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Humanized Animal and Bird Figures 
in Tsonga Songtexts

Nfc *

Thomas F. Johnston

The Tsonga o f  Mozambique and the Northern Transvaal possess  
a remarkably ex ten s ive  body o f  mythology and f o l k l o r e ,  c o n s is t in g  
o f  p rov erb s ,  r id d l e s ,  t a l e s ,  and s o n g te x ts .  I made a study o f  
a s p e c ts  o f  th is  h e r i t a g e ,  during a tw o-year stay  with the Tsonga, 
under a grant from the Wenner-Gren Foundation f o r  A n th rop o log ica l  
Research.

Animal and b ir d  f i g u r e s  are p a r t i c u l a r l y  prominent in  Tsonga 
so n g te x ts ,  c l e a r l y  d iv i d i n g  in t o  two groups: ( i )  humanized; and 
( i i )  non-humanized. In the group o f  s on g tex ts  where animals and 
b ir d s  are s tro n g ly  humanized, we note the f o l l o w in g :

(a) The f i g u r e s  are imbued with human em otional and 
beh av iora l  q u a l i t i e s .

(b) These q u a l i t i e s  are sometimes d er iv ed  from observed  
fauna b eh av ior ,  such as the cunning o f  the ja c k a l ,  
o r  the tendency o f  the dronao b i r d  t o  s t e a l  and 
con cea l o b j e c t s .

(c )  The Tsonga con cept  o f  the fauna in  q u est ion  i s  
sometimes o f  a to tem ic  n ature .

(d) Songtexts c o n ta in in g  humanized animal and b ird  
f i g u r e s  are fr e q u e n t ly  a s s o c ia t e d  with a c h i l d r e n ’ s 
game.

(e) There i s  g e n e r a l ly  a group o f  proverbs  a s s o c ia te d  
with such a so n g te x t ,  c o r r o b o r a t in g  i t s  cen tra l ,  
message.

( f )  The song o f t e n  o c cu rs  w ith in  a long Tsonga f o l k t a l e .

(g) Within that t a l e ,  i t  o f t e n  serves  a magical overcoming
fu n c t io n .  ............... .

(h) The humanized cunning hero abounds in  Tsonga 
f o l k l o r e .  The Tsonga are la r g e l y  a c l a s s l e s s  
s o c i e t y .  I t  i s  noteworthy that  in  those A fr ica n  
s o c i e t i e s  where m y t h - t e l l e r s  serve  a r u le r ,  
accounting f o r  the l a t t e r ' s  supernatural o r ig i n  
and h is  p r iv i l e g e d  e x i s t e n c e ,  the cunning hero 
f o l k t a l e  has la r g e ly  d isappeared .



In the group o f  son g tex ts  where animal and b ir d  f i g u r e s  
are not humanized, we note  the f o l l o w in g :

(a) The animal or  b ird  i s  used in  an analogy where the 
observed c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  the c rea tu re  are a llu ded  
t o .  Such in s ta n ce  in c luded  the "jumping o f  the an te 
lop e "  when the in fa n t  k ick s  in  the womb, and the 
"w r ig g l in g  o f  the snake" f o r  sexua l in t e r c o u r s e .

(b) The songtext  merely r e f l e c t s  use o f  the animal o r  
b ird  as a common source  o f  Tsonga fo o d .  Such in s ta n c e s  
in c lude  "Eat The T e r m it e s ! " ,  and "Goat, We S leep  With 
Hunger!"

(c) Such songs g e n e ra l ly  b e lon g  t o  the ca tegory  o r  c l a s s  
known as tinsimu nta le byalweni (b eer -d r in k  s o n g s ) .
In the s o c i a l  and r i t u a l  c o n te x t  where such songs are 
used, food  and drink are o f  s p e c ia l  im portance.

The fo l lo w in g  l i s t  c o n ta in s  a r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  sample o f
Tsonga songtexts  fe a tu r in g  s t r o n g ly  humanized animal and b ird
f i g u r e s .

N ' w a - M p f u n d l  a  n a  N ' w a - M h u n t i  r i h a  t i n y a w a  t a  n g a  m a y o !

(Master Hare and Master Duiker, r e p la c e  my b e a n s ! ) .

N ' w a - M p f u n d  1 a , h i  y a  d l a  t i n y a r h i  n a  t i m h u n t i  n a  t i n g h a l a  

(Master Hare, hunting b u f f a l o e s ,  d u ik e r s ,  and l i o n s ) .

X i n e n g a  x a  N 'w a - M p f u n d l a  ( L i t t l e  l e g  o f  Master H are).

A v a  n ' w i  v o n i  N ' w a - G w e l a  (They d o n ' t  see Old B u f f a l o ) .

V u t l h a r i  b y i  d l a y a  w h e  N 'w a - P h u n q u b y e  (Too much cunning w i l l  
be the undoing o f  Master J a c k a l ) .

T e k a  t a  w e n a  u  f u n e n g e t a  h i  m b i t a  N t e n g u !  (Take your deeds 
and cover  them with a p o t ,  Master Drongo B i r d ! ) .

H a  x i  v u t l a  m i n t s e n g e  N ' w a - M a n g a t l w a n i  (We tear  ou t  i t s
fea th ers ,  t h is  Master K i t e ) .

N y e n y e n y a n a  t i l o !  (B ir d -o f -H e a v e n ! ) .
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N'wana wa x i k a v a k a v a ! (Master Goshawk!).

N d  z i k o - n d  z  i  k o  x i n y e n y a n a , n ' w a n a  N ' w a - X i n a n a  ! (O gre -b ird ,  
Master F ro g ! ) .

N ' w a - M a d l a y i s a n i  b o k o t a l  (Master Bulbul the D e s t r o y e r ! ) .  

K a n y a - k a n y a  N ' w a - R i m p f ana I (Step , s t e p .  Master Chameleon!). 

N ' w a - H l a r h u !  (Master P yth on !) .

The f i r s t  song on the l i s t  i s  ra th e r  lo n g ;  to  conserve  
space we g iv e  on ly  the English  t r a n s l a t i o n .

Unison song:

S o lo  speech :

Unison song:

S o lo  speech :

Unison song:

S o lo  speech :

Master Hare and Master Duiker
Duiker, du ik er , r e p la c e  my beans!
The beans which I c u l t i v a t e d  during drought!
During drought when we a te  m a d u n g u  f e l e m e t e - e l

The du iker , however, o f f e r e d  him a hoe.
O ff  went Master Hare u n t i l  he met some c la y -  
d ig g e rs .  He t o l d  them t h a t ,  f o r  c la y - d i g g in g ,  
a hoe was b e t t e r  than a s t i c k .  When they 
borrowed the hoe i t  q u ic k ly  broke.

C la y -d ig g e rs ,  c l a y - d i g g e r s ,  re p la ce  my hoe!
The hoe the d u iker  gave me!
The one he gave me in  exchange f o r  my beans!
The beans I c u l t i v a t e d  du rin g  drought
During drought when we a te  m a d u n g u  f e l e m e t e - e !

The c la y  d ig g ers  o f f e r e d  him a c la y  p l a t e .
O ff  went Master Hare w ith  the c la y  p la t e ,  
u n t i l  he met some h o n e y -g a th e re rs .  He t o ld  
them that honey i s  b e s t  c o l l e c t e d  on a c la y  
p la t e ,  not on le a v e s .  They borrowed i t  from 
him, but i t  soon b r o k e .

Honey-gatherers , h o n e y -g a th e r e r s ,  r ep la ce
my c la y  p la t e !
The c la y  p la t e  the c la y - g a t h e r e r s  gave me!
The one they gave me in  p la c e  o f  my hoe!
The hoe the du iker gave me!
The one he gave me in  exchange f o r  my beans!
The beans I c u l t i v a t e d  during  drought!
During drought when we a te  m a d u n g u  f e l e m e t e - e !

The honey-gatherers  o f f e r e d  him some honey.
O ff  went Master Hare w ith  h is  honey, u n t i l  
he met some p e a n u t -g r in d e r s .  He t o l d  the 
peanut-gr inders  that  i t  i s  b e s t  to  add 
honey when making peanut b u t t e r ,  so  they
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took i t  and poured i t  a l l  in t o  t h e i r  
p ean uts .

Unison song: P ea n u t -g r in d ers ,  p e a n u t -g r in d e rs ,  r ep la ce
ray honey.
The honey the honey -ga th erers  gave me!
The honey they gave me in  p la c e  o f  my c la y
p l a t e !
The c la y  p la t e  the c la y -g a t h e r e r s  gave me!
The one they gave me in  p la ce  o f  my hoe!
The hoe the d u ik er  gave me!
The one he gave me in  exchange f o r  my beans!
The beans I c u l t i v a t e d  during drought !
During drought when we ate  m a d u n g u  f e l e m e t e - e !

Solo  speech: The p e a n u t -g r in d e rs  o f f e r e d  him some peanut
b u t t e r .  O f f  went Master Hare w ith  the peanut 
b u t t e r !

The length o f  Tsonga songs and t a l e s  v a r ie s  a cco rd in g  to  
the s t o r y t e l l e r  — I have heard a tw o -h un dred -l in e  v e rs io n  o f  
th is  Master Hare t a l e .  I t  i s  t o l d  t o  ch i ld r e n  by o ld  women 
during the winter a f t e r  s u n se t .  Tsonga ch i ld re n  found recounting  
f o l k t a le s  b e fo re  sunset are warned that  horns might grow from 
th e ir  heads.

The migrant, acepha lous , and la r g e l y  c l a s s l e s s  Tsonga possess  
f i f t y  o r  s ix t y  f o l k t a l e s  fe a t u r in g  Master Hare. When emphasizing 
a man's s k i l l  o r  cunning they use o f  the fo l l o w in g  say in g :

M u n h u  J o  i  N w a ' m p f u n d l a

This man i s  another Master Hare

The song given t e l l s  us much o f  Tsonga s u b s is t e n c e ,  and 
the ca l l -a n d -re sp o n se  s t r u c tu r e  ensures that Tsonga ch i ld re n  
l ik ew ise  learn  o f  the b a s i c  d ie t a r y  item s, t o o l s ,  and u t e n s i l s .

When hunting hare on the South A fr ica n  v e ld ,  the Tsonga form 
a l in e  and advance with s t i c k s ,  b ea t in g  the bush. However, the 
hare i s  ev a s iv e ,  and thought by the Tsonga to  be c l e v e r ,  as 
the fo l lo w in g  proverb shows:

V a  b i l e  x i h l a h l a ,

A v a  b a n g a  m p f u n d l a

They have beaten  the bush,
But not the hare
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Many Tsonga say " X i n e n g a n a  x a  m p f u n d l a  x i  n a n d z i h a  n g o p f u  

w a  c h e l a  v i i i - v i i i i " ,  which means "the l i t t l e  l e g  o f  the hare 
i s  very  sweet with h ot  c h i l e ! "  As an example o f  Tsonga analogous 
th in k in g ,  we note that  th ere  i s  a taboo on married g i r l s  ea t ing  
the hare during c o u r t s h ip  l e s t  they become to o  cunning .

N ' w a  M f u n d l a ,  H i  Ya  D l a  T i n y a r h i  N a

T i m h u n t i  N a  T i n g h a l a

(Spoken) C a l l : G a r i n g a n i  w a  g a r i n g a n i

Response: G a r i n g a n i !

C a l l : K o  n a  s w i p f u k e t a n a / K o  v a  N ' w a -  
M p f u n d l a  n a  N ' w a - M h u n t i/0  a  h i  l o n g e n i  
t i m b u v a / H i  y a  k u l e / H i  y a  k u  h l o t e n i /

H i  y a  d l a  t i n y a r h i / N a  t i m h u n t i / N a  
t i n g h a l a /

(Sung) C a l l : M i  v u l a v u l e  y i n i  v a m a n a n i

Response: G u r u  m a n t s e n g e l e!
C a l l : N i r i  t i n d o n d o l o d z i n i/N o  h l a n g a n a  n a  

v h i m b a  m u k h w a n a/A n i  h o x a  n d z e n i  k a  
m u k h w a n a/M a f e l e  y a  n g a  g u r u / S e  n  ' t o  
y i n i  g u r u/M a d  l a y  a  m a n a n i  g u r u /

(d iagonal s tro k e s  in d ic a t e  in t e r p o la t io n  o f  response) 

Master Hare, Hunting B u f fa lo e s ,
Duikers , and Lions

(Spoken) C a l l : Once upon a time

Response: G a r i n g a n i !

C a l l : 'Twas sa id  o f  y ore /M aster  Hare and 
Master Duiker/Prepared t h e i r  r a t i o n s /  
And s e t  o f f  hunting/Hunting f o r  b u f fa -  
loes /H unting  f o r  d u ikers /H unting  f o r  
l i o n s /

(Sung) C a l l : Why are your heads to g e th e r ,  you women?

Response: Guru m a n t s e n g e l e !
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C a ll :  We are  ga th er in g  w ild  peas/We met an
og re  w ith  a kn ife /W oe , i t  i s  my d eath /  
What s h a l l  I say?/You k i l l  my m other/

The previous Master Hare s t o r y - s o n g  (No. 1) c o n s is t e d  o f  
unison song a lt e r n a t in g  w ith  s o l o  speech . This (No. 2) Master 
Hare s tory -song  c o n s i s t s  o f  a lon g  spoken c a l l -a n d -r e s p o n s e  
s e c t io n  during which the c a n to r  r e l a t e s  the s t o r y  s t e p -b y - s t e p  
and i s  punctuated by the a u d ie n c e ’ s “ g a r i n g a n i!", fo l lo w e d  by 
a long sung c a l l -a n d -r e s p o n s e  s e c t i o n  during which the ca n tor  
d ig re sse s  from the s t o r y  and i s  punctuated by the a u d ie n c e 's  
" g u r u  m a n t s e n g e l e ! " .

O ccas iona lly  the Tsonga s t o r y - s o n g  serves  a 'su p e r n a tu r a l '  
purpose within the s t o r y ,  b e in g  sung t o  e f f e c t  some m iraculous 
event. In th is  con n ec t ion  R y c r o f t  has commented th a t  " the  
(Xhosa) song within the f o l k t a l e  o f t e n  has magical- p ow er ."

Humanized animals who d iv u lg e  s e c r e t s  and who communicate 
prophecies  are common in  Tsonga f o l k l o r e .  The c a t  i s  con s id ered  
a mysterious animal, and in  the f o l l o w in g  song the s in g e r  cla im s 
that i t  "revea ls  a s to n is h in g  t h in g s "  t o  h er .  We a l s o  g iv e  another 
vers ion  o f  th is  song, in  which ou r  Tsonga t ra n s la te d  the same 
l in e  as "shows me m i r a c l e s . "  Use o f  the word "m ir a c le s "  r e f l e c t s  
the presence nearby o f  the Swiss m iss ion  church.

X i m a n g a

S olo : H e  x i m a n g a  x i  n d z i  k o m b a  m i h l o l o !
H o - h a l  H h a n e
H i  y i r i  n g o m a  y a  m a h u w e l e l e  
H e  x i m a n g a  x i  n d z i  k o m b a  m i h l o l o !

H e  x i m a n g a  x i  n d z i  k o m b a  m i h l o l o !
H o - h a !  M h a n e
H i  y i r i  n g o m a  y a  m a h u w e l e l e  
H e  x i m a n g a  x i  n d z i  k o m b a  m i h l o l o !

The Cat

S o lo :  The c a t  r e v e a ls  a s to n is h in g  th in gs  t o  me! 
Ho! Ha! Mother!
0 song o f  the w a i l in g  shouters
The ca t  r e v e a ls  a s to n is h in g  th in gs  to  me!
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The c a t  r ev ea ls  a s to n is h in g  th ings  t o  me!
Ho! Ha! Mother!
0 song o f  the w a i l in g  shouters
The c a t  re v e a ls  a s to n is h in g  th ings  t o  me!

Songs c o n ta in in g  ' c a t '  themes s im i la r  t o  the above freq u en tly  
appear w ith in  the con tex t  o f  Tsonga f o l k t a l e s .  P.D. Cole-Beuchat 
mentions an e p is o d e  wherein "a young b r i d e ,  whose s o l e  companion 
i s  a l i t t l e  c a t ,  w i l l ,  when she wants t o  c a l l  the c a t  t o  help 
her perform  household  d u t ie s ,  s in g  the magic words which her 
mother has taught h e r . "  P r io r  t o  1897 Henri Junod c o l l e c t e d  
a Ba-Ronga s to r y  in  which a c a t  dons war r e g a l i a ,  s in g s ,  and 
dan ces . Here i s  another v e rs io n  o f  the same song.

)_ - ..................  . . -
X i m a n g a

C a l l :  

Response:

N d z i  f i l e  m i n a ,  y i  r i  n g o m a  y a  
M a - h u w e l e l e  o - y a l

O - y a l  N d z i  t e k e r i l e  n y a m a

C a l l :  0  x o  n d z i  k h o m b a  m i h l o l o ,  O  x i  n d z i
t e k e r i l e  n y a m a

Response: O - y a l  N d z i  t e k e r i l e  n y a m a
Y i  r i  n g o m a  y a  M a - h u w e l e l e  
H e  x i m a n g a  x i  n d z i  t e k e r i l e  n y a m a

C a l l :  

R esponse : 

C a l l :  

R esponse:

The Cat

I am dead, says the song o f  the howlers

Oh, ya! I t  took my meat away

I t  shows me m ir a c le s ,  i t  took my meat away

O-ha! I t  took my meat away 
Says the song o f  the howlers 
The c a t  took my meat away

A s im i la r  theme occu rs  in an ep isod e  rep orted  by R.S. Rattray 
in  Akan-Ashanti F o l k t a l e s , wherein a c a t  and a dog were admonished 
not t o  devour the meat, but cou ld  not r e s i s t  doing s o .  E. Dayrell 
a l s o ,  in  Folk S t o r ie s  from Southern N i g e r ia , t e l l s  o f  an E f ik -  
I b i b i o  ta l e  in which a c a t  "p icked  up the remains o f  the cock
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and ran off with it to the bush".

Three-part

N ' w a - X i m a n g a  N a  N ' w a - P h u n g u b y e  

c h o r u s :  I  x i r i l o  x a  y e n a  n  ' w a - P h u n g u b y e
S w i  v u r i w a  hi i  y e n a ! N 1' w a - X i .m a n i g a

V u t l a r i b y i d l a y a w h e * N ' w a - P h ! u n g u b y e
V u t l h a r i b y i d l  a y  a n  1w i n  y i w a b y o n a

H i  m i n a , h i m i  n a  , h i m i n a  / N ' w a  -
X i m a n g a
H i  m i n a , h i m i  n a  , h i m i n a  ! N ' w a  -
X i m a n g a

H i  m i n a , h  i m i n a  , h  i m i  n a  / N ' w a  -
p h u n g u b y e

H i  m i n a  n g h e n a  h a n s i  m u g o d i n i

C h i ld -o f - th e -C a t  and C h i ld -o f - t h e -J a c k a l

Three p art  chorus: I t ' s  the w a i l in g  o f  the C h i l d - o f -  
th e -J a ck a l
Said C h i ld -o f - t h e -C a t
Too much c le v e r n e s s  w i l l  be the undoing 
Of C h i ld -o f - t h e -J a c k a l
My name i s  C h i ld -o f - t h e -C a t  
My name i s  C h i ld -o f - t h e -C a t  
My name i s  C h i ld -o f - t h e -J a c k a l  
From fa r  w ith in  the cave

The w a i l in g  o f  a ja c k a l  pack w i l l  c a r ry  long d is t a n c e s  in  
the A fr ican  n ight a i r ,  and the Sw ah il i  term f o r  t h i s  animal 
— bweha —  d er iv es  from the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  sound made by these  
animals. Their f a v o r i t e  pastime i s  to  take turns in  lu r in g  a 
female w i ld eb ees t  in t o  charg ing  one o f  them, w hile  another a tta cks  
i t s  young. This manoeuvre o f t e n  prov es  f a t a l  to  the ja c k a l  which 
has overstepped i t s e l f ,  and the r e s u l t  i s  summed up in  the 
fo l lo w in g  Tsongaproverb:

V u t l h a r i  a  b y i  h e t i  l e m b e  

Cunning does not l a s t  f o r  a year

At Njaka-njaka the f o l l o w in g  a l t e r n a t iv e  r e n d it io n  o f  t h is  
song was obta ined :
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T hree-part  ch oru s :  I  x i r i l o

X a  y e n a  N ' w a - P h u n g u b y e
S w i  v u r i w a  h i  y e n a  N ' w a - X i m a n g a

V u t l h a r i
B y i  d l a y a  n ' w i n y i  w a  b y o n a  

V u t i s a n i
M a k h o l w a  h i  k u  v o n a

N ' ua-Ximanga Na N ' w a- Phungub ye

C h i ld -o f - t h e -C a t  and C h i ld -o f - t h e -J a c k a l

T h re e -p a r t -ch o ru s :  I t ' s  the w a i l in g
Of the C h i ld -o f - t h e -J a c k a l
Said C h i ld -o f - t h e -C a t
Too much c le v e r n e s s
W il l  be h is  undoing
Ask the One
Who o n ly  b e l i e v e s  a f t e r  see in g

The f i n a l  two l i n e s  o f  t h i s  song are r e la t e d  to  the Tsonga 
proverb  which f o l l o w s :

H a t i v o n a - h a - y e x e  i  k h o m b o

Mr. S e e in g - f o r - h i m s e l f  f a l l s  in t o  m isfortune

There i s  another Tsonga say ing  which conveys a s im i la r  
message:

J  m a k h o l w a - k u - v o n a

I t  i s  the one who b e l i e v e s  what he sees

The ja ck a l  i s  a hero f o r  the H o t te n to t s ,  as i t  i s  f o r  the 
Somali and the Galla  o f  n o r th -e a s te rn  A f r i c a ,  but the Basuto 
have apparently  con fused  the ch a ra c te rs  o f  the ja ck a l  and the 
h are ,  a t t r ib u t in g  to  the former c e r t a i n  r o l e s  b e lon g in g  t o  the 
l a t t e r .  The Dogon o f  the western Sudan b e l i e v e  th a t  the ja ck a l  
i s  the d e f e c t i v e  son o f  t h e i r  one God, Amma. The d e f e c t  arose 
from a barred passage during c o n c e p t io n ,  in  the form o f  a red 
term ite  h i l l  —  a myth which i s  used t o  j u s t i f y  female e x c i s i o n .

There are v a r iou s  o th e r  ja c k a l  son gs . The Bushmen, accord ing  
t o  Dorothea B leek , s ing  the f o l l o w in g :
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Canter f o r  me, l i t t l e  ja c k a l  
0 l i t t l e  ja c k a l ,  l i t t l e  ja c k a l

C.T.D. Marivate published  a ja ck a l  song e n t i t l e d  M h a k a n y a n a  

in the Bantu Education Journal o f  August, 1959, to g e th e r  with 
other songs o f  the Tsonga. This t r i b e  was fo rm er ly  a neighbor 
o f  the C hopi, o f  whom Hugh Tracey wrote that " s t i l l  today the 
f in e  young men o f  the Chopi t r i b e  turn out in  a l l  t h e i r  f in e r y  
o f  ja ck a l  skins to  dance . . . "  and i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  that  an o c c a s i o 
nal ja ck a l  song was d i r e c t e d  a g a in st  them in  j e s t .

Regarding the f a c t  that  the ja c k a l  i s  sometimes a totem 
animal, Yvonne Huskisson, in  The S o c ia l  and Ceremonial Music 
o f  the P e d i , c i t e s  a women's song which goes th u s :

Go to  M a t la la 's  where the ja c k a l  
I s  the totem animal to  Mmadibata 
(Mother o f  Animals)

N t e n g u !  ■

S o lo :  A h i  y e n i  M a n t e n g u l a
T e k a  t a  w e n a  u f u n e n g e t a  h i  m b i t a  
A h i  i a m b i  M a n t e n g u l a  
N t e n g u ,  N t e n g u l a  n ' w a n a n g a

C h i ld -o f - th e -D ro n g o  B ird !

S o lo :  Let us go to  the p la ce  o f  the Drongo Bird
Take your misdeeds and cover  them w ith  a p ot  
Let us walk to  the p la ce  o f  the Drongo Bird 
Drongo, Drongo my c h i l d

N t e n g u ,  the Tsonga name o f  the drongo b i r d ,  p o s s i b l y  comes 
from the verb  t e n g u l a ,  to  meddle in  the a f f a i r s  o f  o t h e r s ,  and 
i t  may i d e n t i f y  the t a l e - t e l l i n g  b ird  o f  c h i l d r e n ' s  s t o r i e s .

In Venda C h i ld ren 's  Songs (p . 124) John B lack ing  g iv e s  " the  
best known and most popular o f  a l l  c h i l d r e n ’ s songs"  with t h is  
l i n e :

When they run away from the t h e n g u  b ird
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J . Torrend, in Bantu F o lk lo r e  from Northern R hodesia , informs 
us that  t h i s  b ird  appears in  a t a l e  o f  the Tonga (no con n ec t ion  
with T s o n g a ) :

She had already become a n t e n g v a  b i r d .  The 
fa t h e r ,  from the bank, was lo o k in g  f i x e d l y  
. . .  "There i s  the n t e n g v a ,  m ates" ,  say the 
c h i l d r e n ,  "th ere  i s  the n t e n g v a .  I t  has gone 
in t o  the h o l e " .

N t e n g u 1

C a l l :  N t e n g u ,  N t e n g u l e  n ' w a n a  u a n g a

Response: H a  m a n a n a  m a n t e n g u l e  v a  t e k a  t a  v o n a  v a
V a  f u n e n g e t a  h i  t s h u r i  m a n a n a  m a n t e n g u l e

C a l l : N t e n g u ,  N t e n g u l e  n ' v a n a  v a n g a

Response : H a  m a n a n a  m a n t e n g u l e  v a  t e k a  t a  v o n a  v a  
V a  f u n e n g e t a  h i  t s h u r i  m a n a n a  m a n t e n g u l e

C a l l : L e  k a  m i n a  n d z i  k u m e k i l e  n a  m i n a

Response : H a  m a n a n a  m a n t e n g u l e  v a  t e k a  t a  v o n a  v a  
V a  f u n e n g e t a  h i  t s h u r i  m a n a n a  m a n t e n g u l e

C a l l : N t e n g u ,  N t e n g u !  V a  f u n e n g e t a  h i  m b i t a

Response : H a  m a n a n a  m a n t e n g u l e  v a  t e k a  t a  v o n a  v a  
V a  f u n e n g e t a  h i  t s h u r i  m a n a n a  m a n t e n g u l e

C a l l :

C h i ld -o f - th e -D ro n g o  B ird ! 

Drongo, my C h i ld -o f - th e -D r o n g o !
Response : You revea l  a l l  my misdeeds

You keep yours under the g r in d in g -b lo c k !
C a l l : Drongo, my C h i ld -o f - th e -D r o n g o !

Response : You revea l  a l l  my misdeeds
You keep yours under the g r in d in g -b lo c k !

C a l l : T e l l ,  t e l l !  Keep yours under the g r in d in g -b lo c k !
Response : Your reveal a l l  my misdeeds

You keep yours under the g r in d in g -b lo c k !
C a l l : T e l l ,  t e l l !  Keep yours under the g r in d in g -b lo c k !

Response : You rev ea l  a l l  my misdeeds
You keep yours under the g r in d in g  b lo ck !

This i s  another v ers ion  o f  the same song, and i t  adds the 
in form ation  t h a t ,  while keeping i t s  own misdeeds c o n c e a le d ,  the
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Drongo Bird t e l l s  the m isdoings  o f  o th e rs  — thus t h i s  song - 
te x t  i s  a saying a p p lied  t o  b u sy b od ies .  An o r n i t h o l o g i s t  comments 
o f  th is  b ird  that " i t  becomes very  n o isy  towards the mating 
season". The Pedi, ne igh bors  o f  the Tsonga, know o f  a b ird  
"which keeps s e c r e t s "  - -  th ere  i s  a song, given by Yvonne 
Huskisson in The S o c ia l  and Ceremonial Music o f  the P e d i , which 
runs "X am a wise man l i k e  a b i r d ,  I am a wise man who can keep 
a s e c r e t " .

The drongo b ird  in  Tsonga t e r r i t o r y  i s  thought t o  take o b j e c t s  
such as herdboys’ w h i s t l e s , s n u f f  pouches, combs, and r in g s ,  and 
hide them underneath shrubs and r o c k s .  I t  i s  a ls o  thought t o  
change forms, and become a w itch  o r  a human. I t s  n o isy  c r y  i s  
b e l iev ed  to  broadcast the c o v e r t  a c t s  o f  v i l l a g e r s ,  such as 
taking pumpkin from n e ig h b or in g  gardens a t  n ig h t .  But i t s  own 
equ a lly  mischievous a c t s  remain c o n c e a le d ,  under some heavy 
o b j e c t  such as the g r in d in g  b l o c k ,  where they cannot e a s i l y  
be d is co v e re d .

The humanized a c ts  o f  th ese  animal and b ird  f i g u r e s  are a 
p r o je c t io n  o f  Tsonga s o c i a l  l i f e  w ith  a l l  i t s  a n x i e t i e s ,  s t r e s s ,  
c o n f l i c t ,  and u n ce r ta in ty .  They al^t> serve  as a s a fe t y  va lve  
f o r  h o s t i l i t y  — by d i r e c t i n g  a c cu s a t io n s  away from kin  and 
other  community members they  reduce c a ta s t ro p h ic  s o c i a l  c o n f l i c t  
while s t i l l  perm itt ing  g r ie v a n ce s  to  be a ire d .

In other songs the humanized a c t s  are a parody o f  e c c e n t r i c  
v i l l a g e r s ,  or a s o c i a l  commentary on nonconforming b eh a v io r ,  
o r  merely a s a t i r e  on the monotonous d a i l y  chores which are 
Tsonga women's l o t  (Tsonga men's work i s  spasmodic and i n t e r e s 
t i n g ) .  In other cases they r e f l e c t  Tsonga moral p r e c e p ts .  A 
" ja c k a l "  i s  a v i l l a g e r  who breaks Tsonga norms concern ing  modera
t i o n ,  modesty, in con sp icu ou sn ess ,  and group id e n t i t y ,  by being 
to o  " c l e v e r "  — growing more than he needs, hoarding, o r  c u rry 
ing to o  much favour with a d m in is t r a to r s .  These f o l k l o r e  f i g u r e s  
thus regu late  s o c ia l  b e h a v io r .

In Tsonga f o l k l o r e  th ere  e x i s t s  a much broader range o f  
songtexts  u t i l i z i n g  animal and b ir d  f i g u r e s ,  but in a non-
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humanized form. V i l l a g e r s  have many songs con cern in g  ow ls ,  
p ig e o n s ,  an ts ,  l o c u s t s ,  worms, f i s h ,  snakes, b e e t l e s ,  baboons, 
a n te lo p e s ,  le o p a rd s ,  e le p h a n ts ,  c r o c o d i l e s ,  hyenas, and goa ts .  
T y p ica l  songs are l i s t e d  below .

X i m b u t a n a  a h i  t l h e h a  h i  n g i  (Goat, we s le e p  with h u n g e r ) .

H o n ' w i l  u a  k a n g a n y  i s a  (The hyena how ls ! You d e c e iv e  me).

Y i k u  t l u k a  m b h e e  (The c a l f  jumps).

I  n g w e n y a  y i  l o  r h u m e r i w a  (The c r o c o d i l e  sen t  as a c u r s e ) .

T i n d y a n d h a y e  y a  t i n d l o p f u  t i l e  k u  C h a u k e  (Men, e lep h a n ts  d estroy  
corn  a t  C hau k e 's ) .

Y i n g w e  y a  m a v a l a  (The leop ard  has s p o t s ) .

K u  t l u l a  k a  m h a l a  (The jumping o f  the a n t e lo p e ) .

V a  t e k a  b y a l w a  v a  n y i k a  n f e n e  (They o f f e r e d  beer  t o  the baboon).

X i f u f u n u n u  x i  r h w e l e  x i  n a  m a s i n g i t a  (The b e e t l e  c a r r i e s  m iracles  
on i t s  b a c k ) .

X i f u f u n u n u  v u k a  v u k a !  (B e e t le ,  wake u p ! ) .

H a y i  n y o k a  l e y o  v i m b a  m l o m o  (I  fe a r  the  snake which b lo c k s  my 
m outh).

I  n h l a m p f i  b a k u  m a b o m u  (The f i s h  tw is t s  l i k e  t h i s ) .

V a  y a  d y a  m a s o n j a  (To go to  ea t  worm s).

L o m n y a  t i n j i y a  m i  t a  d y a  E x i t i m e l e n i  (Catch the l o c u s t s  so  that 
we may eat in the t r a i n ) .

H o z a  u n g a  d y i w a  n h l o k o  h i  m a j e n j e  (The ants w i l l  e a t  your 
h e a d ) .

M a v u l u v u l u  n g h o n d z o  y i  s u k i l e  (T adpoles , the hammerkop has gon e ) .
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T u v a  l a n q u t a n i  M a - C h a n g a n a  (Regard the p igeon , Shangaans). 

D l a y a n i  x i k h o v a !  ( K i l l  the o w l ! ) .

N h o n g a n i  K ' i n i n ' i n i  m a k o t i  d l u v a - d l u v a  (A f l y  b u zze s ,  the 
vu ltures f l u t t e r  f o r  m eat) .

Most o f  these songs b e lon g  t o  the Tsonga t i n s i m u  n t a  l e  

b y a l u e n i  c la s s  ( s o c i a l  b e e r -d r in k  m u s ic ) .  They are sung f o r  
the m u c h o n g o l o  dancing o f  a d u lt  men and women a t  s o c i a l  b e e r -  
dr inks , where the drumming accompaniment i s  performed by m idd le -  
aged women with bab ies  t i e d  t o  t h e i r  backs . The Tsonga b e e r -  
drink i s  a formal s o c i a l  o c c a s i o n  s e rv in g  as the forum f o r  the 
a ir in g  o f  com plaints , o r  as the  m arket-p lace  f o r  a t r a n s a c t io n  
(such as payment o f  b r i d e - p r i c e ) ,  o r  the c e le b r a t io n  o f  a r i t e  
o f  passage. Such c e l e b r a t i o n s  o f t e n  l a s t  through the n ig h t ,  the 
entertainment c o n s is t s  o f  im p r o v is a t io n  upon song l i n e s .  The 
Tsonga have a way o f  speaking i n d i r e c t l y .  During a b e e r  drink 
which la s t s  u n t i l  dawn, a s in g e r  may spontaneously  s in g  "the 
pigeon does not s leep  o r  r e s t ! "

T u v a !  R i  H a m b a  N g a  t a l i

S olo : H i - y o o l  H o - y i - y o o I

H o - y i - y a !  U o - y i - y a l  Y a a - h a !
I  y a - y a l  T u v a

T u v a  l a n g u t a n i  M a c h a n g a n o - o I  
I  y e !  T u v a !  R i  h a m b a  r i  n g a  l a l i  
I  y e !  T u v a !  H e - h e  l  I - y a - 1 e - h o - b e 1 T u v a !

The Pigeon Does Not S leep  o r  Rest

S o lo :  Wheel Yoo!
Wheel Yoo! Wheel Yoo!
Hee! Yay! The p ig e o n !
Look at the p ig e o n ,  you Tsonga peop le  
Hee! Yay! The p igeon  does not s le e p  
or  r e s t
Hee! Yay! the p ig e o n !
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Machangan' i s  the term a p p l ie d  by the Tsonga to  them selves, 
and i t  d er ives  from the place-name Ntshangane, in the Lower 
Limpopo V a lley ,  Mozambique. The name was taken as a surname by 
the Nguni c h ie f  Manukosi, who ru led  in  Ntshangane in  1825. 
Henri Junod reports  the e x is t e n c e  o f  an o ld  h i s t o r i c a l  song 
which runs thus:

N d j i  w e l a ,  n d j i  v e l a ,  N u a t e m b e l  
N d j i  y a  t l h a s a  k a  N t s h a n g a n e  
S a l a  m u t i  w a  M u h a r i

I c r o s s  the r i v e r ,  0 Tembe!
I f l y  away as fa r  as Ntshangane 
Goodbye, v i l l a g e  o f  Muhari

Chief Muhari ru led  the Tembe c lan  in  1750, a p o in t  which 
may help to  e s ta b l is h  the age o f  the term Shangaan. Continuing 
our examination o f  the song , we f in d  th at  the f i n a l  l i n e s  a t t r i 
bute wakefulness t o  the p ig e o n ,  and i t  i s  a q u a l i t y  which the 
Bantu a s s o c ia te  with m essage -carry in g  a b i l i t i e s .  A l i c e  Werner 
t e l l s  o f  a Nyasaland t a l e  in  which a p igeon  s u c c e s s f u l l y  com
p le t e s  an errand to  b r in g  back a m p a n d e  s h e l l ,  and Rattray  
reports  an Ashanti t a l e  in  which a p igeon  inform s v i l l a g e r s  
that i t  i s  r e a l l y  a bew itched  c h i e f .  A B ilen e  boy once t o l d  
Henri Junod that "when someone d ie s  the headman must gather
together  a l l  the pigeons and t e l l them about the death

T u v a

C a ll : S e  t u v a - a

Response: E - y o l  R a M u h l a v a a r i d y i

C a ll : S e  t u v a r a  m u h l a v a a r i  d y i m a v e l a

Response: E - y o !  R a m u h l a v a a r i d y i  m a v e l e

C a ll : S e  t u v a - a

Response: E - y o !  R a M u h l a v a a r i d y i

C a ll : S e  t u v a r a  M u h l a v a a r i  d y i m a v e l e

Response: E - y o !  R a M u h l a v a a r i d y i  m a v e l e
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This Pigeon
C a l l : This p igeon

Response : H ee-yoo! I t  d o e s n ' t ea t  maize
C a l l : Muhlava’ s p igeon  d o e s n 't  eat maize

Response : Hee-yoo! I t  d o e s n ' t eat maize
C a l l : His p igeon

Response : H ee-yoo! I t  d o e s n ' t eat maize
C a l l : Muhlava's p igeon  d o e s n 't  ea t  maize

Response : H ee-yoo! I t  d o e s n 't ea t  maize

This s in g e r  has drawn a t t e n t io n  t o  the p ig e o n 's  e a t in g  
h a b i t s ,  and the song may o r  may not be making r e fe r e n c e  to  one 
o f  the many taboos  f o r  Tsonga women —  taboos which se v e re ly  
r e s t r i c t  d i e t  at c e r t a i n  p o in ts  on the r i t u a l  c a le n d a r .  Songs 
composed by the Tsonga fr e q u e n t ly  t r a v e l  across  n e igh bor in g  
t r i b e s  and become w id e ly  p op u la r ,  and v i c e  v e r s a . In Venda 
C h i ld r e n 's  Songs (p . 121) John B lack in g  g ives  what he d e s c r ib e s  
as a very  o l d  Venda song, which i s  in  turn r e la te d  t o  one sung 
by the Shona o f  Southern Rhodesia. I t s  t e x t  p a r a l l e l s  ours but 
i s  p resented  in  q u e s t io n  and answer form:

What do you want h e re ,  Tsonga?
I want a b ird
That d o e s n 't  e a t  maize

Among the  Tsonga, Venda and Shona o f  Southern A f r i c a ,  much 
havoc i s  wrought among crops  p reced in g  harvest t im e , by f l o c k s  
o f  b ir d s  which descend on the f i e l d s  in  large  numbers. Teams 
o f  women and ch i ld r e n  organ ise  themselves to  keep day and night 
v i g i l ,  armed with th in -ca n  ra t t l e s . S p e c ia l  songs and dances 
are  performed to  d e te r  the marauders, and dozens o f  the loud 
r a t t l e s  are shaken s im ultan eou s ly ,  in  in t r i c a t e  Tsonga rhythms.

Songtexts  o f  the Tsonga r e f l e c t  ru ra l  l i f e  c l o s e  to  nature, 
and acute f a m i l i a r i t y  with the f l o r a  and fauna o r  the reg ion  — 
tlhere are over  f i f t y  d i f f e r e n t  terms f o r  c a t t l e ,  a cco rd in g  t o  
whether young, o l d ,  in  groups, s i n g l e ,  sp o tted ,  f a t ,  th in ,  e t c .
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They a l s o  r e f l e c t  a p r o j e c t i v e  system which at 
exp la in  the even ts  o f  l i f e  — crop  f a i l u r e ,  s o c i a l  antagonism. 
At the same time they serve  a musical system which i s  among 
the most v ig o r o u s ,  m eaningfu l, r i c h ,  and var ied  in  A f r i c a .
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1 :
SUMMARY

This i s  a b r i e f  study o f  c u l t u r a l  meaning and s o c i a l  fu n ct ion  
in Tsonga songtexts . The sample was c o l l e c t e d  in Mozambique 
during a two-year stay  w ith  the Shangana-Tsonga. The research  
was funded by the Wenner-Gren Foundation f o r  A n th ro p o lo g ica l  
Research.
In the sonctexts  examined, humanized animal and b ir d  f i g u r e s  
serve a p r o je c t io n  system whereby Tsonga a n x ie t ie s  and a s p i 
ra t ions  are solved or  f u l f i l l e d  m a g ic a l ly .  B ehavioral a t t r i 
butes are assigned by an a logy  (the  cunning ja c k a l ,  the th ie v in g  
b ird )  . The songs are a s s o c i a t e d  with and co rrob ora ted  by s e ts  
o f  proverbs, both being  taught t o  the young, thus se rv in g  a 
d id a c t i c  function  fo r  e n c u l t u r a t i o n . The f ig u r e s  are sometimes 
to tem ic , frequently  a s s o c i a t e d  w ith  a game but a l s o  found 
within  long s t o r i e s ,  where they  serve  a magical overcoming 
function  as they s ing  an 'e n a b l i n g '  song.

RESUME

Dans c e t  a r t i c l e  nous avons é tu d ié  la  fo n c t io n  s o c i a l e  des 
tex tes -chantés  Tsonga a i n s i  que l e u r  s i g n i f i c a t i o n  c u l t u r e l l e .
Les matériaux ont é té  r e c u e i l l i s  au Mozambique l o r s  d'un 
sé jou r  de deux ans f in a n cé  par la  fon dation  Wenner-Gren pour 
la  Recherche A nthropo log ique .
Dans le s  tex tes  examinés, on v o i t  que l e s  animaux anthropo
morphes e t  le s  r e p ré s e n ta t io n s  d 'o i s e a u x  servent de système 
de p r o je c t io n  par le s q u e l s  l e s  a n g o is se s  e t  le s  a s p ir a t io n s  
des Tsonga sont magiquement r é s o lu e s  e t  s a t i s f a i t e s .  Les 
conduites  sont ass ignées  par  a n a lo g ie  ( l e  chacal r a s é ,  l ' o i s e a u  
v o l e u r ) . Des proverbes son t  a s s o c i é s  aux chants pour l e s  é ta yer  
tous deux étant enseignés  aux jeunes  dans un but d id a c t iq u e .
Les représentations  sont q u e lq u e fo i s  totém iques, somment a s s o c ié e s  
à un jeu ,  mais aussi in t é g r é s  à de longs r é c i t s ,  dans le q u e ls  
e l l e s  ont une fo n c t io n  magique, de l e s  chants assurant un 
pouvoir  de dépassement.
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AFRICANA MARBURGENSIA in fo r m ie r t  Uber lau fen de  und abge
s ch lo s s e n e  A rb e iten  aus a l l e n  W isse n sch a ftsb e re ich e n  an 
d er  Marburger U n iv e r s i tä t ,  so w e it  s i e  a f r ik a n i s c h e  P r o b le 
me b e t r e f f e n .  In B erich ten  und kürzeren  A ufsätzen  -  in  
d e u ts c h e r ,  e n g l i s c h e r  oder  f r a n z ö s i s c h e r  Sprache -  weisen 
Marburger und ausw ärtige  A fr ik a w is s e n s c h a f t l e r  auf A rb e i 
ten und Probleme aus ihren  F orschungsbere ichen  h in .  Für 
den In h a lt  der B e iträ g e  sind d i e  Autoren a l l e i n  v e ra n t 
w o r t l i c h .
AFRICANA MARBURGENSIA wird zweimal j ä h r l i c h  -  b i s  auf w ei
t e r e s  k o s te n lo s  -  an i n t e r e s s i e r t e  I n s t i t u t e  im Austausch 
abgegeben .
Sonderh e fte  der AFRICANA MARBURGENSIA m it einem e i n h e i t 
l i c h e n  Thema ersch e in en  unregelm äßig.

The purpose o f  the AFRICANA MARBURGENSIA i s  to  make a v a i l 
a b le  r e se a rch  n otes  from a l l  Departments o f  Marburg Uni
v e r s i t y  concerned  with A fr ica n  S tu d ie s  as w e l l  as t o  pub
l i s h  s h o r te r  a r t i c l e s  ( in  German, E n g l ish  o r  French) sent 
to  us by s c h o la r s  from e i t h e r  Marburg o r  e lsew h ere .  Re
s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  the c o n te n ts  r e s t s  s o l e l y  with the au thor . 
AFRICANA MARBURGENSIA i s  issued  t w ic e  a year and i s  d i s 
t r ib u t e d  f r e e  o f  charge on an exchange b a s i s .
S p e c ia l  i s s u e s  o f  AFRICANA MARBURGENSIA with  a u n i f i e d  
theme appear a t  i r r e g u la r  i n t e r v a l s .

AFRICANA MARBURGENSIA a pour but d ' in f o r m e r  sur l e s  t r a 
vaux term ines ou en v o ie  d 'achèvem ent con cernant l e s  p r o 
blèmes a f r i c a i n s  dans to u te s  l e s  d i s c i p l i n e s  de l 'U n i v e r 
s i t é  de Marbourg. Par des com ptes-rendus e t  exposés som
m aires en langue allemande, a n g la is e  ou f r a n ç a i s e ,  des 
cherch eurs  de Marbourg e t  d ' a i l l e u r s  s ig n a le n t  l e s  t r a 
vaux e t  l e s  problèmes de leu r  s e c t i o n  r e s p e c t i v e .  Les 
auteurs se u ls  son t resp on sa b les  du contenu de le u r s  c o n 
t r i b u t i o n s  .
AFRICANA MARBURGENSIA p a r a i t  deux f o i s  par an. Le revue 
e s t  d i s t r i b u e  gratu item ent aux i n s t i t u t s  i n t é r e s s é s  à 
t i t r e  d 'é ch a n g e .
Les e d i t i o n s  s p é c ia l e s  de AFRICANA MARBURGENSIA ne t r a i t a n t  
que d 'u n  s u je t  l i m i t é  a p p ara issen t  i r r é g u l iè r e m e n t .


