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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 
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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. 



13 

 

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] 



19 

 

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. 
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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). 



25 

 

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 
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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. 














































































































































































































































































































































































