial. It was in fact a term of respect used during his lifetime. 

As for kinship terms, predictably Daughter refers to the deceased as ‘father’ and 

‘papa’. Whereas Widow, to express her dependency upon her husband, also refers to him 

as ‘my father’ and even ‘my mother’. 

The Lament Singer confers upon the deceased the special praise names of ‘Father 

of Twins’ (11), ‘Father of Big Men’ (27) , ‘Sharer-Without-Favorites’ (29), ‘One-not-

refusing-Anything’ (40), ‘One-Nourishing-Children-without-Partiality’ (41), and 

‘Protector of the village’ (44). It is not unusual for a man with twins to be called Father of 

Twins as a nickname during his lifetime. The other names used by Lament Singer could 

equally have been used during his lifetime as praiseworthy nicknames but I’m not aware 

of such a usage during the lifetime of the deceased. 
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5.4.6 Personification 

Yemba lament poetry uses other poetic devices, such as personification, a 

technique used in several of the songs of each of the four singers. As noted by Kövecses, 

“personification permits us to use knowledge about ourselves to understand other aspects 

of the world, such as time, death, natural forces, inanimate objects, etc.” (2010: 39). He 

defines it as “a form of ontological metaphor (having to do with the nature of existence) 

in which human qualities are given to nonhuman entities” (2010, 39). Lakoff explains 

personification as a matter of comprehending events (such as death or sickness) as 

external actions which are viewed as having an agent who has caused them. (Lakoff, 

232)51 Yemba people believe that events such as death or vehicle accidents may be 

caused by transactions initiated in the spiritual realm by either people still present in this 

world or ancestors active in the next. Therefore, it would be perfectly natural for them to 

personify death and sickness in songs of lament, as indeed do many cultures around the 

world. 

Often in these extracts, personification is is expressed by the use of rhetorical 

questions. As has been mentioned previously, Widow sings the line: “The chief is 

running away from what? I do not know!” (W1) She then names the pursuer in W11 with 

: “The sickness came from where? I do not know!” In W12-13 she continues to recount 

the years of care she gave her husband during his illness, and concludes with “Death has 

                                                 
51 “In studying personifications…we saw that the overwhelming number seem to fit a single pattern: events 
(like death) are understood in terms of actions by some agent (like reaping). It is that agent that is 
personified. We thus hypothesized a very general metaphor, EVENTS ARE ACTIONS, which combines 
with other, independently existing metaphors for life and death. Consider, for example, DEATH IS A 
DEPARTURE metaphor. Departure is an event” (Lakoff 1993, 232). 
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diminished me!” (W14), and then finally, “What am I to do? What suffering for me” 

(W15)! Widow has chosen to speak of sickness and death as willful agents who have 

caused great suffering to both her husband and herself. Big Sister (BS4) also personifies 

death as fearing nothing after characterizing her brother as the ‘good one’ (BS3). 

Daughter, like her mother and aunt, uses personification of sickness and death with such 

lines as, “Death has finished the village!” (D2). She raises the rhetorical question “Papa 

was running from what before he was wounded?” (D11) and “The father of young 

children flees what with the result that he is wounded?” (D19) 

The final example of personification taken from Daughter’s extracts is found in 

D14 as she sings, “Our light has gone out!” The source of the metaphor, Light, has 

mappings to her father as the target. In life he personified ‘light’: a physical phenomenon 

which opens our eyes to the world around us and to what is otherwise hidden in perilous 

darkness. But now that the light has been extinguished by his death, the family has lost an 

experienced and trusted guide and are left in the darkness. 

Lament Singer and Daughter both sing about the palm tree whose sap or wine 

dries up, asking to whom it could belong. However, it may also be an indirect way of 

alluding to the father himself as being that palm tree which has ceased to show signs of 

life by stopping the flow of sap. 

In another case of personification, Lament Singer when addressing close friends 

of the deceased sings, “Your friend, did he even flee from Death and escape it?” (LS10) 

She is using the underlying metaphor of Death/Sickness is a Hunt whose prey is the 

deceased and in which Death is personified as the predator/hunter. She continues in a 
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similar way in LS23 characterizing the hunter as a “thief” who simply “went and grabbed 

him. 

5.4.7 Irony 

Irony and metaphor are compared and contrasted in Ellen Winner and Howard 

Gardner’s article “Metaphor and Irony: Two Levels of Understanding” (Winner, 1993: 

425-433). 

At a general level, metaphor and irony have a common structure. Both are based on 
an opposition at the pragmatic level: what the speaker says is intentionally at odds 
with the way the speaker knows the world to be. However, it is in the relationship 
between what is said and what is believed and meant that Metaphor and Irony 
diverge in structure” (428). 

 For metaphor, the relation is a matter of similarity: “Domains are juxtaposed and 

properties of the vehicle domain [source domain for Lakoff and Kövecses] are attributed 

to the topic domain [target domain].” For irony, “the relation between what is said and 

what is meant is one of opposition: the speaker conveys a negative attitude toward 

something by professing a positive attitude” (Winner, 428). 

In addition to these two different relationships resulting in two different 

structures, they also differ in their communicative functions: “Metaphor functions 

primarily to describe, and hence to clarify or explain. To show something in a new 

light…, it describes something new by referring to something old…” (Winner, 428). 

…a metaphor is often the only way to communicate precisely and efficiently what 
one means. Hence, as Ortony (1975) has put it, metaphors are necessary and not 
just nice. 
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By contrast, the primary function of irony is not to describe something in the world, 
but to show …the speaker’s evaluative attitude toward something.  It functions to 
show … the kind of person the speaker is—one who can criticize indirectly, without 
emotional involvement” (Winner, 429). 

Ironic expressions also make different demands on the listener but in a more 

complicated way. What is necessary for irony is the ability to make inferences about the 

speaker’s state of mind. Listeners must be able to determine that ironic speakers do not 

believe what they say and they do not intend for the listener to believe it either (Winner, 

428-430). 

Let us examine some examples from the Yemba lament data from Big Sister: 

“The village is going well.” BS2 

“The good one is still in Dschang and is coming.” BS5 

“It was misfortune [before], but has now become happiness.” BS6 

 
Looking at these examples it is evident that there is indeed an opposition between 

what is said: “The good one is still in Dschang and is coming [on his way back]” and, the 

reality that is meant here: ‘The good one will never again be in Dschang, never again be 

on his way home again.’ The communicative function here is that Big Sister wants to 

express how deeply she feels the loss of her brother’s visits to her in Dschang. In 

addition, irony requires that the listeners make inferences about the state of mind of the 

speaker. They must realize that she is not expecting them to believe the truth-value of 

what she is saying, nor does she expect them to believe that she believes the content of 

what she is saying. Thus, the listeners have to do more work to comprehend her 
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intentions. I have been told that a burial ceremony is the only social context52 in which 

this type of irony is acceptable.53 This example confirms the following comment of 

Winner and Gardner (1993: 429): “the choice of irony carries with it particular social 

effects. The ironist is perceived as being a certain kind of person – wittier, less 

confrontational, and more in control, than the utterer of a literal expression of 

displeasure.” Certainly this description fits well with the role of the Lament Singer. 

Table 5.5  Ironic Utterances 

Singer 
Reference 

Ironic 
Utterance 

Structure of 
opposition 

restated 

Communicative 
Function 

Comprehension 
Demands for 

Listener 
BS2 The village 

is going 
well. 

The village is 
in a terrible 
state! 

Deep regret54 
Resignation? 
Shock therapy? 
Fatalism? 

Disbelief in what 
she is saying and 
disbelief that she 
believes what 
she is saying. 

BS5 The good 
one is still in 
Dschang and 
is coming. 

The good one 
will never 
again be in 
Dschang, 
never again on 
his way home 
again 

BS6 It was 
misfortune 
[before] but 
has become 
happiness. 

The happy 
times were 
before and 
now has come 
the time of 
misfortune. 

D9 Oh, the 
people in the 
field returned 
home at 
night. 

Others 
returned from 
the field, but 
papa did not! 

  

                                                 
52 I want to emphasize here that this ‘social context’ involves a large crowd of people listening to one 
person singing. This does not exclude individual conversations where people no doubt may speak 
sarcastically or ironically to one another. 
53Personal conversation with Micheline Anandong, June 2015 
54 As an outsider I am uncertain about these functions. This is an area of future research. 
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Singer 
Reference 

Ironic 
Utterance 

Structure of 
opposition 

restated 

Communicative 
Function 

Comprehension 
Demands for 

Listener 
LS24 Oh, they 

know that a 
member of 
the warrior 
group is in 
fine health! 

They know 
that a member 
of the warrior 
group has 
died! 

LS1 The leopard 
is coming! 

The leopard is 
never coming 
again! 

LS2 The leopard 
is about to 
come out of 
the house! 

The leopard 
will never 
come out of 
the house 
again. 

LS3 Oh please, 
did he leave 
in order to 
come back 
when? 

He left and 
will never 
return again! 

LS4 Oh please, 
things are 
peaceful here 
in the 
village! 

The person 
who says that 
things are 
peaceful in 
the village is a 
liar! 

 

In some of the examples in the chart of Ironic Utterances we see evidence of 

linguistic expressions that arise from the metaphor LIFE IS A JOURNEY as referenced 

in Appendices A-D for the following extracts: BS5, D9, and LS1-3. This begs the 

question: Can the device of irony be used within linguistic expressions stemming from an 

underlying metaphor? One of the purposes of Winner and Gardner’s article is to contrast 

the two levels of understanding necessary for children to fully absorb the effect of 

someone saying something positive but meaning the opposite. It demands “a second-
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order belief…referring to a belief about another person’s belief state” (436). Their point 

is that metaphors demand a recognition of similarities between two domains, (a first-

order belief about the world) whereas, irony demands another level of sophistication in 

the development of our thinking (Winner, 436-437). 

I propose that if the larger metaphor is commonly understood and frequently used, 

as is the case here, the two devices of metaphor and irony within that metaphor, can 

cohabit the same mental space. Within the framework of LIFE IS A JOURNEY one can 

speak ironically saying something positive which adults will perceive as actually 

meaning something negative. Take for instance, “The good one is still in Dschang and is 

still coming [returning].” The communicator is not expecting the listeners to believe this 

as factual, but within the context of lament songs wants to express the opposite fact in a 

way which shows she is “wittier, less confrontational, and more in control” (429). 

There is a specific kind of parallelism that is analyzed in the next section 5.4.8 

about predominate themes. 

5.4.8 Predominate Themes (see Table of Themes in Appendix F) 

In Schrag’s dissertation “How Bamiléké Music Makers Create Culture in 

Cameroon” (2005), he describes how modern-day musical production using traditional 

forms take place among the Ngiemboon diaspora. 55 His study recounts a cycle that brings 

urban musicians back to the village setting to perform their art during traditional 

ceremonies before returning to the city. Schrag distills cultural themes and characteristics 

                                                 
55 The Ngiemboon are cousins in culture and language with the Yemba. They share long village borders 
and there is much intermarriage. However, they are two separate, but closely related languages (see Haynes 
and Harro 1985). 
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from his exposition of song lyrics. These are relevant to the present study of Yemba 

lament themes: 

Solidarity Channels Competition. In Ngiemboon society…well-ordered 
structures provide a background for creative activities in which solidarity is a more 
effectual and significant organizing force than competition. In social structures, the 
hierarchy whose pinnacle is the king serves as a backdrop in the context of which 
individuals and groups can confidently negotiate their daily and ceremonial 
lives…Musical production …functions analogously to this social organization. 
Instrumentalists create an aural percussive backdrop that vocalists traverse to 
produce their improvised messages, emphasized with relatively constant refrains. 
The messages, in their turn, consist almost exclusively of appeals to behave in ways 
that promote solidarity. The consistency of the royal hierarchy and rhythmic fabric 
is …essentially predictable and durable. Solidarity seems to be the highest 
Ngiemboon value and requires constant negotiation and reinforcement. (Schrag 
2005, 234) 

My own findings serve to reinforce Schrag’s comments concerning the high value 

of solidarity in Bamileke culture as seen in the Table of Themes in Appendix F. The 

Table is organized according to two different categories of themes: 

1. Themes centered around the idea of Loss, coupled with a call for Solidarity 
and New Identities in the face of Death, many of them expressed with intense 
emotion. 

2. Themes involving philosophical reflections about the nature of life and death, 
often expressed by proverbs or aphorisms in a more detached, indirect way 
than the first category. 
 

Within the first category, I ordered the themes according to the degree of 

closeness to the deceased, so that family members are listed first. The next half of the 

examples extends to the deceased’s wider circle of friends and men’s groups, and then 

finally to his village and Yemba society in general. As I sifted through the themes, 

needless to say the overriding predominate leitmotif was one of LOSS IN THE FACE OF 

DEATH. However, each member of the family is affected in a slightly different way, 

according to his/her relationship with the departed one. 
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As a close couple whose life and business decisions were often worked out 

together, it is fitting that Mamann Nord should express her loss of spousal companionship 

by singing the following lines: 

The chief was everything to me; it was with him that I spent my time. 

Whatever can I do? 

Who will help me to bury my mother? 

The cʉcʉ bird looked at me, and now I am still in this world [but he is gone]. 

Oh, [all] the good people are behind me [have died]. 

What is a woman to say, people [without good men in this world]!  W2-7 

 
The two rhetorical questions, though not directly calling for a volunteer, are 

indirect, mitigated calls to the community for solidarity. The husband is usually one of 

the family members who helps his wife bury her mother. Widow (Mamann Nord) is at 

least asking that the community who hears this recognize her situation and acknowledge 

her new identity. 

Another theme she presents in these lines is how widowhood is lived out in the 

Yemba context. The attention of the mourners is brought to the fact that her husband was 

her spokesperson and defender in a male-dominated society. When the ‘cʉcʉ’ bird looked 

at her (a sign of impending death), she believed she would be the one to die, but she is a 

survivor, speaking of her sense of solitude and potential isolation. 

She later sings lines W11-15 in defense of her role as a good wife who, 

throughout her husband’s lengthy illness, took great care of him, never tiring. She is 

asking for recognition from the mourners that she did not bring about his death, but on 

the contrary, supported and nursed him well. Here we see the need of the Yemba widow 

to exculpate herself from any suspicion that she may have been instrumental in his 
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demise or has gained something from it. On the contrary, she declares (W14-15) that 

Death has diminished her and that she has endured much suffering. In these lines, she is 

calling for the preservation of her own ties with the rest of the community by appealing 

for a continuation of her good reputation as a faithful wife. In Yemba culture, if the cause 

of a husband’s death is attributed to his wife, then the husband’s family is likely to 

withdraw any kind of familial support and simply wait for the wife to die in turn.56 

On Day Three Lament Singer sings out five lines of parallel grammatical 

constructions (LS15-19). They are structured in a similar way in order to bring the 

listeners’ attention to the plight of individual members of the family. In addition, the five 

lines have a complex chaining structure, with the widow at the center of it. The purpose 

of these lines is to elicit compassion from the attendees and to preserve the family’s 

solidarity with the rest of society, mitigating the sense of isolation each member of the 

family may be experiencing. She accomplishes this by rendering the experience universal 

and expressing it in an indirect form. 

The husband of someone knows the wine she will drink. [But the husband is gone.] 

The father of someone knows the food the child will eat. [But the father is gone.] 

The wife of someone is destined to dance the widow’s dance, right, people? 

The child of someone will become an orphan, right, people? 

The brother-in-law of someone will feed the widow.  LS15-19 

 

                                                 
56 This is especially the case when the husband dies of AIDS-related illnesses. Eveline Djatsa, personal 
conversation with author, 2012. 
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Table 5.6 Complex Chaining that Re-establishes Identity and Solidarity 

family 
member 

relationship verb Complement 

Husband of someone [wife] knows wine she [wife] 
will drink 

Father of someone [child] knows food the child 
will eat 

Wife of someone [husband] dances the widow’s 
dance 

Child of someone [parent] becomes Orphan 
Brother-in-law of someone [widow] feeds the widow 

 

The Lament Singer in LS15-19 reminds the listeners of the new roles that the 

members of the family will be playing (the wife is now a widow; the children are now 

orphans), as well as the new rules of dependency (the wife now depends on her brother-

in-law instead of her husband). For each one of these individuals, there is a need for 

establishing their new identities and Lament Singer through her songs aids in this 

process. Big Sister, though not included in the appeal of Lament Singer, aptly speaks for 

herself as she describes her brother as having been her “identity card” (BS8, 12). He was 

her ticket for interacting with Yemba elite due to his titles conferred by both the chief of 

Batsengala’ and the chief of Bafou. 

Within the second category of themes, we find philosophical reflections often 

expressed with rhetorical questions, proverbs and aphorisms. It is interesting to note that 

the two people who seem to be the most able to abstract/detach themselves from the 

situation are Lament Singer (as to be expected) and Daughter. 

Lament Singer even questions the purpose in her singing these laments 

presumably because it does not bring back the dead: 
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Laments are a sickness without remedy.  LS14 

Oh, if I say whatever, what have I said?  LS48 

Both Lament Singer and Daughter reflect upon the fact that everything alive 

inevitably meets with physical deterioration. They express this fact with a well-known 

proverb: “What is there that does not rot?” Daughter personalizes it to fit her father by 

saying that even the ‘good’ must meet this fate. 

What is there that does not rot?  D7 

Even though one is good, one can (still) rot. D10 

What exists which does not die?  LS30 

What exists which does not rot?  LS32 

What exists which does not rot?  LS33 

 
Both singers proceed with several metaphors that describe other losses which are 

the results of physical deterioration. These include the metaphor of the well-known raffia 

palm whose sap produces the wine present at all celebrations (D23 and LS12-13), as well 

as a person warm with life who quickly becomes cold when they die (D12). Daughter 

continues her litany of losses by singing out about the loss of light that her father 

represented (D14). 

▪ LOSS OF PRODUCTIVITY OF DECEASED 
Whose raffia palm does not drip [wine] and then it [simply] disappears, Maman? D23 

Excuse me, whose raffia palm is it, that drips just a little and then it disappears? LS12 

Whose raffia palm no longer drips and then [simply] disappears? LS13 

▪ LOSS OF WARMTH: COLD 
One moment you are warm, and the next you cool down. D12 

▪ LOSS OF LIGHT 
Our light has gone out! D14 
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Another theme that addresses universal experience speaks of a loss of control of 

one’s destiny when faced with death. As a member of the human race, a person cannot 

choose to always elude sickness and ensuing mortality (LS21, 30). Big Sister expresses it 

this way: “Death does not fear anything [or anybody!”] (BS4). In the final analysis, we 

are all weak and defenseless when confronted by our own deaths (D19). Everyone is 

destined to wear the necklace which identifies us as human and therefore mortal, as 

Daughter describes the human condition in D3. Each time death takes away our loved 

ones, we are astonished at what has happened (D20). Seeing a pile of discarded clothes 

once animated by a living body, we are reminded of the person who once wore them 

(LS44). 

These are for the most part, philosophical musings about the human condition. 

The Yemba person views himself/herself as living out their journey on a road which 

inevitably leads to death. However, the ideal journey is a prolonged road leading a person 

into old age before leaving this world (See Figure 31, section 5.4.1). 

▪ LOSS OF CONTROL OF ONE’S DESTINY/ DEATH IS EVERYONE’S FATE/LOSS 
OF CERTAINTY 

Death is a necklace; the neck which does not wear it is where? D3 

He goes and will return when? D1 

Oh, [all the other people in] the field returned home at night [and my father did not]!   D9 

▪ LOSS OF POWER FACED WITH DEATH 
Death does not fear anything. BS4 

Papa was running from what before he was wounded? D11 

The father of young children flees what with the result that he is wounded? D19 

When a problem falls on someone, we are amazed! D20 

Your friend did he even flee from Death and escape it? LS21 
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He is just lying there in the middle [of courtyard], and has become clothing, right, 
people?  LS44 

As I have stated before, the ideal destination at the close of day for a Yemba 

person is to return home to their compound. Friends have a responsibility to help each 

other not be exposed to all kinds of harm of the night and arrive back home safely. 

Otherwise, there is a sense of betrayal and possible shame57. A family’s protection is kept 

close within the family compound in a corner where the skulls of ancestors are kept and 

invoked at various times. 

Throughout the laments there are many reminders of the importance of this return 

home as a sign that the person is still alive. Lament Singer (LS23 and 30) presents an 

example of this idea: “Is it not so, that the chief…dared to leave, and did not return 

home?” In fact, “the chief chose another country!” 

▪ LOSS OF IDEAL DESTINATION: HOME 
Is it not so that the chief of Ngaoundere dared to leave and he did not return home?  LS34 

Oh, the chief chose another country LS41 

Oh, [all the other people in] the field returned home at night! D9 

 
Daughter expresses her sorrow in D9 about not seeing her father return ‘home 

from the fields’, even though the others have ‘Returning home from the fields’ has 

become a metaphor for reassuring your family that you are still in this world. Lament 

Singer presents an interesting solution when she calls for someone who can make “a 

departure into a return” (LS20, 42). I propose that she is here expressing a universal 

                                                 
57 A friend recounted to me and Nancy Haynes how her aged father was not escorted home to safety by 
friends one night and how that was a betrayal of friendship. 
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yearning for someone to bring back the dead to the land of the living, but she knows the 

answer is a negative one. 

▪ SOLUTION TO DEATH: A RETURN 
Who makes a departure into a return, Maman? [No one, not even the lament singer] LS20 

Who makes a departure into a return, Maman? LS42
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6. IMPLICATIONS OF ANALYSIS FOR BIBLE TRANSLATION OF OLD 

TESTAMENT POETRY 

6.1. Introduction 

The preceding chapter presented a study of some of the poetic devices and themes 

found in the Yemba lament genre. This chapter presents practical suggestions for the 

application of how these findings could benefit translators of biblical Hebrew poetry. 

Translation involves transferring communication in one language and culture 

(source) to another language and culture (target). Its challenges come from the nature of 

this activity, which requires knowledge of both the source and target languages, as well 

as their respective cultures. A translator needs to know enough about both languages and 

cultures in order to handle them skillfully. If one of these languages with its culture is the 

milieu in which a translator has grown up, why not make use of the cultural and linguistic 

heritage that person has already appropriated before introducing them to the study of 

another? A conscious knowledge of one’s own language and culture is a desirable 

preparation that can help make translation from one language to another more successful. 

A pedagogical principle says that students learn new concepts best when starting 

with what is already known before advancing toward what is unknown. In addition, we 

know that students learn new concepts best when taught in their mother tongue rather 

than in another language. ( Laitin 2019; Van Staden 2016). Therefore, it seems logical to 

explore new ways that translators can experience and become aware of  their own poetry 
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before introducing them to that of another culture. For mother tongue translators (MTTs) 

of biblical Hebrew poetry, this would mean first studying the poetry they already know in 

order to identify “stylistic features in the target language” (Zogbo 2020, 10), before 

delving into the complexities of the biblical source language and culture.  In this way, 

they are more intuitively prepared to go about the task of translating poetry in appropriate 

ways relevant to the Yemba people. 

We have suggested a few general guidelines for determining when poetic transfer 
is possible and when it should be avoided. We have surveyed a number of variable 
features, including situational context, goal of the text, and several stylistic devices. 
The more matches shared by the source text and the target language, and the closer 
they are in terms of form and function, the greater the chances are for success in 
poetic transfer. (2020, 112) 

To consider the situational context and goal of the text mentioned in the preceding 

paragraph, I suggest here that Yemba translators begin their task of translation with the 

intention of fitting their initial translation into the liturgical setting of the church. When 

they have struggled through the many challenges of appropriately translating for instance 

some of the psalms using their knowledge of the features of Yemba poetry, then they 

could advance toward the next step of setting that particular psalm into the Yemba lament 

context. This would mean that each line would have to conform to the lament form of 

short, pithy lines of about 13 syllables, give or take one or two syllables. Vocables are 

included in this number and can occur at the beginning and at the end of phrases (see 

Appendix E for examples). It would also mean a use of the basic melody line 

characteristic of lament singing which is not at all appropriate in a liturgical setting.58 

                                                 
58 Micheline Anandong experimented using the melodic lament line during a choir rehearsal she was 
leading in a local Catholic church. When she asked the choir to sing in that style, they refused saying that it 
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In the Yemba area, there is strong adherence to traditional practices and a 

suspicion of Christianity’s obstructing and even replacing those practices. However, at 

the same time Yemba people are searching for answers in the midst of grief and loss 

during burials as evidenced by the questions posed during lament singing. Thus, it would 

seem a possible path forward to encourage the use of biblically inspired songs using 

poetic features and forms of the Yemba lament style within the context of burial events. 

Such a strategy would allow the bereaved to grieve in a way which is natural to them, but 

at the same time receive comfort and a message of hope in the midst of despair.These 

texts composed by translators could be sung in the appropriate context by female family 

members or the specialist lament singer, as seen in Chapter Four. 

6.2. Preparing Translators to Translate 

My proposed strategy of training translators would be to lead them through a 

study such as has been set forth in the preceding Chapters 4 and 5. Depending on the 

situation, this could be done in a workshop setting where there are several languages 

represented, or a single language workshop. It is understood that this would be a 

preliminary step before delving into a detailed study of Hebrew poetry. This section 

concerns how to approach the translators, especially in relationship to a study of the 

poetic devices and themes in their own language. 

By using the methodologies outlined in Chapters 4 and 5 for studying laments as 

poetry, Mother Tongue Translators (MTTs) will understand the pertinent characteristics 

                                                 
would bring people into the church thinking they were arriving at the beginning of an actual lament 
ceremony. 
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of the target language and culture before being introduced to the intricacies of Hebrew 

poetry. Discovering in a conscious way the richness of one’s own poetry and song leads 

to an aesthetic appreciation of the poetry which already exists in the very fabric of one’s 

own daily experience. By simply participating in daily life, listening to proverbs recited 

in everyday conversation and to the songs sung during ceremonies such as burials, 

translators are unconsciously absorbing the uniqueness and rich diversity of their own 

language and culture. MTTs can be led through an examination of what they already 

know, even unconsciously, to the point of becoming aware and knowledgeable about 

poetic features in their own language, as well as being able to discuss it in an informed 

manner. 

Once the translators discover their own language’s poetry and are able to describe 

it, they have words and categories that prepare them to move on to the awareness of 

poetry in another language, such as Hebrew. Such a preparation allows useful 

comparisons to be made between the two. This means that by knowing the metaphors and 

themes, for instance, that are lurking within familiar poetry, they can better decide what 

would be appropriate in translations. In addition, they can better understand the areas of 

receptivity where their own people are crying out for answers. When the lament singer 

sings out, “What difference does it make if I sing these songs?” and “Who can make a 

departure into a return?” this provides an opportunity for an MTT to find  biblical poetic 

passages which address these culturally appropriate questions. 

Zogbo and Wendland’s Hebrew Poetry in the Bible (2020) presents a full range of 

topics to be studied by mother tongue translators in order to prepare them for faithfully 
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rendering biblical poetry in their own language. This indispensable book serves “as a 

practical guide for the translator with limited or no background in Hebrew” (Zogbo and 

Wendland 2020, xi). Their goals are the following: 

a) to convince exegetes and translators that rendering biblical poetry as poetry 
(emphasis added) in languages around the world is a worthy and realistic goal, and 

b) to provide strategies and means to understand the biblical text and to recreate 
poetic renderings in these host languages (xi). 

At the beginning of the book the authors note the necessity of making choices 

about the kind of translation to be made: 

Is their [translators and community] goal to produce a translation that imitates 
Hebrew style, a version that allows for “foreignization”? If so they may tend to 
produce a more literal or formal correspondence-type rendering, one that is aimed 
at being publically read in church and in other particular liturgical settings. 

Or, on the other hand, is their goal to respect the poetic forms in the source text, but 
at the same time, to attempt to express the biblical message through poetic devices 
used in their own poetic texts, resulting in a more “domesticated” text? This type 
of translation would be more idiomatic, dynamic, and based on principles of 
“functional equivalence” (de Waard and Nida 1986)” (Zogbo and Wendland 2020, 
9). 

Let us assume with Zogbo and Wendland that it is appropriate, desirable and 

possible for poetry to be translated as poetry and that we want to encourage translators to 

aim for the use of the Yemba poetic devices to produce what is called a more 

“domesticated” text. What is offered here in this thesis is a methodology of analysis that 

aims to bring MTTs to a point of awareness of the artistic wealth they already possess. 

This means for instance that a Yemba MTT could extend his/her research beyond the 

Yemba lament form to other occasions where Yemba traditional songs are sung. The 

study might include praise songs of the chief, weddings. or even blessings of twins. It is 
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not necessary that these be ‘Christian events’ due to the fact that the object of research is 

first to be within the traditional events. Such studies could then apply to a wide range of 

translation tasks, not just lament genres. I need to add here that the ultimate decisions 

concerning the choices to be made of genres to be studied and the intended target 

audience needs to be left to the “’owners’ of the language in keeping with a  Skopos59 

statement” agreed upon in advance (Wendland 2013, 72). 

6.3. From Yemba Poetry to Hebrew Poetry 

Discussing what kind of translation to aim for requires understanding how similar 

the Hebrew style of poetry is to the style of poetry in the target language, taking into 

account the various types of poetry and their respective characteristics and devices used. 

Zogbo and Wendland offer the following as pre-requisite knowledge for Hebrew 

poetry to be translated: 

Ideally for a poetic book to be successfully transferred/translated into a 
corresponding poetic form in the target language, translators have a knowledge of: 

 what genres their language possesses, 
 what characteristics these genres demonstrate, and 
 what stylistic devices characterize various poetic speech/song types in 

their language, 
 the workings of Hebrew poetry, that is, the rhetorical devices in the 

Hebrew text (Zogbo 2020, 262) 
 

Please note that the author of this thesis has changed the order but not the content 

of these requirements by putting the pre-requisite related to Hebrew last instead of first. 

This has been done to illustrate my slightly different emphasis in this thesis. 

                                                 
59 “The Skopos rule thus reads as follows: translate/interpret/speak/write in a way that enables your 
text/translation to function in the situation in which it is used and with the people who want to use 
it and precisely in the way they want it to function.” Hans Vermeer, translated and cited in Nord 
1997, 29. 
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6.4. Differences between Yemba Lament Songs and Biblical Hebrew Laments 

It is instructive to reflect on and compare features of lament songs in both Hebrew 

and Yemba. Indeed, as would be expected, though there is overlap in some poetic 

features, there are others areas where there is no match, as seen in Table 6.1 below: 

Table 6.1 Comparison of Yemba and Biblical Laments 

Features Yemba Laments Biblical Hebrew Laments 
What poetic 
devices are used? 

Metaphor and metonymy 
Personification 
Rhetorical Questions 
Hyperbole 
Irony 
Eulogy 
Use of names and kinship terms 
Vocables 

Metaphor and metonymy 
Personification 
Rhetorical Questions 
Hyperbole 
Irony and sarcasm 
Eulogy 
Use of names and kinship 
terms 
Refrains 

What are its basic 
structures and 
patterns? 
(higher poetic 
units) 

Short single line as 
Call and Response 
Parallelism (few types) 
 
 
Inclusio 
13 syllables per line 
Vocables 

Groups of lines organized into 
Strophes and Stanzas 
Parallelism (many types) 
Chiasm 
Refrains 
Inclusio 
Stress, meter, rhythm elements 
Sound effects (various) 

What is Function 
or Goal of 
speaking?  

Recognize loss in death 
 
 
Express distress of individuals, 
a family, and social groups 
Reaffirms community solidarity 
by recognizing the new 
identities of the bereaved 
A community platform to call 
for help for the bereaved in the 
context of solidarity 
 
An occasion to channel strong 
emotions appropriately so that 
they will not be destructive 

Recognize loss in death or in 
hardship 
 
Express distress by the 
individual or community 
Reaffirms covenant 
relationship with Yahweh 
within the context of covenant 
community 
Instruction to everyone of what 
is appropriate 
 
Express sorrow over personal 
sin (Zogbo 2020, 17) 
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Features Yemba Laments Biblical Hebrew Laments 
Who is the 
audience? 

Bereaved family 
Fellow Yemba 

Yahweh 
Fellow Israelites 

Sung for what 
occasions? 

Someone’s death 
 
Restricted to burial events 

Someone’s death 
Communal crises 
Temple use  

Sung by whom? Specialist 
Individual female lament 
singers 
Female family members of the 
deceased 

Specialist 
Liturgical singers (group or 
individual) many of whom 
were males (Levites)60 with 
some females (2Chron 35:25) 

What is a 
satisfying solution 
to crisis? 

Re-establishment of community 
ties as solution for the bereaved 
ones’ new state. 

Remembrance of Yahweh’s 
covenantal hesed from the past. 

 
From the above table, it is evident that though the audience, the occasion, and the 

singers differ, there are several similarities.  Solutions to the distress may be different, but 

the means are really quite similar:  through song, hearts are appeased during a time of 

deep grief. Both cultures use lament songs to recognize a loss in death, with the 

difference that the Hebrew laments also includes national crises and losses. The Hebrew 

focus on the covenant relationship between a community and its god is not present in 

Yemba, where the focus seems to be more on maintaining community solidarity. 

The striking differences to note include audience, occasion, singers and the basic 

structure of the two lament forms. The similarities would include the poetic devices used. 

The following paragraphs elaborate on these points. 

Many if not most lament Psalms, such as Psalms. 12, 22, and 86, are addressed to 

Yahweh, pleading for his help during the occasion of physical danger or sickness 

oppressing the psalmist. Yahweh is expected to respond in accord with His past acts of 

                                                 
60 http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/4348-choir consulted Oct 16, 2020 
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redemption, due to the covenant relationship, whether between the psalmist and his God 

(Psalms 3, 4, and 5) or between the Israelites and Yahweh (Psalms 44, 58, and 60). 

In contrast, the Yemba laments have no mention of God.  They are sung by those 

left behind after a loved-one has died, mourning the death of that person, posing 

questions about life and death. Indeed in Yemba laments, neither Ndém nor even the 

ancestors are addressed.61 The series of rhetorical questions about life and death might be 

considered as intended for the ancestors who serve as intermediaries between human 

beings and the Creator God, Ndém. However, strangely enough, the ancestors are not 

addressed and Ndém remains far away and unrecognized. In the final analysis, these 

questions are not really addressed to anyone, but merely a deep expression of pain over 

the fact that no one is powerful  enough to conquer death. 

The basic structure of Hebrew laments involves a sequence of poetic lines that 

can be grouped together in a variety of coherent and artful ways, one of which is 

parallelism (Zogbo and Wendland 2020, 21-40). The usual poetic line in a Yemba lament 

stands alone and rarely involves more than a single line by the lament singer. In the four 

days of Papa Nord’s burial, only three complex multi-line examples were found: LS17-

20, LS42-47 and LS Day One first two lines at 5:38 of 7/12/2014. 

This great difference in basic structure poses a daunting challenge for Yemba 

translators. For further discussion see 5.4.8 and Table 5.6. Yet, these three multi-line 

                                                 
61 The burial of Papa Nord may not have been typical, since both he and Maman Nord had declared 
themselves to be Catholic believers and included non-traditional elements in the burial ceremony. 
However, I have verified the lack of mention of ancestors by lament singers by reading through several 
other such songs from different parts of the vast village of Bafou. My source was various notebooks 
containing other transcribed laments collected over many years. 
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examples of parallelism do suggest a possibility of experimentation in order to see what 

is appropriate and also communicates well and faithfully. What they consider 

aesthetically pleasing will also be more easily understood and remembered. 

On the other hand, there are poetic devices that are not dependent on groups of 

multiple lines (such as found in parallelism) that are shared by both Hebrew and Yemba 

laments: metaphor, metonymy, and rhetorical questions.  Both understanding and using 

such devices depends on extensive cultural knowledge of the two. 

Zogbo and Wendland address this problem of limited correspondence: 

When translating we will have to ask ourselves if it is possible to extend the lament 
genre to other settings that are sad. If so, translators can try to adapt the style of 
their funeral dirges, not just in 2 Samuel, where a true lament is found, but also in 
Lamentations and parts of Amos, Ezekiel, and other prophetic books where the 
lament genre is used. In this way, the strong feelings and connotations present in 
the original have a better chance of being experienced by those reading or hearing 
the translation (2020, 77). [Italics added.] 

6.5. A Comparable Biblical Passage 

For a closer comparison of Hebrew and Yemba laments, within the biblical 

tradition, a likely candidate is David’s lament for Saul and Jonathan in 2 Samuel. 1:17-

27. Here David is lamenting the loss of Israel’s King Saul along with his son, Jonathan, 

David’s close and loyal friend. The goal and function of the event of the two lament 

forms, Hebrew and Yemba, appear to be the same. A juxtaposition of David’s lament 

with the Yemba laments will show what aspects are comparable and therefore easier to 

translate, as well as those which are very different and therefore would need adaptation. 

In the table below, the order of the verses of the biblical lament is followed, comparing 
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its themes and poetic devices with those found in various sections of the Yemba lament 

extracts we have been analyzing. The English translation used is the ESV. 

Table 6.2 Comparison of David’s Lament with Yemba Laments 

Verse in 
2 Sam 1 

Hebrew text 
(ESV) 

Poetic or 
Linguistic 

device 

Theme Yemba text 
(similar categories or 

ways of thinking) 
19a A gazelle lies 

slain on your 
heights, 
Israel. 

Metaphor 
Eulogy of the 
deceased 

Loss of 
prominent 
leader 
Impact on 
whole society 

Metaphor 
Oh, the leopard has 
abandoned the people! 
(LS9) 
Eulogy (Honorary 
Title) 

19b How the 
mighty have 
fallen! 

Honorific titles 
Metaphor: 
‘fallen’ 
Parallelism 
(synonymous) 
Contrast of 
high/low (word 
pair) 

Their military 
fame 
Status as 
warriors 
Loss expressed 
as contrast of 
high/low 

Metonymy 
The mɛnzɔŋ (warrior 
society) will continue 
to survive how? 
(LS31) 
Contrast of 
presence/absence 

20a 
 
20b 
 
 
 
20c 
 
 
 
 
20d 

Tell it not in 
Gath, 
Proclaim it 
not in the 
streets of 
Ashkelon 
Lest the 
daughters of 
the 
Philistines be 
glad. 
Lest the 
daughters of 
the 
uncircumcise
d rejoice. 

Negative 
Imperative 
(interdiction) 

Fear of the 
triumphant 
reaction of the 
enemy and 
ensuing shame 
for the nation of 
Israel. 
       vs. 
A need to draw 
dignitaries to 
the burial of 
Papa Nord to 
honor him. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Who is going to 
announce the news to 
the notables of Bafou? 
The chiefs of the 
villages far away will 
hear (about this), and 
will be astonished! 
(LS Day 4 page 2)62 

21a Mountains of 
Gilboa, may 

Curse  Drought in the 
natural world 

Irony 

                                                 
62 Not included in 109 extracts of chapter 5. 
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Verse in 
2 Sam 1 

Hebrew text 
(ESV) 

Poetic or 
Linguistic 

device 

Theme Yemba text 
(similar categories or 

ways of thinking) 
you have 
neither dew 
nor rain, 

results from 
human death.  

How well the village 
is going! (LS4) 

21b May no 
showers fall 
on your 
terraced 
fields. 

Curse  Infertility in 
agricultural 
production 

Metonymy/Rhetorica
l Question 
Whose raffia palm is it 
that drips just a little 
and then disappears? 
(LS10) 

21c For there the 
shield of the 
mighty 
heroes was 
despised. 

Metonymy 
 

Defeat=shame Metonymy/Metaphor 
He is just lying there 
in the middle [of the 
courtyard] and has 
become 
clothing.(LS42) 

21d The shield of 
Saul no 
longer 
rubbed with 
oil. 

Parallelism 
Metonymy 
Saul’s head had 
been anointed 
with oil to show 
he was king of 
Israel. 
The shield 
represents his 
warrior status.  

Loss of 
kingship 
 
 
Loss of honor 

Metonymy/Metaphor 
He is just lying there 
in the middle [of the 
courtyard] and has 
become 
clothing.(LS42) 

22a 
 
 
22b 
 
 
22c 
 
 
 
22d 

From the 
blood of the 
slain 
From the 
flesh of the 
mighty 
The bow of 
Jonathan did 
not turn 
back. 
The sword of 
Saul did not 
return 
unsatisfied. 

Metonymy 
Parallelism 
(word pairs) 
1.Blood=>Ene
my 
2.Flesh=>Enem
y 
Personification 
3.Bow=>Jonath
an 
 
Personification 
 
4.Sword=>Saul 

Former Military 
strength 
 
 
Courage 
     vs 
Fate 
 
 
 
Impact of 
important acts 

 
 
 
 
 
Personification 
Your friend, did he 
even flee from death 
and escape it? (LS21) 
 

23a Saul and 
Jonathan in 

Eulogy Well-loved Eulogy 
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Verse in 
2 Sam 1 

Hebrew text 
(ESV) 

Poetic or 
Linguistic 

device 

Theme Yemba text 
(similar categories or 

ways of thinking) 
life they 
were loved 
and admired! 

The chief is my friend; 
he is everything to me. 
He is like that for the 
whole family. (W9) 

23b And in death 
they were not 
parted. 

Eulogy  Praise of loyalty 
to one another 

Eulogy 
The chief was 
everything to me; it 
was with him that I 
spent my time. (W2) 

23c They were 
swifter than 
eagles 

Eulogy 
Simile 
(Comparison) 

Praise of their 
physical 
prowess 
      vs. 
Praise of young 
age and size 

Metonymy 
Metaphor 
(teeth=years) 
Oh, there were a lot of 
good teeth still in his 
mouth. 
I put aside my father 
and mourn his 
corpulence. 
(BS, Day One p.4)63 

23d They were 
stronger than 
lions. 

Simile 
(Comparison) 

Physical 
prowess 

Metaphor 
Honorary Title 
Oh, the leopard has 
abandoned the people! 
(LS9) 

24a O daughters 
of Israel, 
weep for 
Saul! 

Imperative Exhortation to 
weep 

Rhetorical Question 
The elites are going to 
cry until when? 
(LS41) 

24b Who clothed 
you in scarlet 
and finery? 

Rhetorical Q 
Eulogy 
 

Generosity Metaphor 
I was in the habit of 
washing my body with 
wine.(BS7) 
Oh good sirs, the 
noble one has poured 
out the wine of the 
people (LS37) 

24c  Who adorned 
your 
garments in 

Rhetorical Q 
Parallelism 
(synonymous) 

Generosity Parallelism (word 
pair, inclusio) 
(LS15-19 and 45-47) 

                                                 
63 Not found in the 109 extracts. 
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Verse in 
2 Sam 1 

Hebrew text 
(ESV) 

Poetic or 
Linguistic 

device 

Theme Yemba text 
(similar categories or 

ways of thinking) 
ornaments of 
gold? 

Lines concerning palm 
wine and its stopping 
production.  

25a How the 
mighty have 
fallen! 

Repetition of 
19b 
Inclusio 
 
 
Contrast of 
high/low 

Their military 
fame 
Status as 
warriors 
Loss expressed 
as contrast of 
high/low 

Metonymy 
The mɛnzɔŋ (warrior 
society) will continue 
to survive how? 
(LS31) 
Contrast of 
presence/absence 

25b Jonathan lies 
slain on your 
heights! 

Repetition of 
19a, with name 
 
 
Contrast of 
high/low 

Death 
recognized 
explicitly and 
starkly 

Personal name not 
used Only nicknames, 
honorary titles, 
kinship terms 
Death mitigated by 
indirect expressions, 
personified as a thief 
(LS23) and a 
relentless hunter 
(LS21). 

26a I grieve for 
you, 
Jonathan, my 
brother. 

Kinship term 
Name repeated 

Personal loss Kinship terms 
“He was everything 
for me. My father, my 
brother, my friend.” 
(W2) 
“my son” (BS10) 

26b You were 
very dear to 
me! 

Parallelism 
 

Personal 
testimony of 
love for 
deceased 

Rhetorical Question 
“Whatever shall I do, 
oh God?”64 (W8) 

26c Your love for 
me was 
wonderful 

Parallelism 
(synonymous) 

Elaboration of 
26b  

Hyperbole 
“He was everything to 
me.” (W2)  

26d More 
wonderful 
than that of 
women! 

Parallelism 
(comparison) 

Elaboration of 
26b 
 

Parallelism 
(synonymous) 
“It was with him that I 
spent my time!” (W2) 

27a How the 
mighty have 

Repetition of 
19b and 25a 

Their military 
fame 

Metonymy 

                                                 
64 This is the only mention of God, “Ndém”, in all 150 pages of Yemba laments for this burial ceremony. 



164 

 

Verse in 
2 Sam 1 

Hebrew text 
(ESV) 

Poetic or 
Linguistic 

device 

Theme Yemba text 
(similar categories or 

ways of thinking) 
fallen in 
battle! 

Inclusio 
 
Contrast of 
high/low 

Status as 
warriors 
 
Loss expressed 
as contrast of 
high/low 

The mɛnzɔŋ (warrior 
society) will continue 
to survive how? 
(LS31) 
Contrast of 
presence/absence 

27b The weapons 
of war have 
perished. 

Metonymy 
Personification 

Loss of military 
might. 

Metaphor: The 
deceased has become 
a pile of clothes lying 
on the ground. (LS42) 

 

From the above table, it is evident that Yemba laments and this particular Hebrew 

lament have several features in common: 

6.5.1 Features in Common 

1. Predictably, both Hebrew and Yemba Laments speak in glowing terms of the 

dead with eulogies and confer honorary titles upon the deceased: Saul and Jonathan are 

the “gazelle” that “lies slain on your heights” symbolizing human dignitaries65 (verse 

19a). Papa Nord is referred to as a “leopard”, a creature of strength known as the chief’s 

totem (animal double)66. The king and his son are proclaimed the “mighty” (verses 19b, 

25a, and 27a). 

Papa Nord is called “the chief of love” (LS Day One p.14)67, the impartial giver to 

others, just as Saul and Jonathan are described as “beloved and gracious” (verse 23a). 

Their generosity toward the women of Israel is praised due to their gifts of “scarlet 

                                                 
65 The word ‘prince’ in Hebrew literally means ‘gazelle’.  (Tsumura 2019, 54.)  
66 In Yemba culture it is forbidden to hunt this animal since it is the totem, apī, of the chief. One of the 
chief’s titles is Animal-Not-Hunted, referring to the leopard. It is noteworthy that it is “leopard”, nzwi , that 
is used here for Papa Nord and not the euphemism “Animal-Not-Hunted”, Na-te-ma’. 
67 Not included in extracts selected for chapter 5. 
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clothing” (verse 24b) and “garments decorated in gold” (verse 24c). In the Yemba lament 

Big Sister sings how she has been accustomed “to washing her body in wine” (BS 12) 

thanks to her brother’s generosity in sharing wine with her. 

There is praise of physical prowess in a military setting especially in the Hebrew 

lament since the king and his son were lost during a battle against the Philistines (verses 

19b, 21c, 22, 27). Papa Nord was a leader and valued member of the mɛnzɔŋ or 

traditional warrior class which plays a role of local protection. 

2. The use of metonymy is prominent in David’s lament where the shield, the bow, 

and the sword of the warriors, once instruments of power but now cast aside in death, 

represent the two people who once wielded them. Verse 27b declares “The weapons of 

war have perished” meaning that the warriors have perished and without their wielding 

them, the weapons are devoid of power. In the Yemba laments, metonymy is also a 

common poetic device: Big Sister bemoans the loss of her brother’s physical appearance 

(Day One p. 8568), Lament Singer sings that the deceased has become merely an inert pile 

of clothes lying on the ground (LS44). Other examples of metonymy are common in 

Yemba laments (LS17, 25, 26, 29, 37; D3, 9, 15, 18, 22). 

3. A theme common to both laments is the idea of announcing the news of this 

loss (v. 20). For the Yemba, there is an urgency to announce to the community and in fact 

a call for someone to go to the nobles with the sad news (Day Four p.8469). In contrast, 

                                                 
68 Not included in 109 extracts. “I put aside my father, and [now] I’m grieving his great size.” The physical 
size of a person indicates his importance. 

69 Also not included in 109 extracts.“Who is going to announce to the nobles of the village that the chief of 
N. has already gone?” 
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David’s lament forbids any such announcement to the enemy who would use it to shame 

Israel. The intention of the speech act here is to curse the land of the Philistines so that 

nothing will grow there. What is for one a call for spreading the news to join together in 

the solidarity of communal grief, for the other is an interdiction to spread the news 

outside the community, which becomes even a curse on the enemy. Here we see the same 

theme of announcing, but very different speech intentions in the two situations! 

4. Both cultures have agricultural products that have become important cultural 

symbols. Such is the case for olive oil (Hebrew culture) and raffia palm wine (slightly 

fermented sap used in Yemba culture). The anointed shield is a case of metonymy :Saul’s 

head had been anointed as a sign of kingship. But now that the kingly wielder of the 

shield is dead, the shield has lost its anointing. Just as the raffia palm eventually stops 

dripping, so Papa Nord is now without life. However it should be pointed out that in the 

Yemba culture a person is anointed with red palm oil and cam wood powder, and not 

with palm wine. Therefore, the intention here is not to imply that the anointing of a king 

is analogous to the flowing of sap in the raffia palm and that palm wine could be 

substituted for olive oil in translation. Rather it shows that Yemba will readily understand 

the notion of anointing, even if the liquid involved is different. 

6.5.2 Points of Difference 

1. A possible area of difference between the two cultures should be mentioned 

here. Verse 19b in David’s lament says,” How the mighty have fallen”, whereby falling 

down is a metaphor for dying and thus has negative connotations. There seems to be a 
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high-low contrast for life-death (honor-shame) in Hebrew thought.70 However, in the 

Yemba lament, Widow sings that so many good people have “gone down into the earth” 

(nzem esī,  ‘behind the ground’), that now es̄i has become a good place (Day One p.1671). 

For the Yemba, falling down is not the metaphor for speaking of dying. What is 

interesting here is that the usual word for ‘the place of the dead’, apwɛt is not used.  

Apwɛt itself has the connotation of being a place of rest or peace. Another observation 

pertinent to this idea of high/low in Yemba culture is the fact that in the village people 

avoid building houses on the top of hills due to having experienced civil war in the 

region. Compounds should be hidden from enemies and not exposed on the top of hills or 

mountains. 

2. Another point of difference between the two lament forms is the use in the 

Hebrew lament of direct curses for enemies. David in the language of imprecatory psalms 

wishes drought and infertility upon the land of the Philistines to avenge the deaths of 

King Saul and Jonathan. In the Yemba laments, however, there are cases of indirect 

imprecatory language in the descriptions of Death when the singer is personifying it as a 

merciless hunter (D4) or careless thief (LS23). But such a portrayal of Death as a villain 

lacks the same pragmatic impact that a direct curse would carry. 

3. In the extracts of Widow, Big Sister, Daughter and Lament Singer presented in 

Appendices A-D, it is obvious that a call and response structure and a generally 

extemporaneous order of themes does not present us with a model for a cohesive text of 

                                                 
70 See also I Samuel 2:7-8 where honor/shame are used in metaphors of high/low. 
71 Not included in the 109 extracts. 
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more than a few lines at a time. In order to find an example of cohesion in texts of several 

lines, we would have to extend our examination to other Yemba song genres, such as 

praise songs for the chief or songs sung during a traditional wedding. However, this is 

again beyond the scope of this paper. 

Having compared and contrasted the two cultures’ laments created for similar 

occasions, I propose that Yemba translators use the exercise of translating 2 Samuel 1: 

19-27 as a point of transition leading to translating other biblical material such as the 

lament Psalms. They could be challenged to utilize the most basic structure of Yemba 

laments, call and response, with short pithy lines of 13 syllables. They could try using the 

devices noted in chapter 5 such as metaphor, metonymy, personification, rhetorical 

questions and irony which may correspond or not with what Hebrew uses in those 

particular verses. They could then compare their work with the Hebrew style of lament as 

seen in Table 6.2. 

In the next section, I continue the proposed methodology with a more generalized 

comparison of what the two languages have in common in their poetic tool chests. 

6.6. Hebrew Poetic Features and Structures Also Present in Yemba Laments 

6.6.1 Parallelism: A Partial Structural Match 

As Zogbo and Wendland point out, parallelism is the basic” building block” of 

Hebrew poetry (2020, 91). It involves pairs of lines which are in some way related to 

each other, either phonologically, grammatically or semantically (Zogbo 2020, 22) 
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Even though Yemba lament uses as its basic building block one concise tightly 

packed line72, there are occasional groupings obviously related to each other syntactically 

and thematically. This was discovered in the songs of the most skilled of the four women 

singers, the Lament Singer herself: 

A The husband of someone knows the wine she will drink. 
B The father of someone knows the food which the child will eat. 
A’ The wife of someone is destined to dance the widow’s dance, right, people? 
B’ The child of someone will become an orphan, right, people? 
A” The brother-in-law of someone will feed the widow. (LS 15-19)73 

These five lines could be considered to be a pentacolon according to Zogbo and 

Wendland’s system (2020, 23). The first two lines involve the former relationship of the 

deceased as the provider first for his wife and then for his children. The next two lines 

define the new identities the wife and children now possess as widow and orphans 

without the deceased, and the last line defines the new role the brother of the deceased 

will play as a provider for the widow. These lines all have cohesion in a semantic sense 

(impact of death upon each member of the family) as well as grammatically, each line 

adding accessible cultural information in a stair-stepping of word pairs (2020, 25). The 

impact of death on the whole family is defined as a rollcall of its members as they are 

enumerated in a striking way. It is a complex combination of several types of parallelism; 

a case of inclusio where the theme of the provider for the wife/widow appears both in the 

first and fifth lines. The last line of the five-line pentacolon could have the force of a 

mitigated imperative for the brother-in-law to feed the widow. 

                                                 
72 maximum of 13 syllables (see 4.5.1) 
73 A’ and B’ could also be analyzed as being the focal center marked by the tag questions at the end of the 
lines. I thank Lynell Zogbo for this suggestion. 
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A similar, shorter and less complex example is found near the very beginning of 

the ceremony, sung by Lament Singer (Day One, 7/9/2014): 

Who takes care of a person like the owner, Maman? 

Who nourishes the child of a person like the owner, Maman? 

 
As with many Hebrew parallel lines, here there is grammatical parallelism and a 

progression from A to B.  A speaks of a person and B of a ‘child of someone’, a 

figurative expression replacing a general one.  Even though these types of examples are 

rare in our data base, they show that parallelism does exist and may help translators to 

imagine how they can use this pattern in their translations. 

6.6.2 Metaphor and Metonymy 

Zogbo and Wendland provide us with this warning and some advice concerning 

these two poetic devices: 

Poetic figures are very complex devices, with many overlapping meanings 
determined by the actual words used, the literary context, and the cultural 
suppositions behind them. Translators must go beyond a superficial analysis 
(defining the topic of the comparison, the image it is being compared to, and the 
basis of the comparison), to understand the role of the figure in its immediate and 
extended context. Confronted with one single image, “like a green olive tree” (Psa 
52.8), translators may be tempted to replace this image by a functional equivalent, 
that is, an expression that differs in form, but carries out the same communicative 
function as in the biblical text. However, when seen in its wider context, the role of 
a particular image may be seen to be much more important. Indeed, in the context 
of the entire book of Psalms (and perhaps the whole Bible), the image of the olive 
tree can be considered a key image. Rendering this image more literally could have 
a much greater impact than if it were replaced by a more common cultural 
substitute. (2020, 52) [Italics added.] 
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Indeed, when biblical texts present basic underlying conceptual metaphors such as 

A GOOD PERSON IS A GREEN OLIVE TREE74, Yemba translators should not 

automatically discard them or attempt to substitute local metaphors such as raphia palm 

for olive tree, in this case. In addition, they should be aware of the “extended context” of 

their own generalized conceptual metaphors and then apply this principle to conservation 

of underlying conceptual metaphors in the biblical culture. When faced for instance with 

the task of translating a book full of images such as in the Song of Songs where there are 

repeated metaphors concerning wine and love, “Translators may be tempted to simply 

omit these images. However, to do away with them completely would affect the entire 

book and destroy much of its imagery” (Zogbo 2020, 147). 

As has already been noted in the comparison of the Yemba and Hebrew laments, 

the use of metonymy is quite frequent in both languages as a way to symbolize 

characteristics people display, such as courage in battle or vitality and generosity. 

Therefore, once translators understand how this device works in Yemba, they will 

more readily be able to understand and render such cases in the Hebrew Bible. 

Zogbo and Wendland present examples of metonymy in the Psalms: 

sword, bow, spear = war, aggression (Psa 46.9) 
cup = punishment (Isa 51.17) or state of being (Psa 23.5) 
oil = prosperity, consecration (Psa 45.7) 
wine = gladness, and sometimes love (Song 7.9) 
jackal or lion = enemy (Psa 44.19; 57.4) 
green, flourishing tree = prosperity (Psa 52.8) 
pit = death or Sheol (Psa 49.9)  (2020, 55) 
 

                                                 
74See also Dt. 8:7-8, Ps 52:8, Jer. 11:16, Hosea 14:6, Zech. 4:11-14 (footnote in NIV Cultural Background 
Study Bible, 2016, 1244 on Jer. 11.16). 
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There will obviously be some mismatches. For example, in Hebrew, ‘lion’ may in 

some contexts represent an ‘enemy’ and some cases a king.  In Yemba, it is the ‘leopard’ 

which is a royal image of strength and superior powers. 

6.6.3 Further Lines of Research to Follow 

In his article “How Can Mortal Man Understand the Road He Travels?” (2003), 

Olaf Jäkel presents a conceptual analysis of the LIFE IS A JOURNEY metaphor as found 

in the Hebrew Old Testament (55-86). When he uses biblical psalms and proverbs to 

compare that Hebrew conceptual metaphor with the one of the secular English-speaking 

world, he perceives many divergences between the two. These differences bring him to a 

negative evaluation concerning one of the basic tenets of the cognitive approach, the 

invariance hypothesis75, which he says “appears not to be borne out by the data” (79). His 

analysis deserves greater attention. 

In Metaphor in Culture (2005), Kövecses goes beyond Jäkel’s observations about 

the mismatching of the OT mappings and the English secular mappings of LIFE IS A 

JOURNEY by proposing that: 

...mappings are flexible aspects of metaphor in the cognitive linguistic view. 
Mappings characterizing particular conceptual metaphors can change through time 
and can vary from culture to culture and from subculture to subculture (Kövecses 
2005, 127). 

In other words, mappings are not motivated by universal principles. 

                                                 
75 The invariance hypothesis says: “Metaphorical mappings preserve the cognitive topology (that is, the 
image-schema structure) of the source domain, in a way consistent with the inherent structure of the target 
domain” (Lakoff 2003, 215). 
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Despite Jäkel’s reservations, I propose that the use of his methodology is still of 

value for MTTs seeking to define coherent cognitive models “regarded as cultural models 

likely to determine unconsciously the worldview of a whole linguistic community” (Jäkel 

2003, 59). By using the additional resource of Yemba proverbs concerning LIFE IS A 

JOURNEY and comparing them to biblical passages with a similar underlying conceptual 

metaphor, the translator can better understand what contrasts and similariteis there are 

and where the Yemba worldview needs completion and renewal. I propose Yemba 

proverbs as a source of further research due to the fact that they remain a vital speech 

form, present in everyday speech and still considered a source of much-valued traditional 

wisdom76. 

Zogbo in Zogbo and Wendland (2020) present the following ideas which I find 

essential to the task of translating biblical poetry from one language to another: 

Before effective poetic transfer can take place, translators must have sufficient 
background and tools in several domains: 
 1. a general—but at the same time sophisticated—understanding of modern 
translation theory, one that takes into account the skopos or discourse goal, one that 
acknowledges the role of form and medium in the expression and communication 
of meaning. 
 2. biblical background or teaching providing a solid understanding of the 
message of the source text. There are no short cuts here! This can only be obtained 
through qualitative exegesis based on biblical languages, as well as rhetorical and 
linguistic analyses of the source text. 
 3. a thorough understanding of poetic genres and rhetorical devices that come 
into play in a mother tongue. (Zogbo 2020, 255) 

                                                 
76 Yemba proverbs are popular enough that the high-level Yemba elite Jean-Pierre FOGUI published a 
whole book of them in France through L’Harmattan in 2009: https://www.worldcat.org/title/universalite-
de-la-culture-la-preuve-par-les-proverbes/oclc/461310121 
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It is especially with this last requirement that I would like to interact in my thesis. 

In the supplementary material describing workshops where the principles elaborated in 

the book are applied, Zogbo offers her description of a workshop entitled “From 

Scripture to Song: On Organizing a Poetic, Music-Oriented Bible Translation 

Workshop.” She comments on the requirements for the participants with the following 

points: 

Ideally for a poetic book to be successfully transferred/translated into a corresponding 
poetic form in the target language, translators have a knowledge of: 

1. the workings of Hebrew poetry, that is, the rhetorical devices in the Hebrew 
text, 

2. what genres their language possesses, 
3. what characteristics these genres demonstrate, and 
4. what stylistic devices characterize various poetic speech/song types in their 

language.(2020, 262) 
For example, translator-exegetes can ask themselves the following questions: 

1. In what context is the song sung? 
2. What is the goal of the song? 
3. Who sings the song? 
4. What are the characteristics of the text? 
5. How long is the song (comparatively, for example, a praise song com-pared to 

a work song)? 
6. How many strophes? 
7. Is there a refrain or not? 
8. Is parallelism a factor in song composition? If so, what type of parallel-ism? 
9. Is repetition appreciated or avoided in this genre? 
10. Is the language concrete or abstract (figurative)? 
11. Are rhetorical questions used? To what end? 
12. Are there special sound devices at work? Something like rhyme? Or verse 

final particles (for example, oo), or syllable constraints within a line? 
13. Any other distinguishing stylistic features? (Zogbo 2020, 263) 
 
In line with the purposes of this thesis, I find these questions for enquiry 

concerning the different song genre and their poetic devices very appropriate and 

insightful. However, it is a matter of priority that one should begin by seeking knowledge 
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concerning what already exists in one’s own culture before expanding to that of Hebrew 

poetry. 

Nord’s principles in Translating as a Purposeful Activity (1997) reinforce these 

ideas of the centrality of studying one’s own language: 

3.  The most important tool for prospective translators is their own native 
language. 
4.  In order to understand the specificity of another culture, you have to know 
your own culture first.” (Nord 1997, 78-79) 
 
Zogbo comments on the added features that song creation may bring to the fore 

and adds cautionary notes about topical songs rather than Scripture songs: 

Song brings supplementary elements to any poem. The tone and nuances of the 
human voice, the intensity of its emotion, variations of loudness-softness, swift-
slow speech, “pregnant pause”—all these add to the meaning of a poetic message. 
In a live face-to-face “performance,” body language (the face, arms, etc.) is another 
key allowing the audience to enter into the poet’s world and better perceive his or 
her message. 

It is important for the receiving community (and the organizations that support the 
project) to clearly define and agree on the goals of song creation. Is it a question of 
creating a true Scripture song or a more general Christian song (worship, marriage, 
etc.)? (See chapter 9.) While not excluding the latter (songs loosely tied to a 
Scriptural text), we would like to suggest that the creation of “true” Scripture songs 
is a worthy goal and somehow “safer route” for several reasons: 

Scripture songs are easier to compose because the translated Scriptures provide a 
guideline for song composition. 

Scripture songs are “safer” for community consumption because non-biblical 
reflection and personal doctrine (constituting huge temptations for any individual 
or group composer) are, if not excluded, kept to a minimum. 

Scripture songs are by far easier for consultants to check. 

Ethnomusicologists can comment on appropriate melody-rhythms and help 
evaluate the overall product. (Zogbo 2020, 266) 
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A further area of research for MTTs this thesis suggests would be the study of the 

occasions of mourning as found in the OT. This topic could encourage translators and 

exegetes to compare and contrast ‘mourning’ as described in the OT cultural context with 

their own cultural event of mourning within the Yemba context. They could use some of 

the seven lenses Schrag (see chapter 4 and 5) proposes as a methodology to describe their 

findings such as SPACE, MATERIALS, PARTICIPANTS, ORDER OF 

PROCEDURES, etc. I suggest the following occasions of mourning as passages to study: 

2 Samuel 1:19-23--David’s lament for King Saul and Jonathan; 2 Chronicles 35:25-- 

mourning over the death of King Josiah; Jeremiah 9:17-24-- lament in Jerusalem over the 

departure of Israel into exile; Amos 5:16; and even Ezekiel 8:14 where the prophet 

witnesses women weeping for their god, Tammuz in the Temple. This study might also 

include the different Hebrew vocabulary describing mourning, weeping, and laments. 

6.7 Conclusions 

There are three domains that this thesis touched upon: anthropology (with an 

ethnographic description of a burial ceremony), linguistics (with analysis of the lament 

song lyrics performed during the four-day ceremony), and Bible translation (with a view 

to exegesis and training translators). 

The ethnographic description of the burial ceremony was presented as seen 

through five of the seven lenses developed by Schrag in Creating Local Arts Together 

(2013), a methodology for describing cultural arts performances. These include:  SPACE, 

MATERIALS, PARTICIPANTS, SHAPE OF TIME and PERFORMANCE 

FEATURES, all covered in chapter 4. This model has permitted us to obtain an 
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ethnographic description that is congruent with the themes and conceptual metaphors 

brought out in the other parts of the thesis. 

Schrag’s sixth lens (chapter 5) allows us to present and then analyze the content 

of song texts in order to tease out their  “meanings, symbolism, and broader cultural 

themes” and thereby discover the networks of “meaning connections” (Schrag 2013, 85). 

The Conceptual Metaphor Theory model, as described by Kövecses in his book 

Metaphor: a Practical Introduction (2010) was used  to discover and examine recurring 

conceptual metaphors and proved to be productive and complementary to Schrag’s 

methodology. A pervasive conceptual  metaphor, LIFE IS A JOURNEY was identified. 

Its mappings generate a wide variety of linguistic expressions appearing in many of the 

Yemba lament lyrics. 

Once I recognized expressions as mappings of the source domain, JOURNEY, 

they led me to cultural themes and networks of “meaning connections”. For example, we 

find in the lament lyrics the idea that not returning home to one’s compound at night 

indicates that a person may have encountered danger and been taken by Death; or that 

when a person is obliged to run rather than walk, it is implied that that person is being 

chased or is fleeing from something dangerous. Another example, using the plant domain 

as its source, is that of a generous Yemba person resembling the raffia palm tree whose 

palm wine provides drink for convivial fellowship, thereby linking the values of 

generosity and fellowship. Knowing these themes and connections is crucial for 

understanding and appreciating Yemba culture which in turn leads to the aesthetic and 

cultural sensitivity needed when confronted with the task of translating poetry. 
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The discovery of such themes and connections has an important role to play in 

preparing a Mother Tongue Translator (and translation team) for translating Hebrew 

Poetry, including laments. Because Bible translation involves two different cultures and 

languages (the biblical world and the Hebrew language, and that of the target culture and 

language), it is inevitable that there will be differences between these in their preferred 

mappings of conceptual metaphors, and in their choices between different or competing 

metaphors. Moreover, such variations must also take into account inevitable changes over 

time. Kövecses rightly points out: 

mappings are flexible aspects of metaphor in the cognitive linguistic view. 
Mappings characterizing particular conceptual metaphors can change through time 
and can vary from culture to culture and from subculture to subculture. (Kövecses 
2005, 127) 

Therefore, we should not be astonished at the variety of linguistic expressions that 

have arisen from the same underlying conceptual metaphor, whether within or across 

languages, throughout successive years and cultural changes even within the same 

language. 

Chapter 6 compared Yemba laments with a Hebrew lament in order to consider in 

what ways these are the same or different. I ascertained from the study that although there 

were significant similarities in terms of the themes and poetic devices used, there were 

also some important striking differences:  including audience, occasion, singers and the 

basic structures of the lament form. The one biblical passage I found whose thematic and 

performance contexts were most similar to the Yemba laments was 2 Samuel 1:19-27, 

David’s lament for King Saul and Jonathan. The function and goal of speaking or skopos 

for both Hebrew and Yemba laments is to mourn the loss of loved-one(s) and to express 
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deep grief. Indeed, there is a surprising degree of similarity between the two laments, as 

similar poetic devices are used in both languages, including metaphor, metonymy, 

personification, rhetorical questions, hyperbole, irony, eulogy, along with the use of 

names and kinship terms. This is especially striking considering their immense distance 

and separation of time between the two cultures. Indeed, the lament form proved to be an 

excellent point of comparison due to its universal context of death which occurs in every 

culture. We also discovered similar themes in the two lament samples: the loss of the 

glory and physical prowess of the warriors, the loss of generosity with the loss of the 

person, and the use of agricultural production and lack thereof as a sign of life and 

prosperity. While the complex forms of parallelism that provide the framework for 

Hebrew poetry are not present in Yemba laments, I was able to identify three sets of 

successive parallel lines that suggest Yemba translators might be able to experiment with 

and utilize such structures. 

Though my goal has not been to discuss how to translate metaphors from one 

language to another and how to render other poetic devices, the above findings should be 

a great encouragement to Yemba translators and other MTTs since I have shown how 

they can discover the riches of their own poetry, as they discover analogous riches in 

Hebrew poetry. It remains to be seen whether one would opt to retain  source language 

metaphors even though they may be unknown to the receptor culture (adding notes of 

explanation), or to opt for transforming metaphors into more easily understood ones 

already in existence in the receptor language as discussed in Zogbo and Wendland’s 

guide on Hebrew Poetry (2020). 
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One of the principal motivating concerns of my thesis has been about to assist 

MTTs to identify, recognize and appreciate the riches of poetic forms present in their 

own language. In conclusion, the work on this thesis has led me to formulate for MTTs 

the following considerations as suggestions and encouragements: 

1. Before translating poetry, from another language into your own, you need to 

be familiar with poetry in your mother tongue, including various genres, such 

as praise songs for chiefs, birth, cradle, and marriage songs, proverbs as well 

as laments. 

2. Being familiar with your own poetry means using tools to do research, 

analysis and then experimentation. The questionnaire found in Zogbo (2020, 

263) is a good place to start. 

3. The research should include the study of the whole range of poetic devices 

used, especially metaphor and metonymy, since these help discover the 

underlying systems of thought in your culture. Research could also include 

reading what has been written concerning Conceptual Metaphor Theory, by 

Kövecses, Jäkel, and McElhanon (see works cited). 

4. In the context of your own culture, study the important events out of which 

different forms of poetry have arisen, as we have done here in our study of 

laments in the context of a burial ceremony. As a Translator, you will be 

better able to understand differences in intent of speech and expression in two 

different cultures. Thus, while Yemba people sing publicly about the death of 

a hero or loved one, in David’s lament in 2 Samuel, people are warned not to 
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announce such news, which would be interpreted as giving triumph to the 

enemy. 

5. Another indispensable tool to use is the 2nd edition of Zogbo and Wendland’s 

Hebrew Poetry in the Bible: A Guide for Understanding and for Translating 

(2020) as a guide to grasping the complex structure of Hebrew poetry and its 

rich use of poetic devices. This then leads to a knowledge of how to confront 

the challenges of translating poetry from one language to another. 

6. Experiment with your own language’s metaphors when translating biblical 

metaphors, finding the differences and similarities which can be used. You 

may find unexpected similarities between Hebrew and Yemba 

images/metaphors present in everyday linguistic expressions and poetic 

language, such as seen in the comparison between Yemba lament songs and 

Hebrew lament. 

This thesis could be considered both a cautionary tale and a note of 

encouragement: do not neglect and leave unrecognized the treasures found in one’s “own 

backyard” or daily village life; and do seek compromises and simple solutions before 

uprooting whole systems of conceptual metaphors in either the local or Hebrew culture. 

To conclude, I believe that it has been shown in the thesis that a combination of 

methodologies building upon each other, can serve as a productive model to prepare 

Bible translators for their task. While I have limited myself to the study of laments, other 

genres could be examined and analyzed in a similar manner with fruitful results. It is my 

hope that such a preparation for translation could lead the poet-translator and others on 
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the translation team to compose powerful poetic translations which truly resonate in 

Yemba hearts and minds. 
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APPENDIX A: WIDOW SONGS, THEMES AND DEVICES, DAY 1 

* = directly follows preceding extract 
Extract 
number 

Translation Theme Poetic device 

W1 The chief is running 
away from what? I 
don’t know! 

Reflection on source and 
cause of the sickness 
Loss of a good companion 
(personal loss) 

Honorific 
Metaphors: Journey 
(Life) And Pursuit 
of Prey (Death) 
Rhetorical Question 
Personification 

W2* The chief was 
everything to me; it was 
with him that I spent 
my time. 

Loss of a good companion 
(emotional support) 

Honorific 
Hyperbole 

W3* He was my father, and 
at the same time, my 
mother. Whatever can I 
do? 

Loss of a good companion 
(emotional support) 
Unknown future 

Kinship terms 
Rhetorical Question 

W4* Who will help me to 
bury my mother? 

Loss of a good companion 
(emotional support) 
Unknown future 

Rhetorical Question 

W5* The ‘cʉcʉ’ bird looked 
at me, and now I am 
still in this world! [but 
he is gone!] 

Foreboding signs in 
natural world 

Cultural knowledge: 
this bird is a sign of 
impending death. 

W6* Oh, [all] the good 
people are behind me 
[The good people have 
all died.] 

Loss of a good companion 
(provider/protector) 

Metaphor: Journey 
(Life) 
Hyperbole 

W7* What is a woman to 
say, people? [without 
good men in this world] 

Loss of a good companion 
(provider/protector) 
Unknown future 

Rhetorical Question 

W8* Oh, the chief is my 
father: he was 
everything to me. 
Whatever shall I do, oh 
God? 

Loss of a good companion 
(provider/protector) 
Unknown future 
Loss of identity 

Honorific 
Kinship terms 
Hyperbole 
Rhetorical Question 

W9 The chief is my friend: 
he is everything to me. 

Loss of a good companion 
(provider/protector) 

Honorific 
Hyperbole 
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Extract 
number 

Translation Theme Poetic device 

He is like that for the 
whole family. 

Loss of identity 
Unknown future 
Untimely death  

W10* The chief is a child who 
favors no one. 

Loss of a good companion 
(provider/protector) 
Untimely death  

Metaphor: impartial 
child 
Hyperbole 
Eulogy 

W11* Sickness returned from 
where? I do not know. 

Reflection on source and 
cause of the sickness 
Untimely death  

Personification of 
sickness 
Rhetorical Question 

W12* However, in spite of it, 
I did not tire. Oh, me! 
What suffering for 
myself! 

Herculean effort (I did all 
I could) 

Hyperbole 

W13* I washed the chief 
during five years; I did 
not tire of it. 

Herculean effort (I did all 
I could) 

Honorific 
Metaphor: washing 
as total care of sick 
Hyperbole 

W14* Death has diminished 
me! 

Loss of a good companion 
(personal loss) 

Personification  

W15* What am I to do?! What 
suffering for me! 

Unknown future Rhetorical Question 

W16 
DAY 
TWO 

Oh, my father! the chief 
has abandoned me! 

 Kinship 
Titles 
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APPENDIX B: BIG SISTER SONGS, THEMES AND DEVICES, DAY 2 

* = directly follows preceding extract 
Extract 
number 

Translation Theme Poetic device 

BS1 Where am I going ? Loss of purpose Rhetorical Question 
Metaphor: Journey 

BS2* The village is going well. Loss of community 
well-being 

Irony 

BS3* The good one has already 
left 

Loss of presence of 
beloved 

Metaphor: Journey 

BS4* Death does not fear 
anything. 

Loss of control Personification: 
Death 

BS5 The good one is still in 
Dschang and is coming. 

Denial of reality Metaphor: Journey 

BS6* It was misfortune, but has 
become happiness. 

Reversal of fortune Proverb 
Irony 

BS7 I was in the habit of 
washing my body with 
wine. 

Loss of Luxury Metaphor: washing 
with wine as 
feasting 

BS8* Oh, my identity card! Loss of personal identity 
and Social Contact 

Metaphor: brother as 
ID card gives ID 

BS9* He was the only one 
[brother] left, and he is 
finished. 

Loss of family Exclamatory 

BS10 Oh, my son! Loss of family METAPHOR: He 
was a son to me. I 
was his mother. 
Kinship Terms 

BS11* He was our umbrella! 
They [brothers] are all 
finished. 

Loss of protector METAPHOR: 
Umbrella=protector 

BS12* My identity card has gone 
where? 

Loss of personal identity 
and Social Contact 

Metaphor: brother as 
ID card 
RhQ 

BS13* Oh, our brother is going 
where? 

  

BS14* He is going where?   
BS15 Oh, when I die, who will 

defend me? 
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Extract 
number 

Translation Theme Poetic device 

BS16* Our brother has struck my 
back [abandoned me]. 
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APPENDIX C: DAUGHTER SONGS, THEMES AND DEVICES, DAY 2 

* = directly follows preceding extract 
Extract 
number 

Translation Theme Poetic device 

D1 He goes and will 
return when? 

 Rhetorical question 
Metaphor: Life is a return 
journey home 

D2 Death has finished the 
village/country! 

Social disintegration Personification 
Hyperbole 

D3* Death is a necklace; 
the neck which does 
not wear it is where? 

Mortality for all Metaphor: Death as a 
universal necklace 
Metonymy: neck=whole 
person 
proverb 

D4* The father of children 
is running away from 
what to the point of 
getting wounded with 
wounds 

 Kinship term 
Personification 
Rhetorical question 
Metaphor: wounds as 
mortal sickness 

D5 Papa North is still out 
on the road, walking 
with dignity! 

Preserve good 
reputation 

Metaphor: Journey 
Eulogy 

D6 Our [exclusive] good 
father is where? 

 Rhetorical question 
Eulogy 

D7 What is there that does 
not rot!? 

Mortality for all Rhetorical question 
Metaphor: Rot as death 
Proverb 

D8 Oh, our [exclusive] 
father walk softly/well 

 Metaphor: Journey 

D9* Oh, [all the other 
people in] the field 
returned home at 
night! 
[and my father did not] 

No return home Metonymy 
Irony: everyone else has 
returned home 

D10* Even though one is 
good, one can (still) 
rot. 

Mortality for all, 
even the good 

Metaphor: Rot as death 
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Extract 
number 

Translation Theme Poetic device 

D11* Papa was running from 
what before he was 
wounded? 

Reflection on 
source/cause of 
sickness 

Metaphors: Pursuit as 
death; Wound as mortal 
Personification 
Rhetorical question 

D12* One moment you are 
warm, and the next 
you cool down. 

Cold Metaphor: Death as 
coldness 

D13 Papa Nord was a 
‘wicked’ sack. 

 Metaphor: ‘wicked’ 
sack77= 
A representative of the 
ancestors 

D14 Our light has gone out! Loss of light Metaphor: light of the 
family=the deceased 
Personification 

D15* Oh, the little market 
day in Dschang has 
grown cold for the 
lucky one. 

Loss of 
entrepreneurial skills 

Metonymy: market day 
stands for market business. 
Metaphor: Growing 
cold=dying  

D16 His compound will be 
inhabited by whom? 

Loss of his presence Rhetorical question 
Metaphor: empty 
house=death 
Metonymy: 
Possession=Possessor 

D17* Oh, who will be my 
part (my inheritance)?  

Loss of Identity Rhetorical question 
Metaphor=inheritance= 
father’s care 

D18 I called my father, he 
did not answer. 

Loss of voice Metonymy: voice=person 

D19* The father of young 
children flees what 
with the result that he 
is wounded? 

Loss of health Metaphor: Pursuit 
Personification 
Rhetorical question 

D20* When a problem falls 
on someone, we are 
amazed! 

 Metaphor: death=a 
problem 
Personification: Death 
(Death is a raptor falling on 
its prey.) 

D21* Oh, who will bury me? Loss of caregiver Rhetorical question 

                                                 
77 The sack of someone important holds cultic objects passed down to his/her successor These items are 
necessary for that person to fulfill the duties of the next generation. Receiving the sack means you are that 
person’s successor. 
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Extract 
number 

Translation Theme Poetic device 

[Her sister was buried 
by her father] 

D22* The head of the orphan 
will be shaved by 
whom? 

Loss of caregiver Rhetorical question 
Metaphor 
Metonymy 

D23* Whose raffia palm 
drips without 
disappearing? 

Loss of productivity Metonymy 
Personification 
Metaphor 
RhQ 
Proverb 
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APPENDIX D: LAMENT SINGER THEMES AND DEVICES, DAYS 1-3 

* = directly follows preceding extract 
Extract 
number 

Translation Theme Poetic device 

  Day One 
LS1  The leopard is coming!  Metaphor LIFE IS A 

JOURNEY 
Irony 

LS2*  The leopard is about to 
come out of the house! 

 Metaphor LIFE IS A 
JOURNEY 
Irony 

LS3 Oh, please, did he leave 
in order to come back 
when? 

 Metaphor LIFE IS A 
JOURNEY 
Rhetorical Question 
Irony 

LS4 Oh, please, the village 
is going so well! 

 Irony 

LS5* Oh, [someone named] 
Village-is-Going-Well, 
that person has become 
a liar! 

 Confirmation of Irony 

  Day Two 
LS6 Oh, the chief’s child 

has been gone for a 
long time. 

 Honorific 
Eulogy 

LS7* Oh, the chief’s child is 
gone forever! 

 Honorific 
Eulogy 

LS8* Oh, he has abandoned 
his wife to whom? 

 Rhetorical Question 

LS9* Oh, the leopard has 
abandoned the people! 

 Metaphor: LIFE IS A 
JOURNEY 

  Day Three 
LS10 Oh, the chief of 

Ngaoundere has left 
behind all of Bafou and 
gone. 

 Metaphor: LIFE IS A 
JOURNEY 

LS11* The chief of 
Ngaoundere has gone 
where, Maman? 

 Metaphor: LIFE IS A 
JOURNEY 
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Extract 
number 

Translation Theme Poetic device 

LS12 Excuse me, whose 
raffia palm is it, that 
drips without 
disappearing? 

Loss of 
Productivity 

Metonymy: raffia 
palm=joy from drinking 
palm wine together 
Personification: raffia 
palm= a generous person 
Metaphor: disappearing 
raphia palm=an 
undesirable premature 
death 
Rhetorical Q 
Proverb 

LS13* Whose raffia palm 
drips without 
disappearing? 

Loss of 
Productivity 

Same as above 

LS14 Laments are a sickness 
without remedy. 

Futile but 
necessary act of 
lamenting 

Metaphor: laments are a 
sickness without a remedy 
Proverb 

LS15* The husband of 
someone knows the 
wine she will drink. 

Poignant loss of 
caregiver, for 
wife 

Metaphor: wine=spousal 
care of wife 
Inclusio (13-17) 

LS16* The father of someone 
knows the food which 
the child will eat. 

Poignant loss of 
caregiver, for 
child 

Metaphor: food=paternal 
care of child 

LS17* The wife of someone is 
destined to dance the 
widow’s dance, right, 
people? 

Loss of 
husband/state of 
widowhood 

Metonymy: dancing the 
widow’s dance=being 
bereft of a husband78 

LS18* The child of someone 
will become an orphan, 
right, people? 

Loss of parent Formal parallelism 
Ontological tautology 
Cultural assumption 

LS19* The brother-in-law of 
someone will feed the 
widow. 

Loss of provider Formal parallelism 
Ontological tautology 
Cultural assumption 

LS20 Who makes a departure 
into a return, Maman? 
[No one. Not even the 
lament singer] 

One-way journey Metaphor: Life is a 
journey/Death is a journey 
without a return home. (see 
#31)The only return 
journey home happens 

                                                 
78 This is an example of an Idealized Cognitive Model (ICM), referring to contiguous entities that form a 
coherent whole (Kövecses 2010, 173). 
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Extract 
number 

Translation Theme Poetic device 

when a person is buried in 
their compound.79 

LS21 Your friend did he even 
flee from Death and 
escape it? 

Loss of physical 
presence (friend) 
Loss of power for 
Deceased 

Personification of death 
Metaphor: Death is 
inevitable pursuer 

LS22* Oh, Father-of-Twins, 
friend of everybody, 
where has he gone? 

Loss of physical 
presence 
(distinctive) 

Eulogy 
Honorific 
Metaphor: LIFE IS A 
JOURNEY 
Rhetorical Q 

LS23 Oh, the thief went and 
grabbed him, right, 
friends?  

Loss of physical 
presence (unjust 
disappearance) 

Personification of Death 
Metaphor: Death is an 
unjust thief 

LS24 Oh, they know that a 
member of their 
warrior group is in fine 
health! 

Loss of physical 
presence (warrior 
group member) 

IRONY 
(This kind of irony is not 
permitted in any context 
other than a burial.80) 
Metonymy 

LS25* The chief has 
abandoned the 
traditional dancing 
cloth, and left for 
where? 

Loss of physical 
presence 
(participation in 
village festivities 
with friends) 

Honorific 
Metonymy: Abandoning 
traditional dancing 
cloth=Dying 
Metaphor: LIFE IS A 
JOURNEY, Death is a 
destination 
Rhetorical Q 

LS26* The chief has 
abandoned the 
warriors, and gone 
where? 

Loss of physical 
presence (warrior 
group member) 

Honorific 
Metonymy: Abandoning 
warriors = Dying 
Metaphor: LIFE IS A 
JOURNEY, Death is a 
destination 
Rhetorical Q 

LS27 Your friend left, and 
did not return home 
again. 

Loss of physical 
presence (friend) 

Metaphor: LIFE IS A 
JOURNEY, Death is a 

                                                 
79 University graduates generally say that the only way they would choose to return to the village is “Feet 
first”, meaning only when they die and are buried in the home compound. Conversation, Moise Yonta, 
1996. 
80 This comment was made by Micheline Anandong. Conversation, M. Anandong, 2017.  
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Extract 
number 

Translation Theme Poetic device 

destination with no return 
home 

LS28* Oh, your friend, where 
did he even go? 

Loss of physical 
presence (friend) 

Metaphor: LIFE IS A 
JOURNEY, Death is a 
destination 
Metaphor: Death=no return 
home 
Rhetorical Q 

LS29 Oh, the mɛnzɔŋ is 
incomplete 

Loss of physical 
presence (group 
member) 

Metonymy: one mɛnzɔŋ= 
group of mɛnzɔŋ 

LS30* What exists which does 
not die? 

Loss of life Proverb 
Rhetorical Q 

LS31* The mɛnzɔŋ will 
continue to survive 
how? 

Loss of physical 
presence (group 
member) 

Rhetorical Q 
Metonymy: one mɛnzɔŋ= 
group of mɛnzɔŋ 

LS32* What exists which does 
not rot? 

Loss of life Proverb 
Rhetorical Q 
Followed by “Slowly, 
slowly.” 

LS33* What exists which does 
not rot? 

Loss of life Proverb 
Rhetorical Q 
Followed by “Slowly, 
slowly.” 

LS34 Is it not so, that the 
chief of Ngaoundere 
dared to leave, and that 
he did not return home? 

Loss of return 
home 

Honorific 
Metaphor: Death=no return 
home 

LS35* May no one disrupt the 
affair [burial] of 
someone, [it is] the 
affair about the village 
granary. 

Loss of provider 
for village 

Metonymy: burial=the 
person 
Metaphor: a generous 
man= provision of food for 
the village 

LS36 Oh, the widow, you 
will now continue 
living how? 

Loss of provider 
for the widow 

Rhetorical Q 

LS37* Oh good sirs, the noble 
one has poured out the 
wine of the people. 

Loss of 
celebratory wine 
provided by the 
deceased. 

Honorific 
Metonymy: the wine =the 
generosity of the deceased. 
Eulogy 
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Extract 
number 

Translation Theme Poetic device 

LS38 Oh, the father of big 
men has gone where? 

Loss of his 
leadership 
Loss of his 
presence 

Honorific 
Metaphor: Journey 
Rhetorical Q 

LS39* Oh, the father of 
children, he arrived in 
Bafoussam, and then he 
went where? He went 
where? 

Loss of father 
Loss of his 
presence 

Metaphor: Journey 
Rhetorical Q 
Repetition of Rh Q 

LS40* Oh, I speak of Sharer-
without-Favorites: 
where did you spend 
the night? 
[when you did not 
return home.] 

Loss of impartial 
giver 
Loss of his 
presence 

Eulogy 
Honorific 
Rhetorical Q 
Metaphor: Journey 

LS41 Oh, the chief chose 
another country. 

Reason for his 
non-return 

Honorific 
Metaphor: Journey 

LS42 Who makes a departure 
into a return, Maman? 

Plaint for a 
solution to non-
return 

Metaphor: Journey 
Rhetorical Q 
See #9 

LS43* The élites are going to 
do nothing but cry until 
when? 

Fear of losing 
everyone 
essential  

Rhetorical Q 
 

LS44* He is just lying there in 
the middle [of 
courtyard], and has 
become clothing, right, 
people? 

Loss of power Metaphor: the deceased=a 
piece of inert clothing 
Rhetorical Q 
Metonymy?: clothes=dead 
person 

LS45 The wife of someone 
knows the thing which 
he will eat. 

Loss of 
companionship 

Parallelism: See #5, 7 
 

LS46* The husband of 
someone knows what 
she will eat. 

Loss of give and 
take between 
husband and wife. 

Parallelism: See#5 

LS47* Who will help the 
young woman to suffer 
through widowhood, 
Maman? 

Loss of caregiver Appeal for care of widow 

LS48 Oh, if I say whatever, 
what have I said? 

Loss of purpose 
in lamenting 

Litote/Irony 
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number 

Translation Theme Poetic device 

LS49* The good ones are 
finished! 
[There are no others!] 

Loss of a good 
person from 
society 

Eulogy 

LS50 This chief of 
Ngaoundéré was One-
Not-Looking- Down-
on-Anyone. 

Loss of impartial 
giver 

Honorific 
Eulogy 

LS51* This chief here was 
One-Not–Refusing-
Anything 

Loss of impartial 
giver 

Honorific 

LS52* The One-Nourishing-
children-without-
Partiality has dared to 
leave 

Loss of impartial 
giver 

Honorific 

LS53 Even though no one 
wants to cry so much! 

Loss of friend to 
many 

Irony 
Hyperbole 

LS54* Oh, the protector of the 
village! 

 Honorific 
Eulogy 



 

196 

APPENDIX E: LAMENT SINGER YEMBA TEXT, DAYS 1-3 

* = directly follows preceding extract 
Extract 

No. 
Yemba text (Lament Singer) Translation 

syllables DAY ONE  
LS1 

7 
Na-nzwi a á si eshʉ̄ꞌɛ. 

leopard 3sg P1 PROG come.IMPF 
 

The leopard is 
coming! 

LS2* 
 

7 

Na-nzwi a gɔ etó ŋgyā! 

leopard 3sg F leave house 
 

The leopard is about 
to come out of the 
house! 

LS3 
 

2+11 

Yéé, tsɔꞌ́tsɔꞌ́, kɛ a gʉɔ, ŋ́gɔ ̄ ekɔꞌ́ eséŋɛ lɛ?́ 

VOC please SUP 3sg go F return when VOC 
 

Oh, please, did he 
leave in order to 
come back when? 

LS4 
 

2+7 

Wóó, tsétsɔ̄̓  óo, alāʼ á nda. 

VOC please VOC village P1 tranquil 
 

Oh, please, the 
village is going so 
well! 

LS5* 
 

2+11 

Wóó, Alāʼ- á- nda, a le cʉ́ʼ ŋgaŋ mela. 

VOC village P1 tranquil 3sg P4 become person lies 
 

Oh, [someone 
named] Village-is-
Going-Well, that 
person has become a 
liar! 

 DAY TWO  
LS6 

 
2+7 

Yéé, méŋ efɔ a á ŋgʉ̄ɔ tɛ meŋguʼ. 

VOC child Chief 3sg P1 P2.go until years 
 

Oh, the chief’s child 
has been gone for a 
long time. 

LS7* 
 

2+7 

Yéé, Méŋ efɔ a á ŋgʉ̄ɔ ndaʼ. 

VOC Child chief 3sg P1 P2.go always 
 

Oh, the chief’s child 
is gone forever! 

LS8* 
 

2+12 

Yéé, a Á ŋgwáʼ Á nzwi yi á mbū awɔ?́ 

VOC 3sg P1 P2.abandon OC wife his LOC hands who 
 

Oh, he has 
abandoned his wife to 
whom? 

LS9* 
 

2+8 

Yéé, na-nzwi a á ŋgwáʼ alāʼ. 

VOC Leopard 3sg P1 P2.abandon village 
 

Oh, the leopard has 
abandoned the 
people! 

LS10 
 
 

2+12 

Yéé, efɔ Ŋgandlɛ ́ a á esákne a Afhō ntsem, ŋ́gʉ̄ɔ. 

VOC Chief Ngaoundere 3sg P1 P2.leave.
behind 

OC Bafou all go 

 

Oh, the chief of 
Ngaoundere has left 
behind all Bafou and 
gone. 
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Extract 

No. 
Yemba text (Lament Singer) Translation 

LS11
* 
  13 

Efɔ Ŋgandlɛ a á ŋgʉ̄ɔ mé egɔ,́ mamá? 

chief Ngaoundere 3sg P1 P2.go DIR where Maman 
 

The chief of 
Ngaoundere has gone 
where, Maman? 

 DAY THREE  
LS12 

 
2+12 

Yéé, tsɔ́̓ tsɔ̄̓ , kɛ ŋkyá awɔ,́ ńzɛt́ té tsé, ŋ́kʉ̄ lɛ?́ 

VOC please SUP raffia who remain NEG drip flee VOC 
 

Excuse me, whose 
raffia palm is it, that 
drips just a little and 
then it disappears? 

LS13
* 

10 

Ŋkyá awɔ ́ té tsé ŋ́kʉ̄ʉ́, mamá? 

raffia who NEG drip flee Maman 
 

Whose raffia palm 
drips without 
disappearing? 

LS14 
 

11 

Azɔp lewhʉ̄ á gɔ ́ agɔ te afho. 

song funeral P1 is sickness NEG leaf/remedy 
 

Laments are a 
sickness without 
remedy. 

LS15
* 

12 

Ndó ŋíŋ a gɛ nzhɛɛ́ ́ meluʼ mīi a núú. 

husband person 3sg HAB know.IMPF wine which 3sg drink.AT 
 

The husband of 
someone knows the 
wine she will drink. 

LS16
* 

13 

Mɔʼɔ ́ ŋíŋ a gɛ nzhɛɛ́ ́ ajū mīi, mɔ ́ a pfɛt́é. 

father person 3sg HAB know.IMPF thing which child 3sg eat.AT 
 

The father of 
someone knows the 
food which the child 
will eat. 

LS17
* 

11 

Nzwi ŋiŋ, á gɔ ́ Á nzeŋ-epfók, mbɔ alāʼ? 

wife person 3sg is LOC dance-widow ADD village 
 

The wife of someone 
is destined to dance  
the widow’s dance, 
right, people? 

LS18
* 

Yéé, méŋ ŋiŋ a gɔ á ncʉ́ʼ ntshɛ,́ mbɔ alāʼ? 

VOC child person 3sg F LOC become in-law ADD village 
 

The child of someone 
will become an 
orphan, right, people? 

LS19
* 

Ntshɛ ŋiŋ a gɔ Á nzék mpfók menzwí. 

in-law person 3sg is LOC feed widow female 
 

The brother-in-law of 
someone will feed the 
widow. 

LS20 Awɔ ́ á lɔk á legʉɔ, ŋ́ghʉ̄ á lekɔ̄̓  mamá? 

who P1 with OC Going make OC returning Maman 
 

Who makes a 
departure into a 
return, Maman?] 

LS21 Yéé, esó wɛ, A á nzi ŋkʉ̄ á lewhʉ̄ tɛ ntswɛt́ lɛ?́ 

VOC friend your.pl 3sg P1 begin flee OC death til P2.escape Q 
 

Your friend did he 
even flee from Death 
and escape it? 

LS22
* 

Yéé, Tɛŋi, Esó alāʼ, a lē ŋgʉɔ mé egɔ?́ 

VOC Father.of.twins Friend village 3sg AUX go DIR where 
 

Oh, Father-of-Twins, 
friend of everybody, 
so where has he 
gone? 
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Extract 

No. 
Yemba text (Lament Singer) Translation 

LS23 Yéé, nzɔŋ e é ŋgʉɔ esāʼ á yí, mbɔ mesó ɛ?́ 

VOC thief 3sg P1 P2.go grab OC him ADD friends Q 
 

Oh, the thief went 
and grabbed him, 
right, friends?  

LS24 Yéé, ńzhɛ ́ ŋ́gɛ, ŋgaŋ mɛnzɔŋ wɔp, a á ntenté. 

VOC know that person warrior.group their 3sg P1 healthy 
 

Oh, they know that a 
member of their 
warrior group is in 
fine health! 

LS25
* 

Efɔ a á ŋgwáʼ lekhʉ, ŋ́gʉ̄ɔ mé egɔ?́ 

chief 3sg P1 P2.abandon dancing.cloth go DIR where 
 

The chief has 
abandoned the 
traditional dancing 
cloth, and left for 
where? 

LS26
* 

Yéé, efɔ a á ŋgwáʼ á mɛnzɔŋ, ŋ́gʉ̄ɔ mé egɔ?́ 

VOC chief 3sg P1 P2.abandon OC warrior.group go DIR where 
 

The chief has 
abandoned the 
warriors, and gone 
where? 

LS27 Esó wɛ a ke gʉ̄ɔ,̄ a kaá mbīŋ nzem á ŋgyā á. 

friend your.pl 3sg P3 go 3sg NEG return behind LOC house NEG 
 

Your friend left, and 
did not return home 
again. 

LS28
* 

Wóó, esó wu a á nzi ŋgʉ̄ɔ mé egɔ?́ 

VOC friend your 3sg P1 P2.begin go DIR where 
 

Oh, your friend, 
where did he even 
go? 

LS29 Yéé, mɛnzɔŋ a á ntshí atsém. 

VOC warrior.group 3sg P1 P2.stand incomplete 
 

Oh, the mɛnzɔŋ is 
incomplete 

LS30
* 

Akɔ ̄ Té kwhʉ á éwú ú? 

what NEG die P1 exists NEG 
 

What exists which 
does not die? 

LS31
* 

Yéé, mɛnzɔŋ a náŋ egɔ ́ lɛ?́ 

VOC warrior.group 3sg remain where Q 
 

The mɛnzɔŋ will 
continue to survive 
how? 

LS32
* 

Akɔ ̄ te peék á éwú ú? 

what NEG rot P1 be NEG 
 

What exists which 
does not rot? 

LS33
* 

Akɔ ̄ te peék á éwú ú? 

what NEG rot P1 be NEG 
 

What exists which 
does not rot? 

LS34 Tɔŋ́ɔ efɔ ŋgandlɛ ́ a á nzi ŋgʉ̄ɔ, a ka kɔ́̓  ɔ!́ 

right chief Ngaoundere 3sg P1 P2.begin go 3sg NEG return NEG 
 

Is it not so, that the 
chief of Ngaoundere 
dared to leave, and 
that he did not return 
home? 
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No. 
Yemba text (Lament Singer) Translation 

LS35
* 

Kaá ŋiŋ á ták anu ŋiŋ oo, anu ŋkiŋ mé alāʼ. 

NEG person P1 destroy affair person VOC affair granary DIR village 
 

May no one disrupt 
the affair [burial] of 
someone, [it is] the 
affair about the 
village granary. 

LS36 Yéé, mpfók é, tɛ o gɔ enáŋ á lɛ akɔ?̄ 

VOC widow VOC until you F remain P1 then what 
 

Oh, the widow, you 
will now continue 
living how? 

LS37
* 

Wóó Mɛkwaŋ ó, ndi a á saŋ meluʼ alāʼ. 

VOC sirs VOC noble one 3sg P1 pour wine village 
 

Oh good sirs, the 
noble one has poured 
out the wine of the 
people. 

LS38 Yéé, mɔʼɔ ́ ŋgaʼ mbaŋa a á ŋgʉ̄ɔ mé egɔ?́ 

VOC father big men 3sg P1 P2.go DIR where 
 

Oh, the father of big 
men has gone where? 

LS39
* 

Yéé, mɔʼɔ ́ ewɔŋkhʉ̄, a ke kó á Afʉʼsap lɛ,́ 

VOC father children 3sg P3 enter LOC Bafoussam  

 
ŋ́gʉ̄ɔ mé egɔ?́ A ke gʉ̄ɔ egɔ́? 

go DIR where 3sg P3 go where 
 

Oh, the father of 
children, he arrived 
in Bafoussam, and 
then he went where? 
He went where? 

LS40
* 

Yéé, Éshúŋ á Ŋgap-té-
tswhi 

éé, kɛ o ke láʼ égɔ?́ 

VOC speak OC Sharer-NEG-favor VOC SUP 2sg P3 pass.night where 
 

Oh, I speak of 
Sharer-without-
Favorites: where did 
you spend the night? 

LS41 Wóó, efɔ a á kaŋ alāʼ ndɛʼɛ. 

VOC chief 3sg P1 choose village different 
 

Oh, the chief chose 
another country. 

LS42 Awɔ ́ a lɔk á legʉɔ, ŋ́ghʉ̄ á lekɔ̄̓ , mamá? 

who 3sg use OC departure make OC return Maman 
 

Who makes a 
departure into a 
return, Maman? 

LS43
* 

Yéé, mezelit e zók áá égɔ ́ lɛ,́ é la a? 

VOC elites 3pl pass.day only where VOC 3pl cry Q 
 

The élites are going 
to do nothing but cry 
until when? 

LS44
* 

A nɔɔŋ̄ á esɔŋ, mbɔ a á cʉ́ʼ menzhó, mbɔ alāʼ? 

3sg lie LOC niddle ADD 3sg P1 become clothes ADD village 
 

He is just lying there 
in the middle [of 
courtyard], and has 
become clothing, 
right, people? 
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Extract 

No. 
Yemba text (Lament Singer) Translation 

LS45 Wóó, nzwi ŋiŋ a kɛɛ ́ nzhɛ ́ ajū mīi, a a pfɛt́. 

VOC wife person 3sg AUX know thing which 3sg F eat 
 

The wife of someone 
knows the thing 
which he will eat. 

LS46
* 

Wóó, ndō ŋiŋ a kɛɛ ́ nzhɛ ́ ajū mīi, a a pfɛt́. 

VOC husband person 3sg AUX know thing which 3sg F eat 
 

The husband of 
someone knows what 
she will eat. 

LS47
* 

Awɔ ́ a a lɔk á nzwí ŋkaŋa ékwhʉ́ epfók, mamá? 

who 3sg F with OC wife age.group die widowhood Maman 
 

Who will help the 
young woman to 
suffer through 
widowhood, Maman? 

LS48 Yéé, meŋ gɛ akɔ,̄ meŋ gɛ akɔ,̄ ya? 

VOC I that what I that what frustration 
 

Oh, if I say whatever, 
what have I said? 

LS49
* 

Wóó, mepɔŋ é lē mmī! 

VOC good.ones 3pl AUX finish 
 

The good ones are 
finished! 
[There are no others!] 

LS50 Efɔ ŋgandlɛ wuɔ, a á Te- waák- á- ŋiŋ. 

chief Ngaoundere this 3sg P1 NEG disrespect OC person 
 

This chief of 
Ngaoundéré was 
One-Not-Looking- 
Down-on-Anyone. 

LS51
* 

Efɔ wuɔ mɛt́, a á Te- ŋkʉ̄ŋne- azō. 

chief this this 3sg P1 NEG refuse thing 
 

This chief here was 
One-Not–Refusing-
Anything 

LS52
* 

Wóó, Nzek- mɔ-́ té- tswhi mmɔʼ, a á nzi ŋgʉ̄ɔ? 

VOC nourisher child NEG favor other 3sg P1 P2.begin go 
 

The One-Nourishing-
children-without-
Partiality has dared to 
leave 

LS53 Tɛ ́ ŋiŋ a ké te eshʉ́ɛ ɛ ́ mba. 

RES person 3sg AUX NEG desire.NEG VOC INTJ 
 

Even though no one 
wants to cry so 
much! 

LS54 Wóó, akapte alāʼ zek jʉɔ! 

VOC umbrella village our this 
 

Oh, the protector of 
this our village! 
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APPENDIX F: LAMENT SINGER, THEMES, DAY 4 

All references taken from Notebook Day 4 

Reference Translation Theme 
2014.07.12 
@8:31:59 

Oh, the elites, may you know that you are 
welcome! 

Welcome of elites. 
Determined by presence of 
VIPs coming from other 
parts of Cameroon 

p.82 Let’s reflect about this situation. Orientation about reason for 
ceremony 

 What are we thinking about? I 
speak/mourn the chief of Ngaoundéré. 

Reminder of who the 
deceased was and his 
importance in society. 

p.83 Death has taken something away, slowly, 
slowly. 

We have lost someone of 
value. 

 Who is going to announce it to the nobles 
of the village that the chief of N has 
already departed? 

Importance of Deceased 

p.84 The chiefs of the far away villages will 
hear about this and be astonished. 

Widespread effects of his 
death. 

 The friend of the nobles of Batseng-ala’, 
where would he even dare to go to? 

How could he abandon us? 

 He left to return when? How could he abandon us? 
p.85 While visiting, where did he go? How could he abandon us? 
 Men have said that the day of misfortune 

is when those who care are revealed. 
To elicit participation 

p.86 Let us meet together to say adieu to the 
good one. 

To encourage thoughtful 
participation  

 Death has really taken away 
something/someone. 

Value of the deceased 

 Oh, Death took away something/someone. Value of the deceased 
 Where did he take it to? Spatial Disorientation 
 Oh, what will we do, mothers? Lack of solution at 

someone’s death 
p.87 Welcome! How was it in Ngaoundere? Welcome to the elite 
 Oh, it was a real chief who has departed. Value of the deceased 
p.89 Oh, the chief of N., where did he go? And 

then got stuck? 
Spatial Disorientation 

p.90 Can anyone take care of a childlike the 
owner himself has the habit of doing? 

Loss of a caregiver 
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Reference Translation Theme 
p.90 If you could only see how he took care of 

us! 
Loss of a caregiver!  

 Let’s sing for the good one as we did at 
the beginning! 

Honoring the deceased 

p.91 May we mourn for the good one, just as he 
was good. 

Honoring the deceased 

p.91 The good one changed his country! Honoring the deceased 
 Oh, the good one while visiting, spent the 

night there. 
Honoring the deceased 

p.92 Oh, the good one remained in the North, 
but will return. 

Honoring the deceased 

 Oh, when someone leaves, what does he 
take with him? 

Stark Realities of Death 

p.93 Is it not so that in mourning, nothing is 
gained. 

Futility of mourning 

 Oh, the mouse touched (bit into) the sack 
of the mother-in-law. 

His lineage finishes here. 
No more grandchildren.  

 Signal to stop singing  
 BURIAL OF DECEASED Off the scene. 

Recorder not present. 
 

After the 
Burial 

  

2014.07.12
@11:52:56 
Presence of 
chiefs from 
nearby area 

I am speaking to the chief, the number one 
of the village. 

Pay attention to what we’re 
doing! 

 I’m saying: Where did your friend dare to 
go! 

Spatial Disorientation 

p.96-99  Pay attention to what we’re 
doing here! 

p.100 Death is the One-Unafraid-of-No One! 
Otherwise, it would be afraid of chiefs and 
notables. 

Death 

p.101 Instructions to crowd and chiefs Pay attention! 
2014.07.12
@11:56:24 
p.102 

Further instructions Order in the movements of 
the large crowd 

p.103 Let us get together to bid adieu to the good 
one so that he can leave. 

Pay attention! 

 The good one was the friend of chiefs 
from other places. 

A friend to many 
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Reference Translation Theme 
 Do not disrupt the burial ceremony of the 

good one. 
A rebuke to the crowd 

 We will not see him ever again! Reminder of gravity of the 
occasion 

p.104 Oh, the extraordinary son of the village 
has disappointed the people, right? 

Eulogy (meaning is 
opposite of what is being 
said). He did not disappoint 
the populace! 

p.104 Cry out in sadness and invite others to this 
burial! 

Gravity of situation 

 The chief of N. has been inviting people to 
his burial for a long time! 

Gravity of situation 

 When the elites hear about this, they will 
cry out in amazement! 

Gravity of situation 

 When the mothers-in-law of this quarter of 
the village hear about this, they will cry 
out in amazement! 

Gravity of situation 

p.105 The good one has gone where to spend the 
night? 

Spatial Disorientation 
Abandonment 

 Where did he abandon his mother-in-law 
before leaving? 

Spatial Disorientation 
Abandonment 

p.106 Oh, saying ‘please’ has never healed any 
sick person! 

Abandonment 

 My honorable sirs, the village is going 
along just fine! 

Social Disruption 

 Oh that we might work hard, as he used to 
work! 

Eulogy 

p.107 If you hear about the burial of a good one, 
run to attend it, right? 

Recognize those who are 
good! 

 Once you get there, cry for yourself (or 
your loved ones you’ve lost.) 

The brevity of life for 
everyone. 

2014.07.12
@12:00:06 

Oh, the widow, with whom in the world is 
she still a friend? 

The low-status of a widow 
who in losing her husband 
has lost rank in society. 

p.108 The wife of a young man has danced the 
dance of widowhood! 

The deceased was relatively 
young. Low-status of his 
widow. 

 Sing for the friend of young warriors! His friendship extended to 
the young warriors. 

p.109 Oh, the warrior class is even smaller now! Social Diminishment 
 We should unify together to say goodbye 

to the good one, that he might leave. 
Social Diminishment 
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Reference Translation Theme 
p.109 Let us dance like strong people (dance)! Encouragement 
p.110 Oh, we should dance as we were not 

wearing dancing bells on our legs! 
Encouragement 

 Oh, where did the good one go to, to 
spend the night? 

Spatial Disorientation 
Abandonment 

p.111 When we leave, what do we take with us? The realities of Death 
p.112 Oh, what is there that does not rot! The realities of Death 
 Oh, the good one, he left for a good place. Comfort for those left 

behind: he was good, 
therefore he must be in a 
good place! 

 Oh, this is not a good day when someone 
leaves, arrives and then stays (without 
returning.) 

Realities of Death 

 Oh, may the people who came from 
Bafoussam have a safe journey home! 

Return safely after this sad 
occasion. 

p.114 Oh, the water has fled the spring. Realities of Death 
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APPENDIX G: LAMENT SINGER INTERVIEW 

English Translation of transcribed interview of 
Regine Feugio of Bafou, Cameroon 

(quarter of Foaga ngu’, family of Menafo Ngueguim) 
 
Date: October 1, 2013 
Present: Regine Feujio, Micheline Anandong, Gretchen Harro (interviewer) 
Place: Mamann Regine’s compound 
Sources: recording on CD5 (Harro Yemba CDs), transcription in notebooks (Harro 
cahiers) Louange 6 (pp 25-112) and Lamentations 8 (pp 1-35), translation by Nancy 
Haynes 
Questions: Chosen by Gretchen, appropriately phrased in Yemba by Micheline as 
someone who knows Regine and understands best the social niceties to observe. 
 
 
Question 1: Maman Regine, please tell us what you did before thinking that you could 

be a lament singer for burials [literally, sweeten/soften death]. Did someone teach you, or 

how did it all begin? 

Answer 1:  I started singing laments at burials because God had created me like that, 

placing songs in my mouth a little bit. I like to sing a bit. So when I began to sing 

laments, if it hadn’t been like that I would not have been able to sing my share of good 

songs instead of bad songs. So when I did sing a bad song, it was when my husband died. 

When he died, I was still quite young and it happened that I was deeply affected/pained 

by that. When I began to see/learn and imitate [lament singing], when I would spend the 

day in the field all alone I would end up crying and imitating how laments are sung 

[literally, how to start to soften death]. In bed at night, I would be crying and imitating 

how laments are sung. And later, it happened again like that with my daughter: she was 

married and then she also died. 
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Question 2: How old were you when began singing lament songs at burials? 

Answer 2: When I started, I was about 60 years old. 

Question 3: And today you would be about how old? 

Answer 3: I am about 70 and something years old. When I married, I was about 20 

years old. 

Question 4: When you are singing the laments at a burial, the words you use to soften 

death come from what place? Are they words you have heard someone else use to soften 

[death] and so you yourself also use to soften, or when you are softening like that these 

words come out from where? Or rather when you open your mouth, these words which 

you use to soften death, they just come out [from you]? 

Answer 4: When I sing [literally, speak] as I do, it is to console whoever has been 

struck by the affair [burial], so that it will diminish a bit the anger from his heart, 

removing it a little bit, so that it will not weigh too heavy on him. So that it will tell him 

that, as it has fell on him it has also fallen on another. As it is said, when an affair 

[difficult situation] falls on you, you must tighten your heart [take courage] before 

thinking deeply about it. Indeed, I say again that when an affair falls on someone, he 

must tighten his heart before thinking deeply about it; [I say this] because such has 

already happened to me. I have reflected on this a lot, such that I could only become as 

what you see me as now. My way of speaking [singing words] is what it is, only 

[because] it is like that. And so I say that one affair is like another, which means that this 

affair here fallen on you like that, another’s share has also fallen on him. And so when 

you say to so-and-so [among the ancestors], Ohhh, we are not going well in the 



207 

 

compound, it is the same as when you sing something to invoke someone. Understand 

this well, that while you are singing the laments, you might be singing and invoking 

someone [among the ancestors] however it goes, and so you invoke like that. Invoking 

so-and-so [among the ancestors], you are telling him that it is rotten on this piece of earth, 

all messed up, that it is like that because of a child of so-and-so or a child of someone 

else, or the wife of so-and-so or the wife of someone else. That’s how it is. 

Question 5: So what you mean is that, at the time of leading the singing, you sense a 

bit that it is you who are standing in the place of those people there whom the affair has 

fallen upon, and so it pushes the words to leave [your mouth]. 

Answer 5: Yes, in other words, you observe the orphan there and say [to yourself], 

Ohhh, how is it that things are like this, who is going to take care of them afterwards? 

Yes, that is how it is. When you are leading the singing, you are observing the person 

whose child has died. You say, Ohhh, so-and-so, go softly and allow others to surprise 

and give [help] to you. This is in order to console her a little bit, so that she does not feel 

too bad. That’s how it is. When it happens to you, if someone is not saying to [go] a bit 

calmly, it would be as if to say to you to go fall in the water, since this has never 

happened to whom [anyone else] before they went and fell in the water? You speak to her 

like this as one who has started to taste that thing that tastes so very bitter. It’s also in 

order to say to her that once someone’s husband dies, you are finished. But in spite of 

that, I say that you must reflect softly, softly [calmly], as I said. This is to tell her to avoid 

[strong prohibition] thinking about it all the time and then just die.  [I say this] because I 
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myself have thought [about these things] a whole lot like that [calmly] and did not die 

[from it]. That’s how it is. 

Question 6: So when you are invoking those people [ancestors] and saying, Ohhh, the 

affair has installed itself, what are you sensing then? So do you feel relieved since you 

have said to these people to get a hold of themselves a bit, or how is it for you? 

Answer 6: Yes, it helps you, because when you have been speaking like that, before 

your own tears have come like that you have yourself been living the sorrows of the 

person concerned. But it is necessary she make the effort herself to think calmly, because 

I myself also have thought only calmly. That’s how it is. You should see how when I am 

leading such a singing there, and I say, Ohh, [I am completely as] Manyi [that Maman]. 

You would see how the tears come from my eyes and and add to the previous ones. It 

would be like that. When it happens like that and the tears really flow your heart is 

lightened a bit. And so if you do not do like that, you will be crying all alone before 

dying before it is your time. When laments are sung like that it is to lighten [hearts]. 

When you see people coming to a burial and they arrive in the courtyard, you do not even 

see the lament singer but you sense how everyone is feeling ill at ease. Everyone is 

crying all over the place in a disorderly way until the lament singer takes up her role and 

then you understand how now [the atmosphere at] the burial begins to lighten for 

everyone, even lightens comforts the widow of the one who has died, perhaps her 

husband or her mother or father or her child. You sense how everyone there is comforted 

by how things are done to soften the burial. [I say this] because when you don’t see her 

[lament singer], all is confused, everyone is so confused. So when the lament singing 
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begins, the sorrows no longer arrive there as they did before the singing started. When we 

sing laments, that is how it is. 

Question 7: Sometimes there are people who do not know how to sing laments well, or 

if at the time of singing she does not know how [to do it well in that situation], what 

happens? 

Answer 7: If she does not know how to sing laments [well] and if in spite of that she 

is not even someone who respects the skill of lament singing but rather regards people’s 

eyes [wants to be seen] without giving respect, she will put people off even when she is 

[trying] to bring people together and they will not accept that for maybe two or three 

times. She could also get better. It is like that. 

Question 8: If someone is like that, should they be taught [to do better]? 

Answer 8: No, people are not taught this. If God has said that you will lead [lament] 

singing and you hear how it is done, and begin poorly, you can only say, Hey, when that 

happens, I cannot imitate something bad until I die. And if you say you are someone who 

can calm [others] by singing laments [and therefore have the right to do so], nothing will 

stop you. [I say this] because if someone sings and invokes a person and is also singing 

laments [well], that is what it is like. It is possible that at times of laughter one can invoke 

people and make people laugh. However, during times of difficult situations it is the time 

for tears [not laughter]. It’s just like that. You cannot teach someone how to sing laments, 

since they are bad [sad] songs. You see how when we are singing, we say a certain child 

has placed a sad song of sorrow in my mouth, and it happens by reflecting a lot that I 
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grabbed that sad song there. That is to say, she cannot grab a song for herself by having 

you stay home and teaching her. 

Question 9: If you were to sing laments at a burial and those same words that came out 

of your mouth you later at another burial happen to see perhaps another singer there using 

the words you yourself had used [previously] to sing [at the other burial], would you feel 

really bothered or how would you feel? 

Answer 9: No, I would never feel bothered just because it was the same words, since 

if you were to start to lead [the singing] you yourself could be overwhelmed/agitated at a 

certain place, and also you could hear how a[nother] person leads [the singing] thereby 

allowing you to improve/correct your own [skill] even while invoking the person 

suffering the difficulty [the bereaved one who hired you]. 

Question 10: So when you are singing laments, in the laments can you include bad 

[strong] phrases or something like that? It is said that when you might be softening 

[singing laments] and see instead how someone [else] is destroy destroying [intent on], so 

are you able as the voice of the burial to really say something to him? 

Answer 10: Let me tell you, no one should respond [to the difficulty by] destroy 

destroying [being intent on], since when you destroy the good value [honor of the 

deceased] cools [is diminished]. The value of this here child [of the village] who is being 

mourned, either a father or a mother who is being mourned, that honor will be 

diminished. So you can destroy like that and they no longer accept as they might have 

that the song be normal. Another person coming to the burial with loud wailing, when 

you are singing laments, and insists [on wailing], you say either, What are you doing? Or, 
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Who is this? Or, Please, sir, please calm down, and grab his chest firmly and say, Be 

quiet and accept the song in order to prevent the cooling of the honor [of the deceased]. 

Question 11: When you lead [singing] like that, you expect that you and the double 

gong [player] will walk with one foot [coordinate], or is it your own leading or his own 

gong-striking that is distinctive [leading the other]? 

Answer 11: The double gong player awaits the [day of the] burial and then carefully 

observes the lament singer before he sees it is good for him to join in, your voice with 

him as one, resulting in surely flavoring the burial, as is said, you flavor these songs [as 

always]. While flavoring like that, if he is a good double-gong player, he himself adapts 

his sound to give the same rhythm so that all can dance as happens all day in the 

courtyard, so that all that happens all day in the courtyard can be done. Because the sound 

of the double gong is different from your sound [voice] and the burial [event] would no 

longer be good. When the double gong player sees a certain group of people has come 

and they are among the crowd of others who have come, maybe it is even the kind of 

person [same rank] as the [deceased] papa of the compound, when he sees that one 

standing still [at the top of the courtyard], the player raises up the double gong and taps it 

kwen kwen kwen [ideophone] in order to tell the people there that a kind of person 

[notable] has arrived at the descent [entry to the courtyard]. Even if an orphan is inside 

the house or anywhere else, he will understand from that tapping that he should come out, 

knowing that without a doubt so-and-so notable [elite] has arrived. After tapping initially 

like that, he stops and waits for the lament singer [to begin] a bit before he himself 

continues tapping. 
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Question 12: When you are leading the songs at a burial like that and many people are 

arriving so many at a time and you see how they just keep coming, how do you feel about 

continuing to lead out while they just keep coming, or how is it for you? Or when they 

keep coming like that,  does your body push you even so to continue or to stand still? 

Answer 12: No, how could I stand still? If you stand still like that, so that they can do 

what? If you stand still at such a time, it is as though you had cut the people in half, and 

that is not good. When that happens and you are feeling tired, as I would feel very tired 

[from time to time], you decrease your voice a little and don’t sing as loudly, making an 

effort until the whole group has finished entering. A little later someone else can take 

your place [leading the singing]. There are burials where there are so many people 

coming that one person alone cannot handle all the arrivals – other lament singers can be 

added. When it is like that, these days they go looking for those singers when such an 

event is coming up, searching until they find a singer who agrees to a specific price. I am 

often sick such that I have refused such situations. No one comes looking for me for such 

[massive] situations. It is when I myself arrive at a burial and notice that someone else is 

needed to sing that I will take pity and say [to myself], Since this singer took pity on me 

once and helped me out, why shouldn’t I do the same? 

Question 13: Are there men who would sing laments or is it only women? 

Answer 13: I have never seen a man sing laments except for Tenyi Nguimangang, who 

when the women would sing the solo, then he would pick it up to finish the line [in the 

usual way] as he would do with ooooo [vocables]. 
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Question 14:  Would you perhaps be willing to softly imitate a bit one of the songs, but 

softly since it is a sad song [and others might hear and wonder what bad things has 

happened]? We are asking only in order to hear what your voice is like a bit when you are 

singing laments. Please do it without raising your voice since others might hear and 

wonder what bad things are happening here now. 

Answer 14: You have never seen me at a burial, passing a whole day there without 

seeing me? 

Here’s a sample: rather pedestrian and uninteresting short lament that includes 

directives to the audience. 

Question 15: During your childhood, what would you sing? 

Answer 15: We would sing and play Throw Down, just as those kids outside are doing 

now. And it can happen that beginning with that, a child might become a singer. When 

you are a child who did not pass her childhood with bad intentions, being a child who is 

enthusiastic, then how could you not lead singing? Singing [laments] is a gift of God and 

he does not give it to everyone. 
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APPENDIX H: RHETORICAL QUESTIONS IN THE 109 EXTRACTS 

Singer 
and 
extract 
number81 

Translation of Rhetorical Question, 
also expressed as a Statement 

Function82 Attitude/ 
emotion 

W1 The chief is running away from what? I 
do not know! Statement: It is not right that 
Death should pursue the chief forcing him 
to run away. 

3. Negative 
evaluation 

Anger 

W3 He was my father and at the same time my 
mother. Whatever can I do? Statement: I 
do not know what to do without him since 
he was both my father and my mother. 

2. Incertitude Perplexity 
(physically 
collapsing) 

W4 Who will help me to bury my mother? 
Statement: It is not right that he will not 
help me bury my mother. 

3. Negative 
evaluation 

Anger 

W7 What is a woman to say [do when all the 
good men die], people? 
Statement: I do not know what to say 
[do]…  

2. Incertitude Perplexity 

W8 Oh, the chief is my father. He was 
everything to me. Whatever shall I do, oh 
God? 
Statement: I do not know what to do… 

2. Incertitude  Perplexity 

W11 Sickness came from where? I do not 
know. 
Statement: It is not right that sickness took 
him. 

3. Negative 
evaluation 

Anger 

W15 What am I to do? What suffering for me! 
Statement: It is not right that I should 
suffer so. 

3. Negative 
evaluation 

Anger 

BS1 Where am I going? (Where am I?) 2. Incertitude Perplexity 
D3 Death is a necklace. The neck which does 

not wear it is where? Statement: There is 
no neck that does not wear Death as a 
necklace. 

1. Certitude Resignation 

                                                 
81 Note that the asterisk on a number indicates that that particular line directly follows the preceding one. 
82 The functions and numbering are based on Beekman and Callow 1974, 244. 



215 

 

Singer 
and 
extract 
number81 

Translation of Rhetorical Question, 
also expressed as a Statement 

Function82 Attitude/ 
emotion 

D4 The father of children is running away 
from what to the point of getting wounded 
with wounds? Statement: A father of 
children should not have to run away from 
something and even be wounded in the 
process. 

3. Negative 
evaluation 

Indignation/ 
anger 

D7 What is there that does not rot? 
Statement: There is nothing living which 
does not rot! 

1. Certitude 
Proverb 

Resignation 

D11 Papa was running from what before he 
was wounded? Statement: My father 
should not have been chased and wounded 
by anyone!  

3. Negative 
evaluation 

Indignation/ 
anger 

D16 His compound will be inhabited by 
whom? 
Statement: It is not good/right that my 
father should not be the one living in his 
own house. 

3. Negative 
evaluation 

Indignation/
anger 

D17 Oh, who will be with me? 
Statement: A daughter should enjoy the 
benefits of having a living father (until she 
marries.) I will miss him terribly. 

3. Negative 
evaluation 

Regret 

D19 The father of young children flees what 
with the result that he is wounded? 
Statement: A father of young children 
should not be fleeing from a predator and 
become wounded. 

3. Negative 
evaluation 

Indignation/ 
anger 

D21 Oh, who will bury me? 
Statement: I wanted my father to bury me 
[as he buried my older sister not long 
ago]. 

2. Incertitude  Regret 

D22 The head of the orphan will be shaved by 
whom? 
Statement: No one replaces the father. 

2. Incertitude  Regret 

D23 Whose raffia palm drips (wine), without] 
disappearing? 
Statement: All raffia palms drip wine and 
then disappear [nothing good lasts 
forever]. 

1. Certitude Resignation 
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Singer 
and 
extract 
number81 

Translation of Rhetorical Question, 
also expressed as a Statement 

Function82 Attitude/ 
emotion 

LS12 Excuse me, whose raffia palm is it that 
drips without disappearing? 
Statement: All raffia palms drip wine for 
awhile and then disappear [nothing good 
lasts forever]. 

1. Certitude 
proverb 

Resignation 

LS13* Whose raffia palm drips without 
disappearing? 
Statement: All raffia palms drip wine and 
then disappear [nothing good lasts 
forever]. 

1. Certitude 
proverb 

Resignation 

L176 The wife of someone is destined to dance 
the widow’s dance, right, people?83 
Statement: A wife can expect to outlive 
her husband. 

1. Certitude 
proverb 

Resignation 

LS18* The child of someone will become an 
orphan, right, people? 
Statement: A child can expect to outlive 
his/her parents. 

1. Certitude 
proverb 

Resignation 

LS20, 42 Who makes a departure into a return, 
Maman? 
Statement: I wish there were someone 
who could bring back a person from the 
dead. 

3. Negative 
evaluation  

Yearning 
for a 
solution 

LS21 Your friend did he even flee from Death 
and escape it? 
Statement: Your friend could not succeed 
in fleeing Death and escape it. 

1. Certitude Resignation 

LS22* Oh, Father of Twins, friend of everybody, 
where has he gone? 
Statement: He has left us. 

2. Incertitude Perplexity 

LS25* The chief has abandoned the traditional 
dancing cloth and left for where? 
Statement: The chief left behind his 
dancing clothes to go somewhere else we 
do not know. 

2. Incertitude Perplexity 

  

                                                 
83 Although technically not rhetorical questions, tag questions presuppose a positive answer, just as 
rhetorical questions imply a statement that gives us the meaning. 
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Singer 
and 
extract 
number84 

Translation of Rhetorical Question, 
also expressed as a Statement 

Function85 Attitude/ 
emotion 

LS26* The chief has abandoned the warriors, and 
gone where? 
Statement: The chief left behind his fellow 
warriors to go to a place we do not know. 

2. Incertitude Perplexity 

LS28 Oh your friend, where did he even go? 
Statement: We do not know where your 
friend has gone. 

2. Incertitude Perplexity 

LS30 What exists which does not die? 
Statement: There is nothing that does not 
die. 

1. Certitude 
proverb 

Resignation 

LS31* The warrior group (mɛnzɔŋ) will continue 
to survive how? 
Statement: If every one of our warriors die, 
the group will not continue existing. 

2. Incertitude Distress 

LS32*, 
LS33* 

What exists which does not rot? (2x) 
Statement: There is nothing that does not 
rot. 

1. Certitude 
proverb 

Resignation  

LS36 Oh, the widow, you will now continue 
living how? 
Statement: Your livelihood is in jeopardy 
without your husband. 

1. Incertitude Empathy 

LS38 Oh, the father of big men, where has he 
gone? 
Statement: We do not know where this 
important person has gone to. He should be 
here. 

3. Negative 
evaluation 

Indignation 

LS39* Oh, the father of children, he arrived in 
Bafoussam, and then he went where? He 
went where? 
Statement:  We do not know where the 
father of children went after he arrived in 
Bafoussam. 

3. Negative 
evaluation 

Indignation 

LS40 Oh, I speak of Sharer-without-Favorites, 
where did you spend the night? 
Statement: We do not know where Sharer-
without-Favorites could have spent the 
night. 

3. Negative 
evaluation 

Indignation 

                                                 
84 Note that the asterisk on a number indicates that that particular line directly follows the preceding one. 
85 The functions and numbering are based on Beekman and Callow 1974, 244. 
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Singer 
and 
extract 
number84 

Translation of Rhetorical Question, 
also expressed as a Statement 

Function85 Attitude/ 
emotion 

LS43 The elites are going to do nothing but cry 
until when? 
Statement: We do not know how long the 
elites will continue crying about their loss. 

2. Incertitude Perplexity 

LS47 Who will help the young woman to suffer 
through widowhood, Maman? 
Statement:  Now that this young woman is 
a widow, there should be someone to help 
her suffer through it. 

3. Negative 
evaluation 

A plea for 
help/ a 
rebuke 

LS48 Oh, if I say whatever, what have I even 
said? 
Statement:  Whatever I say is useless. 

3. Negative 
evaluation 

Lack of 
purpose 
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