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REVIEW ARTICLES

OVAMBO RIDDLES WITH COMMENTS AND 

VOCABULARIES

(ez lapaljára a címhez csillaggal jegyzetként)

Kuúsi, Matti: Ovambo Riddles with Comments and Vocabularies. FF Communications No. 215. Helsinki, 1974. Suomalaaienen Tiedeakatemia, Academia Scientiarum Fennica, pp 125.
Professor KUÚSI published the reference book of Ovambo proverbs in 1970 (FFC 208), and the publication of this work on riddles serves as a continuation. The introduction deals with issues surrounding the collecting and ordering of riddles and briefly presents the work of Finnish missionaries, the majority of whom collected their material in the first decade of the 20th century. The 472 texts are published, according to structural principles, in three groups. 178 questions are similar to European formulae, 45 texts consist of so-called “gender-parallel” and the rest, nearly 250 riddles, of parallel findings. Africanists and folklorists had discovered the latter format earlier and considered them characteristic. An example can throw light on their nature:

235. Ekuwa lomomufitu kubau? Kashima mudjambala wamadiva.

(Does the axe ring in the forest? The dove leaves the river valley.)

KUÚSI (following the earlier research) indicates that here the two sentences are parallel and their meaning is approximately that “the nature of the axe is to cut wood; the nature of the bird is to wander”. Beyond this however, we can discover further layers of the parallelism, detailed descriptions of which both Africanistics and folklorism still owe us.  It is not only in this example that the parallel nature of the syntax is striking; (it is created here by two sentences of three words each). This is the explanation for the semantic parallelism of one of the layers. (N1-V1- location1= N2-V2-location2). Another layer is probably the one initiated by LÉVI-STRAUSS and is mainly the examination of the paradigmatic axis already successfully used in research into myths, which deals with those connections, which provide the categories of concepts (N) mentioned within a culture. It is only after looking over all the material, that we could give some kind of picture of what relationship connects the concrete forms N1 and N2, or V1 and V2. Probably here too, it is nature and culture, plants and animals, man and his ancestors, which are the main categories and these are all equally the pillars on which myths and the worldview hidden behind riddles rest. KUÚSI’s publication does not touch upon these viewpoints, which is understandable since he is imparting material, nevertheless it would not have hurt to refer to all this.

The report on proverbs is precise, first the Bantu text, followed by the possibly different variations known from the Ovambo collection, all with explanations. In some places, the explanation is in two layers: a literal meaning and a general meaning. We do not always find out however, where they come from. Clearly the sources were not unequivocal in this field either, nevertheless, on the basis of the work of the Belgian Africanist school, it might have been useful to differentiate the direct and indirect meanings, typographically for example. Certain texts (and Ovambo variations) in some places change several words. These are given in brackets. In the simpler cases these are easy to view. In the case of a few riddles with several variations (e.g. 225) however, we are given some kind of an equation-like form and cannot determine what concrete forms used them; at most we can see a general scheme of series of words. Where possible, the author refers to other African parallels, but it was not the aim of the book to list either the African or the European comparative material. This would, in any case, be premature. It is a pity that we do not find out anything about the function and use of the riddles. The indexes at the end of the book are very useful. First a list of corresponding items in the published book on proverbs, back and forth, followed by an index of eleven groups by structure and subject. (This should have been developed into a paradigmatic system.) An Ovambo glossary appears as an index, so that the reader can use it, and an English-Bantu glossary follows. Finally there is a table of contents, which explains the groupings. These explanations are not marked in the text, thus the reader meets with surprises up to the last page.

This is an extremely dense volume, which uses material sparingly. One or two riddles can be discovered in two ways. Either with the help of the index on the basis of structural characteristics, or by using the principle of the key word, first the corresponding Ovambo word must be looked up in the English index and then the Ovambo index indicates where such a text is located. All this is complicated, but a better system has not yet been provided anywhere. On the basis of both the material and the classification, the volume is a great asset for international folkloristics. Professor KUÚSI’s most recent works open up a new period for international pareumiology? and related fields. But many tasks still remain: publication must be refined, the layers of meaning and use must be referred to separately, (in other words the semantic and pragmatic examinations are not very methodical). Perhaps up to the present, this little volume has helped the most in these matters.

(Ethnographia, 1976, volume 87, No. 4., pp. 602-603.)

PAGE  

