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Abstract

The main objective of this study is to analyze the themes of the funeral dirges in
West Gojjam Administrative Zone. To achieve this objective, the researcher has
tried to collect as many funeral dirges as possible. All of these dirges are in
Amharic language. The collection was carried out by using different methods.
Then, the funeral dirges collected through audiotape were transcribed on paper.
This is followed by the classification of dirges based on subject matter. After this,
some sixty one dirges were selected and translated into English for the sake of
the analysis.

This study has five chapters. The first chapter includes introduction, statement of
the problem, objectives of the study, significance of the study, scope of the study,
limitation of the study and, methods and procedures. The second chapter
describes the social setting of West Gojjam. The third chapter explains concepts
like folklore, oral literature, oral poetry, funeral dirge, and provides a review of
related studies and the theoretical framework. The fourth chapter deals with the
analysis of funeral dirges. The last chapter is the conclusion of the study.

In this study, the funeral dirges are categorized under five major subject matters.
These are thoughts about the deceased, death, God, socio-political issues, and
other reactions to bereavement. Under each category, different themes are
identified and discussed. To begin with thoughts about the deceased, it is
possible to find praise, which is the most common theme in dirges. The sorrowful
manner of death and the decisive role of the deceased in the life of the bereaved
are also the themes conveyed through dirges. In the second category, the
inevitability of death, the unpredictability of death and the existence of life after
death are identified as themes. Thirdly,  funeral dirges that express the
mercilessness God and those that challenge his righteousness are discussed. In
the fourth category, funeral dirges which reveal criticism of the manners of the
society, the value of homeland, protest against a government and the horror of
war are explained. Finally, funeral dirges that show the feelings of loss,
helplessness, regret, compassion, and the painfulness of grief are dealt.



CHAPTER ONE

Introduction
Oral literature is a means through which society passes down its rich
experience of life from one generation to the other by word of mouth. In this
regard, Getie (2000) notes that “through oral Iliterature, the accumulated
knowledge and wisdom of any social group is conserved and handed down from
one generation to the next” (2). He further claims that oral literature includes a
wealth of information which enables one to understand a certain society. This

seems to imply that the study of oral literature is also the study of one’s society.

In a similar way, Fekade (1991) says that oral literature helps us to understand
“who we are”, “what we have” and “what we lack”. He also asserts that oral
literature records the beliefs, philosophy, depression, hopes, aspirations,

sorrows, happiness and other values of life.

Accordingly, the study of oral literature needs to be given a prominent
emphasis in the academia. In particular, the study of oral poetry, which is one
of the genres of oral literature, is important as it is prevalent in every society.
Finnegan (1977) says that oral poetry is found in all kinds of human society. In
the same way, Getie (2000), quoting Finnegan (1992), and Miller and Greenberg
(1988), also says: “Oral poetry is the most common form of oral literature
through which people’s internal feelings as well as serious issues are expressed
or brought to the fore in response to the social and physical world” (3). This
seems to explain to us that oral poetry is a means through which people
express their inner most feelings and reactions to éocial and physical events.
Thus, studying oral poetry will be helpful to understand a society’s attitudes

towards the social, economic and political issues.

There are different varieties of oral poetry. One of these particular genres of oral
poetry in which people’s sorrow and grief are predominantly expressed is

funeral dirge.



Taking the aforementioned points into consideration, this study will, therefore,

make its focus on the funeral dirges in West Gojjam.

1. 1. Statement of the Problem

Oral literature records the history, culture, beliefs, attitudes, feelings and
values of a society. In spite of its great importance, the performance of oral
literature in our society is constantly decreasing. The rapid growth of
globalization and technological innovation seem to be the reasons that impact
on the low prevalence of oral literature in our society. The interest of the young
generation in oral literature is also diminishing. The young seem to prefer
watching movies and football games of the Western World than attending to the
performance of oral literature by elders. The young generation, as a result, is on
the verge of forgetting its own culture and is beginning to appreciate a foreign
culture. This could lead to the gradual disappearance of oral literature among
our society. Thus, there needs to be a systematic collection and documentation

of oral literature before it vanishes.

In West Gojjam, where this study is conducted, the performance of funeral
dirges is being prohibited in some parts of the Zone. The society, in view of
avoiding harmful traditional practices, is being urged to stop performing dirges
at funeral ceremonies. Consequently, it seems necessary to collect and

document the funeral dirges in West Gojjam before they gradually disappear.

’I‘Iﬁough the study of funeral dirges is important in different aspects, it has so
far been given little attention. Adequate research has not yet been done on
funeral dirges, which are one of the genres of oral poetry. In support of this,
Berhanu (2002) says that funeral dirge “has not been given the attention it
deserves and adequately addressed by scholars in the social sciences.” Thus, a
study on the funeral dirges is unquestionably important. To the best of the
researcher’s knowledge, so far, there is no any comprehensive study, at local

level, which made its overall focus on funeral dirges.



Taking all these points into account, the researcher will try to answer the

following question in the course of the research;

1. What are the themes reflected through the funeral dirges in West Gojjam?

1.2. Objectives of the Study

The major objective of this study is to analyze the funeral dirges of West Gojjam

people thematically. To this end, the study has also the following specific

objectives:
1. To collect and preserve as many funeral dirges as posSible.
2. To classify the funeral dirges based on their subject matter

3. To identify the themes reflected through the funeral dirges of West

Gojjam people.

1.3. Methods and Procedures

This study is qualitative. It presents a thematic analysis of the funeral dirges in
West Gojjam. To this end, more than 400 funeral dirges were collected from
informants, teachers and a team leader in Culture and Tourism Bureau
between 19t January and 20t February, 2009. The collection and analysis of
the funeral dirges were done by employing different methods and following

some procedures.

In order to carry out the field work, a letter of cooperation was first obtained
from the Department of Foreign Languages and Literature. Next, some
necessary preparations for the field work were made. Having a letter that states
the purpose of the study, the researcher got a permission to carry out the field
work in each waradas. The first step was to look for former friends who could
help throughout the field work. With the help of these friends, informants who

are considered to be knowledgeable in composing, performing and reciting were



identified. Twelve informants were chosen from the three waradéas, four from
each. Then, a good rapport was established with the informants. In this regard,
Goldstein (1964) says that a collector needs “to establish rapport as quickly as
possible and to maintain such rapport throughout the duration of his stay”
(47).During the field work in this study, a good relationship with informants
was created by means of some incentives. Some of the informants were invited
the local ardqgi and tdla, and others were given some gifts and money. This has
made the informants to be cooperative throughout their stay with the collector.
The informants were then informally interviewed and recorded on audiotape.
Some informants who did not want to be recorded on tape dictated the texts of

the dirges for the collector.

Informal interview is the major data collection instrument used in this study.
Providing some contexts for the performance and re-playing their own voice
stimulated the informants to recite more dirges. In addition to the chosen
informants, some funeral dirges were collected from people whom the

researcher met on different occasions by chance.

As most of the informants could not come up with many funeral dirges in the
absence of a stimulating funeral ceremony, the researcher employed other
methods of data collection. In order to collect some more funeral dirges,
Amharic Language teachers at local schools were consulted. The teachers
provided a collection of funeral dirges for the researcher. They collected these
dirges from their students in the school. In order to check the presence of these
dirges in the area, the researcher read the dirges to different elders of the
waradas and they claimed the ownership of the dirges. A collection of the
funeral dirges obtained from West Gojjam Culture and Tourism Office was also

used for the purpose of this study.

To have a better understanding of the funeral dirges, some three funeral
ceremonies were attended. At this moment, a participant observation was

conducted to gain insight about the occasion for the performance of dirges. This




helped to understand how and when funeral dirges are performed. A very
limited number of funeral dirges were collected through observation. Due to
some cultural reasons, this method was not mainly used to collect dirges.
Instead, it helped to understand the circumstance that surrounds the
performance of funeral dirges. It also enabled the researcher to know the

cultural context in which the dirges are performed.

After the collection of the dirges is completed, the funeral dirges that were
recorded on tape were transcribed on paper. This was conducted with the help
of the researcher’s father as there were obviously some archaic and dialectal
expressions unfamiliar to the researcher. Then, some repetitions of dirges were

avoided.

Based on the different sources consulted and a close éxamination of the
collections, the funeral dirges were classified into five categories. The number of
dirges in each category was determined by the dirge that was already available
under each topic. Thus, a total of 261 funeral dirges were appended at the end
of this paper. From these, it is only sixty one dirges which were chosen for the
discussion of the different themes. Then, with the help of Amharic-English
dictionaries, the sixty one dirges were translated into their equivalent English
meaning. During translation, emphasis was given to the content than the form
of funeral dirges. Some cultural elements were translated directly and, then,
explanation was provided in the discussion of each dirge. Each funeral dirge

was numbered for ease of reference.

In order to shade light on the themes of some dirges, a contextual description is
given. During the collection, informants and some elders in the study area were
asked to comment on the themes and describe the context of the funeral dirges.
In addition to this, a close examination of the texts of the dirges was carried out
to find out the themes. Dorson (1972) explains different theories to the study of
folklore. According to him, these theories are not exclusive of each other.

However, this study is predominantly dependent upon the contextual theory.



1.4. Significance of the Study

The study collected and preserved the funeral dirges in West Gojjam. It may
help people in the coming generation to know how their ancestors express their
grief and sorrows through funeral dirges. Besides, the study can be helpful for
psychologists, sociologists, anthropologists, historians and other researchers
who are interested to study the people of West Gojjam. It can also assist
folklorists who may conduct their study in the different genres of oral literature.

This study can also serve as a document for further research in the area.

1.5. Scope of the Study

In West Gojjam Administrative Zone, there are different genres of oral poetry.
However, this study has made its focus on funeral dirges, which is one of the
particular forms of oral poetry. The funeral dirges are chosen since they are one
of the untapped genres of oral poetry in the area. Besides, it is difficult to deal
with all the genres of oral poetry as it could be unmanageable. Thus, the
specific genre of oral Poetry i.e. funeral dirges have been the focus of this study.
In particular, the themes that were raised in the dirges were examined As there
is no limit to the invention of themes in dirges, the researcher does not want to

claim that the themes identified are exclusive.

In west Gojjam Adminstration Zone, there are about nine Warddas (districts).
However, the study was conducted in the three Warddas (districts) of the Zone.
These are jabi Tdhnan, Ddmbdééa and Ddga Damot. jabi. Tdhnan Warada is
chosen because the researcher is well acquainted with it as it is his birth place.
The researcher believes that conducting the study there has made things easy
as it has been possible to identify and contact informants with no difficulty.
Ddga Damot is chosen since it is one of the remote areas in the region. This, the
researcher believes, has helped to collect funeral dirges with their original flavor

and taste. The third Warada (i.e.Ddmbdiééa) is selected as it is simply found



between jabi Tdhnan and Ddga Damot Warddas.This makes it easy to collect

data as the Wardda can be accessed easily.

In general, there are three main reasons for the selection of these Wéaradas

(districts);
1. The researcher has adequate knowledge of these Waradas.

2. The chosen areas are neighboring Waradas. Their proximity to each other

makes it easy for transport during data collection.

3. As to the knowledge of the researcher, there has been no research
conducted particularly on the funeral dirges of these areas. Thus, the

researcher wants to fill this gap.
1.6. Limitation of the study

The collection of funeral dirges was a difficult task. A Very limited number of
dirges were collected during the actual occasion i.e. at funeral ceremonies. Due
to the cultural barrier and the pathos of the situation, it was extremely difficult

to record the funeral dirges at the occasion of their performance.

In addition to this, most of the informants could not recite many funeral dirges
in the absence of a stimulating funeral ceremony. -Some previously identified
informants said that they could not come up with any dirge in the absence of a
stimulating funeral ceremony. Others said that they do not want recite dirges in
the “good times” when nobody is dead. Thus, the researcher had to rely on
other methods for collecting the dirges. In this regard, the collection of dirges

from local teachers and a team leader in Culture and Tourism Bureau has been

found important.

Due to cultural differences, the translation of dirges into English was also a
difficult and tiresome task. Since dirges carry some cultural elements, it was
troublesome to find their equivalent expression in English. Thus, emphasis was

given to the content than the form of the dirges.
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Classifying the dirges and identifying their themes have also been a mind
boggling task. This is because they are interrelated. Thus, the researcher would

like to admit that the categories are not completely exclusive of each other.



CHAPTER TWO

Social setting of West Gojjam

In order to investigate the themes of the funeral dirges in West Gojjam Zone, it
is important to understand the overall context in which they are performed. To
this end, this chapter tries to give a brief description of the study area and its

funeral ceremony.

2.1. Description of the study Area

West Gojjam is one of the eleven zones in the Amhara Region of Ethiopia. It is
named after the former province of Gojjam. It is bordered on the south by the
Abay River which separates it from the Oromia Region, on the West by Agew
Awi Zone, on the North West by Benishangul Gumz region, on the north by
Lake Tana, on the northeast by Bahir Dar and the Abay River which separates
if from Debub Gonder, and on the east by East Gojjam. Its highest point is

mount Amedamit.

The Waradas in the zone are semen Achefer, Bure Zuria, Bahr Dar Zuria, Yilma
na Densa, mecha, Sekela, Quarit, Dega Damot, Dembecha, Jabi Tehnan, Bure,

wonberma, Goncha, Debub Achefer, and Finoteselam town.

According to the report of the 2007 population and Housing census of the
central statistics agency, this zone has a total population of 2,107,723, of
whom, 1,058,775 are males and 1,048, 948 are females. Among the total
population, 183, 499 and 1,924,224 live in urban and rural areas respectively.
With an estimated area of 13,972.36 square kilometers, West Gojjam has an

estimated population density of 174.47 people per square kilometer.

The largest ethnic group reported in West Gojjam is the Amhara (99.43%); all
other ethnic groups make up 0.57% of the population, Amharic was spoken as
a first language by 99.46% and the remaining 0.54% speak other languages.
98.28% practice Ethiopian Orthodox Christianity, and 1.59% of the population




are Muslims. Farming is the occupation of the majority of the people in the
zone. The infrastructures of the zone (transport, education, health, telephone,
electricity and water supply, and other modern establishments like industries)

are still at low levels though they have shown some improvements in recent

years.

As far as the history of the beginning of settlements in the zone is concerned,
there seems to be no adequate research so far. Yihenew (1996:25) notes that
“historical materials about the region are limited to the history of kings and
emperors who ruled the region one after the other”. Historians note that the
composition of the people of West Gojjam is from different ethnic groups.In this
regard, Tadesse (1994), in his article entitled “Ethiopia in Miniature: the peopling
of Gojjam” puts the following:

The central position assumed by Gojjam following the
crucial changes of the 16%"c was pregnant with
significant events... when the state took refuge behind
the great Abay loop, many of its dependants and local
subjects followed it there representing...the .diverse
elements of the pre-16thc. What took effect in Gojjam can
therefore be seen as “Ethiopia in Miniature.” ... all the
major language families in Ethiopia-Nilo-Saharan,
Cushitic, Omotic and Semetic are almost completely

represented in Gojjam today (961).

From the above quote, it is possible to understand that the present people of

West Gojjam have different ethnic backgrounds.

In order to understand the different interactions and historical events that
people went through, it may be better to refer to the different cultures of the

people. In West Gojjam, one of such situations that help to understand the

10



N ASARNR S c ERIES

people is a funeral ceremony. In particular, the performance of dirges at funeral
ceremonies may be found to be important as it reveals the pathos of the
situation at that particular time. With regard to this, the funeral dirge
composed by a dirge singer in Gojjam in the 19% century can be taken as a
good example. This dirge was composed by a dirge 'singer who lost her clothes
and sheep during the war between King Takla Haymanot of Gojjam and
Emperor Yohannes IV of Ethopia. According to Takla Tsadiq Mekuria (1982),
the soldiers of Yohannes IV have confiscated the clothes and slaughtered the
sheep of this particular dirge singer who captured her feeling through the

following dirge.
NART @ 13 NANTLLP
NPL4.0 “Lhiady 0120 5746P:
NoA+ ao-( N7 WML

PRI RO16A 4.69° hihP::

In the name of the lord, your companion
In the name of St. Michael, your defender
In the name of the Tablets of law

Let you have mercy on Gojjam

And we do not take you as a coward.

The above dirge expresses the severity of Yohanneé IV attack on Gojjam. The
speaker of this dirge is appealing for mercy. Takla Tsadiq Mekuria has used

this dirge as evidence for such historical events.

As this study makes it focus on funeral dirges, the following section tries to
describe the funeral ceremony in West Gojjam, which is the occasion for the
performance of dirges.

11




2.2. The Funeral Ceremony in West Gojjam

In West Gojjam, the elaborateness of a funeral ceremony varies based on the
social status, age, accomplishments, personal qualities and the manner of the
death of the individual. Premature and accidental deaths usually involve
elaborate ceremonies. This is particularly because the number of people who

attend the funeral ceremony in such circumstances is very big.

The moment a person is proved dead; members of his family announce the
death by shouting and wailing. Thus, neighbours and relatives in the nearby
village come and join the mourning. At this time, elders in the society prepare
the body of the deceased for burial. They thoroughly wash the corpse first and
arrange the parts of his body for burial. This involves putting hands crosswise,
closing the eyes and tying the toes together. Then, the corpse will be covered
with a white cotton clothe (usually with ndtdla). After this, the corpse stays in
the house until relatives and friends in the nearby areas have arrived. In the
meantime, a messenger is sent to relatives who are far away. For the nearby
friends and relatives, there is usually a person who is paid to announce the
death of a person. This person announces the death of the person by playing a
trumpet loud and then calling the name of the deceased aloud and identifying
him with his immediate kinship. The trumpeter says, “Ato__. is dead, come and
give a company to his burial ceremony”. In some cases, the trumpeter stands
on a highland area and announces the death loudly. The residents and
relatives, who have heard the death of the man late join the crowd by wailing
and then hugging the bereaved family members on the neck. This is usually
done to express their sorrow and sympathy to the bereaved. At this time, the
male members of the ‘idir, the local association which is responsible for
carrying out funeral ceremonies, erect a tent in front of the deceased’s house.
In the meantime, the priests perform the ‘fithat’ (prayers of forgiveness) for the
deceased. Some grave-diggers will also be sent to the church. The women
members of the ‘dir’ are busy preparing a banquet for mourners who come

back from the funeral ceremony in the church.
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While the coffin leaves the house, members of the deceased family, friends and
compatriots are gripped by grief and sob intensely. In the church, it is usually
common to see an organized kind of mourning. When some men prepare the
grave and the ‘fithat’ (prayers of forgiveness) is conducted, the corpse is placed
in the middle of the mourners. It is at this moment that funeral dirge singers
perform a lot of dirges. The dirge singers are professionals who may be invited
and paid. In some cases, the dirge singers show up at funerals and perform
dirges without being invited. This happens if they have a close relationship with
the deceased. In most cases, the singers perform the dirges with a melancholy
rhythm. It is also accompanied by mourners in the crowd. When a dirge is
performed, the crowd mourns together by saying ‘eh, eh, eh...” or by beating
their chest with their hand. When the mourners beat their chest with hands

they produce the ‘woy... woy... woy...” sound turn by turn.

In the funeral ceremony, dirges make the sorrow or grief intense as they refer to
the deceased and touch the feeling of the mourners. It is obvious that dirges
invoke sorrow and sympathy in the pathetic situation. In west Gojjam, No
wailing is allowed during the performance of the dirges. However, the bereaved
may weep. Dirge singers usually perform dirges on behalf of the bereaved. In
particular, the dirge singers stress the relationship between the bereaved and
the deceased. Through dirges, the personal qualities and achievements of the
deceased are celebrated. The sorrowfulness of the manner of the death also
finds expression in dirges. Dirge singers, in general, try to break the hearts of
the mourners by raising different issues about the deceased, death, God etc.

The performance of dirges usually stops when the priests finish their prayers.

After the ‘fithat’ (prayers of forgiveness), the mourners will move around the
church three times holding the body of the deceased. Then, the corpse is taken
to the grave for burial. At this moment, the bereaved and the mourners in

general become highly emotional, and wail intensely. As soon as the coffin is

13




put into the pit, it is the priest who first fills it with a handful of soil. Then after,
all the men who are around the pit fill in the pit with shovelfuls of soil. This

part of the ceremony does not involve women.

When the burial rite is over, all mourners and the bereaved sit on the field near
the grave yard. Then, the elders in society give a blessing which involves
wishing the deceased to join the heaven and expressing condolence for the
bereaved. After this, the crowd goes to the home of the deceased. At the time
the people arrive at the house of the deceased, they get their hands washed and
are served with “Shibra Kolo” (roasted Chick peas). Then, a banquet will be
served to the bereaved and the mourners by the members of the ‘idir’. At this
moment, there is always the narration of the circumstance of the death of the
person. For three consecutive days, the bereaved receive those who come to
condole inside a temporary tent, which was erected by members of the ‘idir’.

After three days, the tent will be removed.

For some unlimited time, the bereaved express their sorrow by different ways.
They shave their head and leave their beard. The bereaved are also dressed in
black and avoid the use of ornaments. At home, the photos of the living will be
turned over while the deceased’s picture remains as it is. A feast is also served
to priests in commemoration of the deceased. This is usually held on the 7th,
12th and 40t day, and every year for the coming seven years. Funeral dirge

may, in some cases, be performed at these memorial rites.

After describing the occasion of the performance of funeral dirges, the next
chapter will try to discuss the terms, concepts, studies and theories which are

related to funeral dirges

14




CHAPTER-THREE

Review of Literature

In this chapter, a discussion of some basic terms and concepts, and a review of
related studies and a theoretical framework will be presented. To this end, the
umbrella term i.e. folklore will be explained first. Then, oral literature in general
and oral poetry in particular will be discussed. This will be followed by a
discussion on funeral dirges. Then after, a review of some works related to

funeral dirges will be given. Finally, the theoretical framework is briefly

discussed.

3.1. Folklore

The term ‘Folklore’ was first coined in 1846 by an Englishman, William Thoms
(Wikipedia). Thoms used this term for what was then called “Popular
antiquities.” Folklore, thus, embarked on as a study of ‘antiquities’. The
definition of the term “folklore” has been an issue of academic debate ever since
it was coined (Dundes, 1965:1). Different scholars have tried to define folklore
in different ways. To begin with, Abrams (1981) defines it as follows; “Folklore
... has been the collective name applied to verbal materials and social rituals
that have been handed down... primarily, by word of mouth and by example, ..”

(66). According to him, Folklore includes ‘verbal materials’ and ‘social rituals.’

Georges and Jones (1995) have also defined it as follows:

The word folklore denotes expressive forms, processes,
and behaviors (1) that we customarily learn, teach, and
utilize or display during face-to-face interactions, and (2)
that we judge to be traditional (a) because they are
based on known precedents or models, and (b) because
they serve as evidence of continuities and consistencies
through time and space in human knowledge, thought,
belief, and feeling (1).

15



The above quotation seems to explain to us that folklore represents ‘expressive
forms,” ‘processes’ and ‘behaviors’ that pass down through ‘face-to-face
interaction’ and conserve traditionally obtained human knowledge, thought,
belief and feeling. On the other hand, Dundes (1965) tries to define folklore by
listing a number of its forms. He believes that ‘a definition consisting of an

itemized list might be the best type for the beginner.”

Similarly, Dorson (1972) explains the term ‘olklore’ in terms of its four
groupings. These are social customs, performing arts, oral literature and
material culture. Okpewho (1992) also says that “... the folklore of a people
consists essentially of two kinds of activity: what these people traditionally say
(e.g. songs, proverbs, tales) and what they traditionally do (weaving, dance,
rituals)” (5). However, for the sake of this paper, it is better to see folklore’ as it
comprises; social customs, performing arts, oral literature and material culture.

In the following section, one aspect of folklore i.e. oral literature will be dealt.

3.2. Oral Literature

Oral literature has been given different names by different scholars. Some of
these names are ‘oral folklore’, ‘verbal arts’, ‘expfessive literature’, ‘orature’,
‘primitive literature’, ‘traditional literature’, ‘unwritten literature’, ‘popular
literature’, ‘folk literature’ and ‘folklore’ (as noted in Greenway (1964), Dorson
(1972), Okpewho (1992), Finnegan (1970), Fekade (1991) and others). These

scholars who name this genre in different ways have their own reasons for

saying so.

In most cases, scholars have not tried to provide the definition of oral literature
in exact terms. They, rather, prefer to explain it in terms of its characteristics,
functions and forms. Thus, it seems necessary to deal with these aspects of oral

literature.
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As far as the characteristics of oral literature are concerned, Finnegan (1970)
has tried to explain them in detail. One of the major characteristics is ‘the
significance of actual performance’. Finnegan claims that “oral literature is by
definition dependent on a performer who formulates it in words on a specific
occasion-there is no other way in which it can be realized as a literary product”
(1979:2). The actual performance is, therefore, the only means through which
oral literature unveils itself. The continued existence of oral literature relies on
its actual performance. The performance of oral literature can be more realized
by devices such as ‘expressiveness of tone’, ‘gesture’ facial expression’,
‘dramatic use of pause and rhythm’, ‘the interplay of passion, dignity or

humour’, ‘receptivity to the reactions of the audience,’ etc,(Finnegan, 1970:3).

The second related characteristic of oral literature is ‘the question of
improvisation and original composition.’ In this regard, Finnegan (1970:7) says
that the oral artist or “the performer introduces variations on older pieces or
even totally new forms in terms of the detailed wording, the structure, or the
content”. This, according to her, happens during the actual performance
through a technique of delivery ‘that heightens its artistic effectiveness’ (Ibid).
She further claims that such type of innovation varies with both genre and
individual performer. Changes that occur, in other words, are dependent on the

form of oral literature and the skill of the individual performer.

Another important factor which is directly related to actualization and creation
of a piece of oral literature is the audience (Finnegan, 1970:10). Since the Oral
artist cannot get away from a face-to-face interaction with his audience, he is
likely to exploit the situation and be influenced by it (ibid). The audience can be
exploited, for instance, in the performance of sung lyrics where the poet acts as
leader while the audience performs as a chorus. On the other hand, the
presence and reactions of the audience may greatly influence the actual
performance. In particular, the type of audience can impact on the mood,
content and form of the literary expression (Finnegan, 1970:10-11).
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According to Finnegan (1970), the other major chargcteristic of oral literature is
the significance of the actual occasion. She states that the detailed content and
form of the oral piece to be performed may be determined by the actual
occasion. The particular situations that we consider as occasions are ‘funerals’,
‘weddings,’ ‘celebrations of victory’, ‘soothing a baby’, ‘accompanying work’ and

so on (Finnegan, 1970:12).

Having all these basic characteristics, oral literature is important in that it has
different functions among the society. “One of the major usefulness of any form
of literature is that it offers delight and so relieves us of various pressures and
tensions both physically and mentally” (Okpewho, 1992:106). During the
physical conditions of work, oral literature enables us to keep up the spirits
and relieve us of the boredom (Ibid). For people who are exhausted by a day’s
hard work, they find oral literature as a means of relief and a welcome
recreation before going to sleep (Degh, 1965, and Okpewho, 1992). On the other
way, oral literature helps as an instrument or a means for the psychological
release of the tensions and grieves harbored by the artist (Okpewho, 1992). In

this regard, the funeral dirge singer can be cited as a good example.

The other function of oral literature, according to Fekade (1991:17), is its
explanatory role. The origin of life or humans and the universe is usually
explained in terms of oral literature and in particular, myths. This is to mean
that through oral literature human beings get answers to puzzling questions
they ask about their origin and the universe. Reinforcing this idea, Okpewho
(1992:110) says that “every society or community of people makes an effort to
explain certain aspects of nature or the universe in which they live... in the
form of a story that sounds reasonably original to the society and its natural
environment”. He further says that, through oral literature, a society wants “to
safeguard its outlooks and interests and thus to establish securely an identity

which they can cherish for as long as possible...” (Ibid). Thus, oral literature
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can also serve as a means through which society preserves its outlooks and
interests towards its environment. Society also builds its identity and natural

pride through oral literature (Okpewho, 1992).

Oral literature is also important in that it serves educational purposes. In this
regard, Fekade (1991) says that society employs oral literature to teach the
wisdom and values that are gained through its life experience. He further says
that oral literature shapes the personality of children and the young. In a
similar way, Okpewho (1992: 115) states that citizens of a society learn from
oral literature “about ‘who they are, their origins’ and connections, and the
peculiar ways of living’ and ‘behaving that identify them as a people”. Thus, it
seems that the inclusion of oral literature in the curricula serves an important
purpose. Fekade (1991), in this regard, emphasizes the uses of oral literature in

the curricula.

Another most significant use of oral literature is that it records the historical
cvents and facts of the past (Okpewho, 1992: 118-19). The five basic stages in
life-birth, initiation, marriage, title taking and death-are found recorded in oral
literature (Ibid). Oral literature may record events in the life of a society as well
as a private citizen (Fekade (1991), and Okpewho (1992). There are also other
functions of oral literature which are not discussed in this paper. However, it is
important to note here that the functions of oral literature differ from genre to

genre. Thus, it may be helpful to be aware of the different genres of oral

literature

According to Encyclopedia Britannica (2005), folk literature consists of prose
and verse narratives, poems and songs, myths, dramas, rituals, proverbs,
riddle and the like. In a way which seems to define the term, Okpewho (1992)
says that oral literature includes riddles, puns, tongue-twisters, proverbs,

recitations, chants, songs and stories, and it represents only the verbal aspect
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of folklore. Getie (2000), quoting Finnegan (1970), says that oral literature can
be grouped into two categories. These are poetic and narrative forms which
again comprise of different genres. Accordingly, oral poetry is grouped under
the poetic genres of oral literature. Thus, the following section will try to explain

about Oral poetry.

3.3. Oral Poetry

Many scholars agree that it is difficult to come up with a precise definition of
oral poetry. However, some of them have tried to give tﬁe definition of oral
poetry in simple terms. Taking different points into consideration, Fekade
(1991), in his book entitled “Yasndqal mamadarya” (Introduction to Oral

Literature), defines oral poetry as follows:

a folk poetry that is composed, performed,
transmitted and preserved orally and rhythmically
through songs, dirges, lamentations and others which
have a similar musical element. (86)

According to Fekade, oral poetry is composed and transmitted verbally in a

musical tone. He has also pointed out that dirges are a genre of oral poetry.

Nevertheless, Finnegan (1977: 9) asserts that “...many of the generalizations
made about oral poetry are over-simplified and misleading”. She says that oral
poetry occurs in many different forms. Therefore, “it does not manifest itself
only in the one unitary model envisaged by some scholars” (Ibid). She believes
that each of the different forms of oral poetry has its own peculiar

characteristics, which makes it unique.

The occurrence of oral poetry appears to be culture universal. It is a common
phenomenon found in every society. Finnegan (1977), in this case, says that
oral poetry is of common occurrence in literate and non-literate human society.

She believes that oral poetry is found all over the world. According to her, it is
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not something we attribute to the past or the present. It was there in the past
and it is all around us at the present time. “It is a normal part of our modern

life as well as that of more distant peoples” (Ibid: 6).

Explaining about oral poetry, Fekade (1991) also admits that it may be difficult
to have a thorough understanding and appreciation of the beauty and flavor of
oral poetry without the knowledge of literature and music. He believes that oral
poetry is usually associated with songs. Supporting this, Finnegan (1970)
claims that “much of what is normally classed as poetry in African oral
literature is designed to be performed in a musical setting, and the musical and
verbal elements are thus interdependent” (4). Thus, it seems difficult to explain
oral poetry without considering its musical aspect. Finnegan (1977) also
believes that we need to include ‘ballads and folksongs’ in the definition of oral
poetry. Similarly, Oring (1986) has a section that deals with “Ballads and
folksongs”, and Okpweho (1992) tries to explain “songs and chants” in a
separate chapter. Both of them do not have a section that treats “Oral poetry”
separately. From this, one can understand that Oring (1986) and Okpewho
(1992) believe that oral poetry can be explained in terms of songs, ballads and
chants. This may imply that it is difficult, in most cases, to elaborate oral

poetry without taking its musical aspect into account.

There are different forms of oral poetry. Finnegan (1977) identifies four broad
categories of oral poetry. These are epics, ballads, panegyric odes and lyric
poetry. Among these, lyric poetry may be considered as universal in human
culture (Ibid). She further claims that “Lyric is ...an extremely important and
wide category of oral poetry” (1977:13). For her, lyric poetry is associated with

‘song’.

According to Finnegan (1997), lyric poetry, which is usually in sung form,
consists of love lyrics, psalms and hymns, songs to accompany dancing and
drinking, political and topical verse, war songs, initiation songs, ‘spirituals’,
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laments, work songs, lullabies and others. Funeral poetry or Dirge, which is the

main focus of this study, can therefore be considered as one kind of lyric

poetry.

3.4. Funeral Dirges

In order to understand funeral dirges, it is better to begin with a brief
description of the moment that inspires its composition. Then, the concept of
funeral dirge will be explained based on the definitions given by different

scholars.

Death is among the major events in the life cycle of human beings. It is the
“unavoidable lot of mankind.” According to Okpwho (1992), “the idea or
experience of death of a relative or friend inspires a variety of reactions ranging
from despair to resignation and even courage” (156). Most African people
express these sentiments through funeral dirges’ during the ceremonies on the
occasion of the death (Ibid). In this regard, Greenway (1964) says that “Dirges-
funeral songs- are found among all people, though the forms they take and the
emotions they inspire are infinitely varied” (62). He believes that “the finest
literary effort of which any people are capable is most likely to be inspired by
death” (61). Death may be taken as one of the decisive stages in life which

inspires the composition of funeral poems.

Funeral dirge can, therefore, be explained as a form of oral poetry which is
composed and performed on the occasion of someone’s death. In his famous
book entitled, A Glossary of literary terms, Abrams (1981) tries to explain a

dirge in comparison with an elegy. He makes the following point about dirge:

The dirge expresses grief on the occasion of someone’s
death, but differs from the elegy in that it is short, less
formal and is usually represented as a text to be sung.

(46)
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According to the above quote, the dirge is a short and less formal lyrical text
that laments someone’s death. Finnegan (1970) seems to treat dirge as a form
of elegiac poetry. She also explains to us that dirges are mostly “sung round the
corpse (or round the house in which the corpse lies) while it is being prepared
for burial” (148). In this quote, one can understand that dirges are described in
terms of their place and time of performance. Similarly, Getie (2000) explains

the funeral dirges in Gojjam as follows;

Dirges or funeral songs are composed and perférmed on occasions of death
and burial ceremonies both by men and women with strong voices
accompanied with the ability to compose and improvise poems about a

variety of issues. (67)

For the sake of this study, it is important to define funeral dirge as a short,
lyrical poetic text that is composed and performed on the occasion of the death
of someone at a burial ceremony. It is through this form of oral poetry that
people capture their innermost feelings, attitudes and beliefs. A study on
funeral dirges enables one to understand the different reactions of people in
response to death. The following section will try to see some of the studies

conducted on funeral dirges at local and international levels.

3.5. Review of Related Studies

In this section, the studies which are related to funeral dirges will be reviewed.
First, some studies at international level are briefly discussed. Then, an
overview of local studies on funeral dirges is presented.

Different scholars have conducted a research on oral poetry. However, it is, to
the best of the researcher’s knowledge, only a few of them who have made their
focus on funeral dirges. In this regard, Nketia’s (1955) study on ‘Akan funeral
Dirges’ can be regarded as a seminal work. In his book entitled, “Funeral Dirges

of the Akan people”, Nketia (1955) has tried to examine the literary, linguistic
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and musical features of dirge. In particular, Nketia has discussed the themes of

dirge texts and grouped them under four major headings. These are:-

i) References to the ancestor
ii) References to the deceased

iii) References to the domicile of the ancestor and of the deceased

iv) Reflections and messages

Under each category, he has touched upon the major themes raised in the

different Akan dirges.

Finnegan (1970), in her book, ‘Oral Literature in Africa’, discusses funeral
dirges under elegiac poetry. However, her explanation of dirges seems to be
solely dependent on the work of Nketia (1955), which is previously discussed.

Finnegan identifies ‘praise’ as the major theme in dirges.

In his book entitled, ‘The content and form of Yoruba Ijala’, Babalola (1966) has
also described funeral obsequies which arc practiced in honour of a dead
hunter. At various stages of the funeral ceremony, it is common among the
Yoruba of Nigeria to perform fJjala chanting’, which is one kind of poetry in the

Yoruba (Ibid).

Okpewho (1992) has also discussed the theme of death as reflected in dirges.
He has described the context in which funeral dirges are composed and
performed. In addition to this, Okpewho identifies that sense of loss and

inevitability of death can be cited as themes in dirges.

As Vfar as the study of funeral dirges in Ethiopia is concerned, it seems that
European scholars began the collection of dirges in the last decade of the 19t
century. Stating this, Fekade (2001:50) says that Ignazio Guidi, in his
published work in 1894, included more than 30 short poems which he obtained
from azmari (Ministrel) and algash (mourner).
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To the best of the researcher’s knowledge, Ethiopian contributions to the study
of funeral dirges began at the beginning of the 20t century. In this regard,
Hiruy Wolde sillassie can be regarded as a pioneer in collecting and analyzing
the funeral dirges. In his book, entitled Ydldgso Zema git'm (Funeral Dirge)
which is published in 1910, Hiruy has provided the analysis of 40 funeral
dirges. In the analysis, he has made an attempt to provide a historical context
for the composition of each dirge and explained the meaning of each dirge in
relation to the bible and other religious books. Hiruy does not specifically
mention where he collected the funeral dirges. From the historical account
given for each dirge, however, one can understand that most of the dirges are

collected from the Gojjam and Gondar.

The contribution of the ‘popular historiographers’ such as Takle-Tsadiq
Makuria and pawlos Nono in the collection of dirges in their socio-historical
contexts is worth noting (Berhanu, 2002:1907). These writers have used the
funeral dirges to explain certain historical events. They seem to exploit oral

literature as a preserver of history.

In 1981, Admasu Déasta published a book entitled Ydmar isdt (Young honey),
which includes a collection of love poems, funeral poems, war poems and other
poems expressing oppression. He has particularly included 197 funeral dirges.

Admasu’s book is simply a collection of poems. He has not tried to analyze the

poems.

Another important work is Fekade’s book entitled Unheard Voices which is
published in 1998. In this book, Fekade has tried to analyze some funeral
dirges that were composed in response to the famine of 1984/85. This work is
similar with the present work in that it deals with poems of sorrow and grief.

However, it is specific to famine-inspired oral poetry.
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Getie (2000), Peasants and the Ethiopian State, has also collected some of the
poems for his study from funeral ceremonies. In one of the chapters in his
book, he has tried to describe funeral poetry as one of the genres of oral poetry
in Gojjam. In this work, Getie has tried to show how the peasants reflect their

responses to the government’s agrarian policy through oral poetry.

A very recent work which is relevant to the present study is Berhanu'’s article
entitled “Muso as a socio-political discourse” which is published in 2002. In
this paper, Berhanu Gebeyehu discussed how the society uses funeral dirges
(Which he calls “Muso”) to express its feelings, attitudes and griefs to a socio-
political event. The paper, nevertheless, is conﬁr}ed to dirges (MusSo) that
criticizes the community and those in political power. In particular, he
discusses the function of dirges or ‘Muso’ in depicting civil war, social criticism

and exhortation.

Yasawdédg has also discussed some funeral dirges in her book, ydbdddl wurs
yigr (let there be no inheritance of abuse), which is published in 1997. In this
book, she has tried to make a contextual explanation of some funeral dirges.
I—I'oWever, her book seems to give more emphasis for the discussion of other
genres of oral poetry. Hence, she has not touched up on the different issues

reflected in funeral dirges.

As far as the MA thesis in the department of Foreign Languages and Literature
are concerned, there seems to be no comprehensive study conducted on funeral
dirges in focus. However, some of them, in one way or another, have touched

upon this genre of oral poetry.

To begin with, Shibeshi (1986) has conducted a thematic Study of Famine-

Inspired Amharic Oral poetry. This study is similar with the present study as it
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deals with poems of sorrow and grief, which are typical features of funeral

dirges. However, the poems collected in this study are very specific to famine.

Another similar work is Daniel’s (1998) study on “Red-Terror inspired Oral
poems in Gojjam and Gonder.” In this paper, Daniel has tried to collect and
contextually analyze the major themes of the red-terror inspired oral poems.
Although Daniel has not mentioned the occasion in which the collected poems
are performed, it seems that many of the poems are funereal. However, the oral

poems are specific to red-terror.

Mesfin Messele (1999), in his MA thesis, has discussed the dirge as one of the
genres of the Abawudde’s oral poetry. In this work, Mesfin explains the
occasion and performance of the dirge. In addition to this, he has tried to
discuss the theme of 15 funeral dirges which he collected from South Wollo. In
particular, he has expressed the only theme, which is praise of the deceased, as
reflected in the dirges. Mesfin has not, therefore, seen other themes which can

be reflected through funeral dirges.

A very recent work on “subject matter analysis of Amharic oral lyric poems in
Raya” by Tesfaye (2007) can also be cited. Tesfaye says that Rayan lyric poems
have long been performed in working, wedding and funeral occasions. Saying
this, he has discussed the subject matter issues in love, marriage, elegiac,
topical and work poetry. In particular, he has explained the subject matter
issues expressed in 14 funeral dirges and identified the feelings of helplessness,
loss, disconnection and anguish as subject matter issues in elegiac poetry. By
elegiac poetry, he meant to say ‘funeral dirges.” Tesfaye’s work is very limited in

its collection and analysis of the funeral dirges

Similarly, Alebachew (2007) has also made his study on the “socio-economic
and political issues in Waghimra Oral poetry.” In this study, Alebachew says

that he has attended two funeral ceremonies so as to collect oral poems and
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understand the context in which they are performed. Saying this, Alebachew
discusses the socio-economic issues reflected in Waghimra oral poetry.
Specifically, he has explained 10 funeral dirges that reflect the central role of
the mother in the family. Thus, Alebachew’s paper is very specific in its

treatment of the dirges.

In general, the MA theses seem to treat funeral dirges as a part in the whole.
Thus, it can be said that there is no study which made. its focus solely on
funeral dirges. Almost all these MA theses are very limited and specific in

collecting, analyzing and preserving funeral dirges.

Relevant works to the present study are found among the BA senior essays of
the Ethiopian Languages and Literature. To the best of the researcher’s
knowledge, so far, there are about twenty senior essays which have made their
focus on ‘funeral ceremonies’ and ‘funeral dirges’. Those studies which have
been conducted on funeral ceremonies have, in one way or another, tried to
touch upon funeral dirges as constituents of funeral ceremonies. On the other
hand, the studies which have made their focus on funeral dirges have described
the funeral ceremonies in which the dirges are performed. These studies are
carried out in different languages. However, this paper will try to make a

review of those studies which are particularly conducted on Amharic funeral

dirges.

To begin with, Tadesse (1963) has conducted his study on “the funeral dirges of
Gojjam”. Tadesse seems to have collected the dirges from Debremarkos town
and its surroundings. He has classified the dirges based on the relationship
between the deceased and the bereaved. Thus, the categories include: dirges for
the death of a father, a mother, a sister, a brother etc. Matebie (1972) has also
classified the funeral dirges he collected from Gondar according to the

relationship one has to the deceased.
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Berhanu Mekonnen (1973) has also examined the features, content and usage
of figurative speeches of Amharic funeral dirge. Berhanu argues that it is really
difficult to associate a particular dirge with a particular section of Amharic
speaking people. He has also tried to discuss the themes of Amharic dirges
according to what they refer to: Reference to a father, mother, country, death,
deceased and living. In a similar way, Balkew (1974) and Eyader (1984) has
made their study on the funeral dirges in Menz and Addis Ababa respectively.
Balkew has discussed the funeral dirges with reference to the deceased, the

bereaved, death, God and place.

Nigussie(1974) and Worknesh (1992) have tried to study the funeral dirges
composed for the patriots in North Shewa and Gojjam respectively. Both of

them are very specific in their collection and analysis of the funeral dirges.

Another very recent work which is related to the present study is the one by
Dasash Gofa (2000) of the West Gojjam Culture and Tourism Office. Her study
is entitled “NZ°6/7</0F N C759 NANNG HLL LAMF PG PULPCNH PAR ITI°T
20T Ntevand 0TS eodn ¢4HH2E OV (A preliminary study of the
performance and oral poetry of wedding and funeral ceremonies). In this study,
she has described the wedding and funeral ceremonies in West Gojjam.
Besides, she has included a collection of oral poems that are performed during
funeral and wedding ceremonies. Dasash’s study is wider in its scope and is
simply a collection of funeral poems with no analysis. The present researcher
has found Dasash’s paper important in that it has included a number of

funeral dirges collected from the different parts of West Gojjam.
In general, one can say that the studies conducted on Amharic funeral dirges;

- are very limited in their treatment of themes
- are very specific in their collection

- do not seem to consider it as a particular genre of oral poetry
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- lack in depth analysis

Thus, it is important to have a study which makes its overall focus on funeral
dirges. The collection and analysis of funeral dirges should be conducted
regardless of the age, gender and status of the deceased, and the relationship

between the deceased and the bereaved.

Having reviewed the related studies, the researcher has tried to fill the gaps
that have been pointed out in the different papers discussed in this section.

This is carried out based on the theoretical framework presented below.
3.6. Theoretical Framework

Dorson(1972) explains twelve theories to the study of folklore. These are;
historical-geographical, historical-reconstructional, ideological, functional,
psychoanalytical, structural, oral-formulaic, cross-cultural, folk-cultural, mass-
cultural, hemispheric, and contextual. Dorson notes that these theories are not
mutually exclusive. Having this in mind, the researcher has found the
contextual and functional theories appropriate to the study of funeral dirges.
Thus, this study has predominantly made the use of contextual description to
the study of funeral dirges in West Gojjam. According to Dorson(1972),it is
possible to come up with the meaning of a folkloric item by describing the
cultural and social context of its texts. In addition to this, Dorson, quoting Ben-
Amos (1971), says that “folkloric actions are distinguished from other modes of
social interaction by ‘contextual conventions’ of time, place, and company”
(ibid; 47).In order to study folklore, it is therefore important to understand the
time, place and company of the performance of folkloric items. Thus, the next
chapter, by and large, has employed the description of the cultural and social

setting to analyze the themes of the funeral dirges in West Gojjam.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Thematic Analysis of the Funeral Dirges

In this chapter, the major themes that are reflected through the funeral dirges
in West Gojjam are discussed. For ease of discussion, the funeral dirges are
categorized under five major topics. These are thoughts about the deceased,

death, God, socio-political issues and other reactions to bereavement.

4.1. Thoughts about the Deceased

By using funeral dirges, the people of West Gojjam express their different
attitudes towards the deceased and his manner of death. In'this category, one

can find the funeral dirges that;

- express praise of the deceased
- describe the sorrowfulness of the manner of his or her death

- identify the decisive role of the deceased in the life of the bereaved.

4.1.1. Praise of the Deceased

In West Gojjam, one can find a number of funeral dirges that glorify the
deceased. In most cases, dirge singers accentuate only the good qualities of the
deceased. Obviously, praise is the most common feature of funeral dirges in
different societies (Finnegan, 1970:149).In West Gojjam, the personal and
physical traits, and achievements of the deceased are usually celebrated. With
regard to the physical appearance of the deceased, the following dirges can be

good examples.

(1) fao @ A1V favd@ Lavd@r:
AMNTL@ Satkl T£38.9° hLNPm-::
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That long neck! Oh, that long neck!
Let they fold it as the grave is not capable of holding it.

(2) £01C 977 1@ hoohd @ AL
a%? £ 3% HCTM Y0 0L

Whose hair is that over the wall?

Oh! My Gosh! Is that beautiful lady gone?

In the first poem, the dirge singer is celebrating the beauty of the deceased in
terms of his long neck. She says that the deceased was tall and handsome. She
admired his tallness to the extent of saying that “his neck needs to be folded as
the grave is incapable of holding it.” In west Gojjam, tallness is a measure of
beauty as it is in different societies. In the second poem, the dirge singer seems
to be shocked at the death of the beautiful lady. The composer has tried to
describe the beauty of the deceased by referring to her hair. From the poem,
one can understand that the deceased seems to have been identified by her
attractive hair. That is why the dirge singer tries to admire the beauty of the
deceased lady by noting to her hair. From dirge (1) and (2), it can be noted that

the attractiveness of the physical appearance of the deceased finds expression.

Benevolence is another important trait which is appreciated through the
funeral dirges in West Gojjam. The society, by making use of dirges, pays

tribute to benevolence as follows:

(3) N& A, P AT LB7I0 h&IC:
A9 L AHA T NG

Even an ox stops at a border,
When it is threatened,

But your kindness had no boundary.
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@) ANTED U0 e P BAHA:
a0 aofiooF MNP TLAN::

All the mourners call you as my dear! My dear!

Alas, you where a market where everybody has what he wants.

In the third poem, the kindness of the deceased is praised. According to this
poem, the deceased was such a king-hearted person that he did not quarrel
with anybody. Whatever bad thing people say to him, he used to treat them
kindly. The kindness of the deceased is, thus, given emphasis in this dirge. In
the fourth dirge, generosity of the deceased is admired. The use of the
metaphoric expression, ‘a market’, seems to elevate the bounty of the deceased.
This dirge singer is amazed at how the mourners showed their affection towards
the deceased. This is, according to the composer, due to the fact that the

deceased was so generous.

In West Gojjam, the strength, wisdom and achievements of the deceased are
also praised through the performance of funeral dirges. It is possible to note

these in the following dirges.

(5) HM™ @C ACTINT:
ont haot ATANFT
NG Goo L4
W WG 9Nl 97 LU NS

Being pregnant for nine months,

Breastfeeding for three years,
Giving one in marriage at ten!
Oh, my dearest mom!

What would be your favour?
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(6) £9° hALE @ L8 hh @ NV
Lq° haM.C L8 hh 0L N7
ATl PO TN AhOwg, Heb!

Alas! Is there a weaver in the kingdom of the Lord?

Alas! Is there a weaver in the kingdom of God?

.....

(7) h&-Bm @LAD- L9LLPm) (4F
A8 09" ool f T PULED- P (4T
AL AT A% 18 SHTIO- 114

The trousers known all over the province and the district,
The trousers known by the offices as well,

Let you, the lady, wander around holding it on your shoulder.

As it can be seen in number (5), the strength and patience of a mother in
bringing up children is pointed out. In this dirge, the speaker admires the
endurance that a mother has in taking care of her own child. The speaker
seems to praise not only the endurance of a mother but also her stamina.
Having praised these qualities of a mother, the speaker wonders what the favor
of a mother would be. This dirge seems to stress the point that it is difficult to

find a good turn for a mother.

Dirge (6) makes a very important point by making use of the word “tibab”. The
world “tibab” has two meanings in Amharic. The literal meaning, which is the
wax, is a traditional dress which is entirely made of cotton. The underlying
meaning of “tibab”, that is the Gold meaning, is wisdom, ability and skill of an
individual. Thus, the speaker of this dirge is conveying the message that the

dead person was a skillful and wise person. According to the dirge singer, the
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deceased was well-known of his intellectual abilities. He was the one whom the
members of the society consult in times of trouble. It is, therefore, possible to

claim that society praises the wisdom of a dead individual by means of dirges.

In dirge (7), it is the achievements of the deceased which is celebrated. This
dirge can be interpreted in two ways. The first one is that the speaker is
recognizing the heroic deeds of the deceased. In West Gojjam, “Trousers” is a
symbol of bravery or heroism. Thus, it can be said that the deceased was
known in the area as a skillful warrior. The speaker of this dirge seems to pay
tribute to the dead man’s prowess as a warrior. The second one is that the dirge
is praising the administrative skills of the deceased in the area. It is
particularly, according to the dirge singer, admiring the determination and
ability (bravery) of the deceased.in making decisions. The speaker, in other
words, is trying to point out how powerful the deceased was in the area. To put
it in short, the deceased was a man of influence in the province. Whichever way

the dirge is interpreted, it praises the achievements of the deceased.

Regarding praise of the deceased, Vernon (1970; 158) says: “In emphasizing
what is considered to be the positive characteristics of the deceased, the group
is indirectly emphasizing what is considered to be the positive qualities of

itself”. One can notice such acts of the society through funeral dirges.

4.1.2. The Sorrowfulness of the Circumstahces of Death

In the funeral ceremony, the dirge singer may express the manner of the death
of the person through funeral dirges. This is usually practiced as our reactions
to the death of a loved one may be influenced by the circumstance of his/her

death. It is particularly mournful when premature, and sudden or accidental

death occurs.

In West Gojjam, the following are mostly the prevalent manners of death that

are reflected through dirges:
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- death due to childbirth

- death after a prolonged illness

- death by suicide, murder, car accident
- death during war and

- sudden death

The following dirges are typical examples that show the circumstance of the

death an individual.

(8) MFE-®F INH mFs BT
THTE U ANIN® ool

The strong man caught by a strong disease,
Weakening him slowly,

It put him into the earth.

(9) AATFI™ AFIN- 359" Ol b5
L9° ool AGP hPST Lavs:

Ladies! Do not get married,
Gentlemen! Do not sleep with a woman,
As her child, who should have defended for her,

Puts her to an end.

(10) AANAZ® O-T-A-F N DTI° WGP
ANMMY® A mAl DP9 ACT
A7 ATES omey TCme WG

You said, “He did not eat it.”
But he ate it all,
You said, “He did not drink 1t.”
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But he drank it all,

Assuming that the snake was “injera’

And the frog was ‘wot’

(11) .27 01 ovCl @084 hoodTF@-:
Laoo- AN A Y8 CAW T @

It was the dog, which announced the death of that young man,

as it was licking his shedding blood.

As it can be seen in the above four dirges, the circumstance of the death of an
individual is expressed in a way that could trigger intense sorrow among the
mourners. To begin with, dirge (8) makes the point that the deceased has gone
through a prolonged illness. The speaker of this dirge seems to feel sympathetic
towards the suffering that the deceased went through. According to the dirge
singer, such a dirge is particularly recited for those who died of “yazdménu
Bésta” (the disease of the time) i.e. HIV-AIDS. However strong an individual is,
he cannot cope with HIV-AIDS is what the dirge singer would like to point out.
The illness was so prolonged that the deceased suffered a lot .In this dirge, it is

therefore, the prolonged iliness of the deceased which is emphasized.

In dirge (9), one can note that it is death through childbirth which is
accentuated. Death through child-bearing is one of the most sorrowful deaths
in West Gojjam. Due to this, the speaker of the dirge seems to convey her
message in a tone of anger. The speaker claims that there is no need to give
birth for a child as it could cause the death of the mother. This seems to

suggest that death through child birth is a regretful experience in the region.

Dirge (10) stresses the fact that the death of the deceased is caused by a
poisoned food. Thus, the speaker of this dirge is claiming that the deceased was

poisoned. For various reasons, people may try to kill each other. Thus, the dirge
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singer is probably asserting that there must be somebody who is responsible for

the death of the deceased.

The most horrible kind of death also finds expression in dirge (11). This dirge
seems to accentuate how dreadful the circumstance of the death of the
individual was. According to the dirge singer, this kind of dirge is recited when
the deceased is found slaughtered by a dagger. Thus, the speaker in this dirge

has tried to reveal the awful experience of the manner of the death of the

deceased.

4.1.3. The Decisive role of the Deceased in the Life of the

Bereaved

Recognition of the different roles that the deceased used to play in the life of the
bereaved is an aspect of the funeral dirges in this section. In the following

funeral dirges, it is possible to identify the specific roles of the deceased in the

life of the bereaved.
(12) hd4- AL S TNGNT ST

oA @ ATTE AA 90 9Ce hAd

A mother calls out loud,
Standing on the edge of the hill top,

“Come and eat!” is what she definitely says.

(13) +88%m-7 v-A- Al-mes® Nl mdg®:
ASE OLPT W80 hAD-PIU:
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She was filling up the holes,
Filling up the holes!
Oh! My mom is gone by now,

I do not know what to do from this time on.

(14) vtk AETFT U-AT 1@ hooNTa-
Mg AZTH AT 90 hooAT@-
AL ALLS AT 18AT @

Your two children have two traits,
Your three children have three traits,

Let me be gone and you come, instead.

Dirge (12) points out the role of the deceased as a mother in the life of the
bereaved. The role of the deceased mother as a care giver is emphasized in this
dirge. The speaker seems to hold the assumption that a mother is always there
to provide care for her children. According to the speaker, giving care for her
children is the only thing that concerns a mother. Thus, dirge (12) reveals the

role of the deceased as a mother and care giver for the bereaved.

In dirge (13), the deceased mother is identified as a problem solver. According
to the speaker of the dirge, it was his mother who used to be there when she
encountered a problem. However, the speaker seems to lose hope as the one
who solves her problems is gone. The deceased, in this dirge, is portrayed as a

mother whose role was to get the bereaved out of his troubles.

Dirge (14) is a funeral poem that laments the death of one’s wife. In this dirge,
the husband is mourning that he is not capable of dealing with the different

traits of his children. The speaker of the dirge, who is the husband, seems to be
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wildered as to how he raises his children. The speaker, in this regard, appears

to acknowledge the significant role of his dead wife in bringing up children.

In short, the above three dirges identify the decisive role of the deceased as a

mother or wife who is a care giver and /or problem solver for the bereaved.

It is also possible to see some other roles of the deceased as revealed through

the dirges that follow:

(15) TATTG 994 né 140 190
YPPAl WL PN IPw::

A strong wind blew yesterday night,

And uprooted the central pillar of the house.

(16) NCPS A @32 $L hd THTNNA:
PAIC N9170.0 AN hA9® e

“Bdarqgan” and “wdnge” remained quarreled,

As the mediator of the country is lost (gone).

(17) £ +389° &h-A 1L T9L@F:
E9G $LI°G SHNA N4

That horny antelope is going down there,

You, the hero! Go ahead of him and calm him down.

Dirge (14) is mourned for the death of a father. It is the decisive role of the
father which is accentuated in the dirge. It seems that the bereaved family was
solely dependent on the deceased. According to the dirge singer, the father was

the only source of income for the bereaved family. The death of the father
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appears to be devastating for the bereaved. The dirge seems to depict the

central role of the deceased in the family.

Dirge (15) identifies the role of the deceased as a mediator. “Bdrgari’ and
“widnge” are place names that represent the people of the area. Thus, the
speaker of this dirge is saying that the two peoples of these two areas are not
yet reconciled as the mediator is gone. The deceased, in this dirge, is portrayed
as one who plays an important role in bringing about reconciliation between the

two parties.

In dirge (16), the speaker reveals to us that the deceased used to play an
important role in defending the peace and security of the community. The
expression “horny antelope” represents one who disturbs the peace and
security of the community. The speaker of this dirge seems to be confident in
the deceased role of calming the “horny antelope” down. Thus, the speaker of

this dirge depicted the role of the deceased as a defender of the community.

To sum up, dirge (14), (15), and (16) have identified the role of the deceased as

mediator, defender and decisive to the bereaved family or to the community.

4.2. Thoughts about Death

In this category, the funeral dirges that express; the inevitability of death, the
unpredictability of death and life after death are discussed. These dirges reveal

to us what people think about death in the area

4.2.1. The Inevitability of Death

According to Callahan, in Spiro, et al (1996: xii), death “is a reality to be
accepted as a fixed and necessary part of life.” The following funeral dirges

show us what the society says about the inevitability of death.
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(N AN AGE9° L8 A%9" @LHfm i
@I ao¥ILE LG 1A o

5 You go first and we follow you,

As passenger is always one following the other.

(18) 7°% Noo-(LT4 777 NANALAGE ool gLl
AL Pwa TIC tavh g i

However attractive we are,
However decorative we are,
However beautiful we are,

Alas! We, human beings, turn to mud.

(19) hmg 1& W@ aolfy 7L avpPd:
AL9° hA L 1Y P hmé-u- dl

* Alas! To be human is to be forced to depart,
When it is my turn,

I will also be gone.

The speakers of dirge (17) make the point that they will not live in this world
forever. Though some of their loved ones are already dead, they claim that they
will be the next. They take the death of their loved ones as unavoidable. In this
dirge, it has been generally pointed out that nobody avoids facing death. It is
inescapable. In a similar way, dirge (18) also asserts that death is “the
unavoidable lot of human kind.” According to the speaker of this dirge, death is
a defining moment which levels people of different kinds. However glamorous
we may be, it is obvious that we all come to an end. This is what the dirge

singer conveyed through this dirge.
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On the other hand, dirge (19) expresses the inevitability of death in terms of our
span of life. The speaker of this dirge appears to hold the position that
everybody has a predetermined span of life. We are here till we finish our
predetermined life span. Accordingly, death is the final destiny of all human
beings. The speaker says that she will be gone when it is her turn. In this way,

she points out that death is inevitable.

The above three dirges generally draw our attention to the inevitability of

death. They stress out that we need to accept death as the ‘unavoidable lot of

human kind.’

4.2.2. The Unpredictability of Death

As we can see in the dirges that follow, death is usually the most shocking and
unexpected experience of the people in West Gojjam. In support of this, Vernon
(1970:142) says; “Despite the inevitability of death, and the existence of societal
patterns developed to adjust to death, it seems that bereavement is usually
unexpected and is frequently accompanied by some degree of shock”. The

following dirges reflect this view.

(20) Adh, AFPE@- PHET EIPNC:
YIN ABIC AFE BUG 99847

Let me just weep for this morning,
As I do not know,

That I will be alive by tomorrow.

(21) war oolP7 W &PCT N2 haNu:
AT O Y@ @8 P9 APA:
We are humans as our body is flesh,
Alas! Why are you crying?
Is he really dead?
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4.2.3. The Existence of Life after Death

In West Gojjam, most of the people are the followers of Ethiopia Orthodox
Church. As they are Christians, the people of West Gojjam believe that there is
life after death. Perhaps, it is a means of gaining hope when we lose loved ones.

This belief of the society can be witnessed in the following funeral dirges.

(23) m,2 NAT 477 ®L 1kt
PILY AAY° 1+ NPC 977 a0k

Sleep on the side of heaven,

As life on earth is worthless.

(24) N9 rHE - (W oo N4.LN0:
Nn2m- MEe arAhwhi::

The eighth thousand is coming soon,

When we are sniffing around to satisfy our worldly desires.

In dirge (23), the speaker makes two points. In the first line of the dirge, the
speaker appears to urge the deceased to join the heaven. In the second line, the
speaker conveys the message that life in this world is of no value. At the
expense of the worldly life, the speaker advises the deceased to join heaven. In
this case, the speaker is making it clear that we do not need to fear death as
there is eternal life on heaven. Thus, the existence of life after death is the

message that this dirge conveyed.

Dirge (24) was composed for those who died of HIV-AIDS. According to the dirge
singer, HIV-AIDS is a punishment brought against the people as they are
always in hurry to fulfill only their worldly desires. Thus, this dirge warns the

people that the end of this world is coming very soon. It indirectly states that
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£MED LNTT oo TR e LHT Ui
ANLCY LT aoTLNE BHT U !
P 1 ALLCH FTTAAT U
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Look for the Creator! Holding an axe,
Looking for God! Holding an axe,

As you find him destroying people’s house.

Dirge (25) was composed for the death of a pregnant woman. In this dirge, a
comparison is made between the acts of God and a thief. The speaker indirectly
states that a thief is more sympathetic than God as he does not steal a
pregnant cow. In this case, it is the acts of the thief which is considered

reasonable. However, the dirge portrays God as one who does not have mercy

for the weak.

Dirge (26) is mourned, in particular, for the death of a young lady or gentleman
who has not yet given birth for a child. In this dirge; the speaker expresses her
anger against God. This anger is manifest through a comparison made between
God and a farmer. The speaker clearly states that the farmer is far better than
God as he is sympathetic towards his crops. Accordingly, a farmer does not
harvest his crops before they yield fruits. Nevertheless, the dirge singer
expresses her anger against God whom she thinks is the one that kills people
before they even give birth for a child. Thus, the cruelty of God is also the

meSsage conveyed in this dirge.

Dirge (27) is imaginative of the acts of God. At first reading, it seems that the
speaker of this dirge is urging us to join God in the destruction of people’s
house. It is ironic that the speaker makes such a comment. In the first two
lines of the dirge, however, the speaker is probably suggesting that we need to
say ‘No!’ to such acts of God. In the third line of the poem, it is stated that God

is not sympathetic to any person. According to the speaker, God is always there
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You did wonderful when you create the earth,

You spent the time for nothing when you create man.

(31) AST T1AY KT TAAD
POl AL TV oot CL FaPAY::

You kill a mother, you kill a father,
You do not know what judgment is,

As you are ‘the son of a lady’.

In a tone that appears similar, Dirge (28) and (29) challenge acts which are
presumably committed by God. Dirge (28) is lamented for the death of a child.
Why is the need to put him to death at an early age? Why does God do away
with a child? Is there an authority other than God during the judgment day?
These are questions that are indirectly addressed to God by the speaker of dirge
(28). In a similar way, dirge (29) seems to pose the following question to a third
party. Why does God create man if he puts him to an end later on? In both
dirges, the speakers have challenged the righteousness of God. They appear to
doubt the righteousness of God

What the dirge singer identified as the wrong acts of God are also reflected in
dirge (30) and (31). In these dirges, one can note that the society may, due to
the loss of loved ones, fiercely attack God beyond expected. In dirge (30), the
speaker admires the power and ability of God in creating the moon, the sky, the
sun, and the earth. This is pointed out purposefully as the universe is ever-
lasting or permanent. It expresses God’s ability of creating undying elements of
the cosmos. Nevertheless, in the last line of the dirge, the speaker assures God
that he spent his time extravagantly in creating human beings. It points out
that God created a mortal creature as opposed to the immortality of the sun,
the moon, the earth and the sky. Thus, dirge (30) identifies the wrongness of

God in creating mankind. In a similar way, dirge (31) puts the feeling of the
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speaker towards God in a tone of anger. The key expression in this dirge is
“yaset lij nah” (you are the son of a lady), which means ‘a misbehaved’, fll-
mannered’, or ‘impudent’. Such an expression is a great insult among the
people of West Gojjam. The speaker of dirge (31) deliberétely describes God
using this expression so as to convey the message that God does not have what
it takes to judge the acts of the society. The speaker further claims that God
does not have the know-how to judge the acts of the society. In short, the

speaker of dirge (31) identifies the incapability of God to pass judgment.

The funeral dirges discussed in this section generally show us the extent to
which society goes to defy God’s righteousness when it faces the loss of loved

O1eEsS.

4.4. Thoughts about Socio-Political Issues

In West Gojjam, the reaction of the society towards socio-political moves finds
expression through dirges. The funeral dirge singer, by making use of dirges,

tries to;

- criticize the manners of the society
- point out the value of homeland
- express protest against a government and

- describe the horror of war

In this section, we will try to see funeral dirges that reveal the above four

thoughts of the society.

4.4.1. Criticism of the manners of the Society

In west Gojjam, funeral dirges are used as an instrument for correcting some

wrong acts of the society. This can be observed in the following dirges.
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(32)

(34)

(35)

aAf oomPed® GHmG Hoo &
A9°T OF OF LoonAF N TN
Putting aside to help each other when we were alive,

And over crying as death comes is like madness.

NEL Ao 18 TCw A PAP:
Paofid- AF 10 ¢AY::

Looking so happy,
The unrelated ate injeraq,

Where were they in the time of adversity?

CAhN ALET LCE1 PAT V-
Phhn LT QCH - PAT U
AMABLT WHSY Y AR PAPT U

Friends of the deceased who own a company
Friends of the deceased who own a distributor’s agency

Look! This is how people fail.

Lav- OCL OCL WINNT oo3eC 27598 18N
ALLLEN T P4LNLnm-:

The stone dammed up his shedding blood

Though he was beaten when nobody accused him

Dirge (32) was composed for the death of a poor man who was not helped
enough by his relatives when he was alive. It is common that people express
their intense grief at the death of someone though they did nothing to help the
deceased during his life time. In this dirge, the speaker is suggesting that the

society needs to help each other in times of trouble. It is better to take care of
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someone when he alive. This dirge seems to go with the following English

proverb;

“Don’t cry over spilt milk”
According to the dirge singer, it is advisable that an individual stands by his

relations before they are gone.

Dirge {33} was composed for the death of a generous person. According to the
dirge signer, a few people attended the funeral ceremony of the deceased in
spite of his generosity. Thus, this dirge is composed in order to attack those
who have not attended the burial ceremony. In other words, the dirge singer is
making the point that the society should be there to share not only happiness

but also grief. This dirge reminds one to refer to the Amharic Saying which goes

as follows;
ANOL POAT" WL “IC Y00
Aligog POAT A3L PO, 10
What we feed for the unrelated is like honey, and
What we feed for a relative is like butter.

According to the above saying, a relative is always there no matter what,
whereas the unrelated may easily forget us. In a similar way, there is also an

English saying which is put as follows;
“In times of Prosperity, friends are plenty,
In times of adversity, friends are empty.”

Both the Amharic and the English sayings seem to reinforce the message

conveyed through dirge (33)
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Dirge (34) was composed for the death of a rich man who appears to have been
unhappy in his life time. This was because the society used to outcast him as
he was greedy. Thus, the dirge singer states that an individual needs to lead a
happy life by being sociable and friendly. She indirectly states that an
individual who is rich today does not have to show off as he may be bankrupt
the next day. The dirge singer is also suggesting the rich people to share what

they have with the society.

Dirge (35) was mourned for the one who was beaten to death. In this dirge, the
speaker clearly states that the deceased was not accused of any wrong doings.
The dirge singer is implicitly making the point that the society needs to solve its
disputes by legal means before it goes to attack each other physically. She is
advising the people to abide by the rule of law. According to this dirge, it is
advisable for the society to solve its disputes by peaceful and legal means

rather than force.

4.4.2. The Importance of Homeland

In the following dirges, one can note the place of homeland in the hearts of the

people of West Gojjam.
(36) TC M@ UIC O QC LLIC PN

TIO-9° AR NATT AL Lme PN

Living in a foreign land,
And death in a homeland is wonderful,

As everybody hugs you on the neck.

(37) nrt Qo YIC wCo A
hwo- PNAM Ared ATNA:
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You are in a foreign land,
When your homeland is somewhere else,

Though you did not eat better ‘injera’ than others.

(38) he THETY BAOT 4By ANaoAbID- i
@ LT W BT Aav L)
A W1l NPC oo WY A8 W@

Oh, forgive me Damot’ and let me turn back,
Oh, forgive me my homeland and let me turn back,

As I have nobody other than my homeland.

In the above three dirges, it is palpable to understand that the society views
homeland as an important and comfortable place to be successful in life. To
begin with, dirge (36) was mourned for the one who died in a foreign land. It
was composed in a burial ceremony where a few people attended as they do not
know the deceased. In this dirge, however, the importance of living in a
homeland is indirectly addressed. “Death” in this dirge suggests the problems
or troubles that one faces in life. Thus, the speaker of this dirge indirectly
states that it is in your homeland that people lend their hands to you when you
face troubles. It is in a homeland that one copes up with the troubles in life as

he will have the spirit and strength.

In a similar way, dirge (37) suggests that we can be successful in life if we are
in our homeland. The speaker of dirge (37) seems to sympathize for the
deceased who lost his life in a foreign land. In this dirge, the speaker witnesses
that the deceased has never led a better life in foreign land. “Injdra”, in the last
line of the dirge, symbolizes the life standard of the deceased. The dirge singer
seems to suggest that we can achieve what we want if we are at our own

homeland. Though many of us wish to live in a foreign land, the speaker
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asserts that there is nothing better there. In this dirge, the speaker appears to

claim that we can lead a better life at home.

In dirge (38), the dirge singer is speaking on behalf the deceased who was
forced to leave his homeland due to blood feud. The deceased is asking for
forgiveness as he wants to live in his homeland. According to the speaker, the
only important thing he has in life is his homeland. The importance that the
society ascribes to homeland is also manifest through the eagerness that the

speaker has to turn back home.

To sum up, the significance of homeland in the life of the society is emphasized

through the three funeral dirges in West Gojjam.

4.4.3. Protest against a Government

According to Berhanu (2000:1907), the Amhara have an organized form of
funeral dirges which are used as an important ‘medium of political discourse.’
As they are members of the Amhara society, the people in West Gojjam use
funeral dirges to express their hatred and protest against political power. This

can be noticed in the following dirges.

(39) TAPTG 993 70 N4 T
A8V NL2979° 1avy (INAY:

There was a shower of rain yesterday night,

We would eat cabbage if it repeated.

(40) AL ASTE PL ANPW- AFAPLO 1S 10 116
Ao+ S5 TLUN W1
Alas! You, people! Let us weep again and again,

There is still some other thing,

As the country is captured by an unknown judge.
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hej el ovAdhn PoULLAkT W LNG RHAN::
The familiar Satan is better than the unknown angel.

Hence, it can be said that the dirge singer is expressing her protest to the

political power which took control at that time.

In dirge (41), one can clearly note the hatred of the speaker towards the
deceased. Literally, one may actually understand it as a sympathy expressed to
the deceased as he will be put into the earth. However, the dirge singer told the
researcher that such a dirge was composed for the death of a bureaucrat who
got many youngsters Kkilled at the pretext of anti-revolutionary. This happened
during the Dirgue regime. Hence, the dirge signer is predicting that the
deceased joins hell as he is sinful. In this way, the dirge singer is expressing

her protest to the acts of the political power at that time.

4.4.4. The Horror of War

By making use of funeral dirges, the people of West Gojjam express their hatred
towards war. They also describe the fatality and destruction that comes as a

result of war. This can be noted in the following dirges.

(42) COLINY avC L bl hIPé hav T}
nesl: IPS h@'hry ¢maTm::

It was the vulture who announced the Death of the ‘militia’,

Since it ate his eyes standing on his chest.

(43) 79 NLI2LT MWoYLy bé-d-k
N2 M0 bl il Bé, hi°é-:

When the patriots were heavily fighting on the mountains of the North,

A number of vultures were satiated with meat.
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(44) POL2T% hI°¢ WD LAAD::
o5 HG AL REA NA@-:

The vulture in ‘Badme’ was heartless,

As it ate him, wondering who his mother is.

In dirge (42), the horrible nature of war is given due attention. The dirge singer
has clearly stated her disapproval of war by portraying war as a horrifying
event. In a similar way, dirge (43) has pointed out the calamity that the war
caused. In this dirge, the speaker claims that the recent war with Eritrea cost
us a number of lives. Dirge (44) has also pointed out how costly the war was at

“Badme”. This dirge emphasized the loss of important citizens of the country.

In the above three dirges, the key word is ‘vulture’ which is used to describe
war. ‘Vulture’ in these dirges symbolizes how fatal, horrifying and costly war
could be. To sum up, the people of West Gojjam, by means of funeral dirges,
have expressed their disapproval of war by referring to the catastrophe which

was caused by the recent Ethio-Eritrean conflict.

4.5. Other Reactions to Bereavement

In order to deal with the funeral dirges that reflect reactions to bereavement, it
is better to explain the word bereavement first. According to Bupa’s health
information team (2007), bereavement is a term used to describe the sense of
grief and loss that one experiences when a person close to him dies (online).
Researchers have found out that there are different responses to loss
(Wikipedia). In this section, therefore, those responses to loss which are

reflected in the funeral dirges of west Gojjam are identified.
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4.5.1. The Painfulness Grief

Zeller {1991) defines grief as “the common human response to the loss of a
cared for person, often referred to as an attachment figure” (5). In the following

dirges, it is possible to see how painful and difficult grief is.

(45) AT PI°tAT L4 L7190
AST CTPHT AT °RC wole PA4A:
AU POOT AT b R2Y4A
M3LI” L AT NN L4440
hiLg® v hilg® U PAE 9°7 LNAA:
AN Né- ACL £A AAT LmANAA::

When a father is dead, the border is trespassed,

When a mother is dead, one becomes bewildered,

When a sister is dead, one becomes infested with tapeworm,
When a brother is dead, one’s enemy gets stronger,

Of all these, the death of a child is the worst,

As it slaughters without a knife and roasts without fire.

(46) PAUNTIN Al BI°Far NG
CNCII" héN A1 PG N
PO1Yy héel WLl £LITD AN
We can cope up with a hunger for food by buying it,

We can cope up with a hunger for money by begging for it,

What do we do with a hunger for people?
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Deserted is my mother’s home
Deserted is my sister’s home
Deserted is my father’s home
Deserted is my brother’s home
Oh! Deserted! Deserted

Going and going, where would my feet take rest?

In dirge (47) the speaker describes her kinship in terms of “ardg resa”, which is
a plant with many branches. In this dirge, “ardg resa” represents the fact that
the speaker had many relatives. In the second line of the dirge, however, the
speaker admits regretfully that she has lost them all. At this point, one can
understand that the feeling of loss seems to héve filled the mind of the
bereaved. The speaker in the dirge has also stated implicitly that she is feeling

lonely.

Dirge (48) was composed for the bereaved that lost all members of her family.
The speaker of this dirge clearly expresses that she has nowhere to go as all
loved ones are gone. What is accentuated in this dirge is therefore the feeling of
loneliness that the speaker feels due the death of her family members. The
word ‘deserted’ suggests the feeling of loss that the bereaved person has

experienced.

3.5.3. Helplessness

Psychologists say that people may feel powerless and insecure when they lose a

loved one (online).In the following dirges, such feelings can be noticed.

(49) Al 9747 wET wET AONT -
@3 T AA CRTICH T U

Those of you, whom [ attacked verbally,
When my brothers were alive,

Oh, please, forgive me!
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4.5.4. Hopelessness

According to Hinton (1967), “Misery and despair may fill the minds of the
bereaved so that life seems empty and all ambition worthless” (169). In the

dirges that follow, one can notice how such feelings are reflected.

(51) NPT 1@ WIE hUT oATAL,
nege o1 1N BIGA @f avCé,:

It is just because | am furious,

That I chatter (over cry),

How could one find a needle covered with shrubs?

(52) a’rl- hhv N ATE Wy hay-oq:
9°% POAPI°MTA hNLm h@-£°7

It was because you were present,

That I lived there,

If I lost you,

Why would I be there in the deserted farmland?

Dirge (51) was composed by a dirge singer who felt weary of crying. The speaker
of this dirge states that she over cries though the deceased does not come back.
Despite the intense grief, the speaker says, the deceased will no longer be there.
Thus, the speaker is indirectly stating that she lost hope about the deceased.

Accordingly, someone who was important to her life will no longer stand by her.

In dirge (52), the speaker expresses that life may no longer make sense in a
native land. The speaker appears to have associated her native land to the

deceased. That is why the speaker wants to leave for another place. Life in
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homeland without the deceased seems to be meaningless for the speaker. It is

therefore the feeling of hopelessness that finds expression in this dirge.

4.5.5. Regret

The bereaved may usually feel guilty for not having done enough for the
deceased even if they have actually performed great care during the last illness
(Hinton, 1967:170). The following dirges may prove the presence of such

reactions to bereavement.

(53) AGHA PAN ST ASTS NC:
NTOEP 1o wWhe LIS Lec:

When we have it,
We neither care for mother nor for money,
When we lose it,

It feels 1s terrible.

(54) AAL 2% INC W38 W GA:
ANL DT NG AEL QUC MG A
OWEAT ATE NLET AANTA:

She raised me like the shoots of ‘Gesho’,
She raised me like the shoots of eucalyptus,

She, however, was gone before I did her a favour.

(55) YA VA I VA B e Z I T B
ATNLANLC L21CY AAAD LCNH::

Oh, forgive me! Forgive me!

As 1 did not say, ‘bless you, bless you’.
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(56) hAE A% 4190 £M5Fo SGNATA:
Faoidmed AT 190 LOAT INC:
6N oo @ Y@ AP PHAmd::

Which one is more valuable, our child or our soul?
No doubt, our soul was more valuable

A child, however, is created to be a reason to commit sin.

In dirge (53), the speaker expresses that she feels remorseful for not caring
enough for her deceased mother. Similarly, dirge (54) states the regret of the
speaker for not helping her deceased mother. Dirge (55) is, however, a bit
different in that it expresses the remorse of the speaker for not paying a visit to

the deceased during the last illness.

In dirge (56), we find a very different kind of regret. This dirge was composed for
the death of a child whom his mother took to witchcraft to get him cured of his
illness. Unfortunately, the child was not cured. Thus, the dirge singer, on
behalf of the bereaved mother, is pointing out the regret of the mother for going
to a witchcraft, which is considered to be sinful among the followers of the

Ethiopian Orthodox Church.

4.5.6. Sympathy

In west Gojjam, it is possible to find funeral dirge that express sympathy for the
bereaved as well as the deceased. In most cases, the dirge singers express their
sympathy for the deceased by referring to the circumstance of his death and
compassion for the bereaved is also communicated by noting to the disaster
that the death brings about to his life. The following dirges express such

feelings of the dirge singer.

(57) me:k Af4.00 1TGm- ANAAN
AL NLLAPH £L4EA POAM L4T AAN::
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As her breast leaks and moistens the pit,

Her child cries, licking somebody’s chest.

(58) aoph9” 14 A9 NA~0 LANAA:
Y Ndge AT ALY h - LOCAA::

When a good master is dead,
Worse it is for a servant,
As the wife will be married

And the child inherits the cattle

(59) Wl LLTA N PANT Vaod™i
a'b? PGk AL ALY @IL9° hA9T:
aqepe @ A LT NAL AR AL

Oh, my mother’s son! Oh, my brother,
What can one do with a disease in the heart? .
As a sickle cannot be used,
And it cannot be weeded with a hand.
(60) A4LEG TV U @INC ANLYF 87746 Ahéa
hé G LAY RILLAV VN

When your friends took higher positions,
And were awarded a degree,

You got the soil as it was your fortune.

61) vy P 17 1@ NU-N9° LLCAA:
AN hk aoUN 10T LAPAN:

66




Grief is ‘giba nug’ (oil-nigger),
That happens to everyone,
Feel ok, the infertile woman,

Since your neighbours mourn.

Dirge (87) was composed for the death of a mother through child-birth. Though
the mother was dead, her newly born child did not. Thus, the speaker of this
dirge expresses her compassion for this bereaved baby. The dirge is imaginative
of the circumstance of the baby and the deceased mother. According to the
speaker, the bereaved baby licks somebody’s chest as there is nobody to
breastfeed him. This is how the dirge singer expressed her innermost sympathy
for the bereaved. In a similar way, dirge (58) was composed to express
sympathy for the bereaved that lost his good master. In this dirge, the speaker
takes us to the fate of the servant, which seems gloofny. The speaker is

sympathizing that there will be nobody to stand by the servant.

On the other hand, in dirges (59), (60) and (61), the speaker expresses her
compassion to the deceased. In dirge (59), the speaker appears to sympathize
for the suffering that the deceased went through. The speaker feels sad that she
could not do anything with the disease of the deceased. According to the dirge
singer, the deceased was suffering from an incurable disease. Dirge (60) was
composed for the death of a prospective graduate. The deceased died when he
was left with two more months for graduation. Thus, the dirge singer is
expressing her sympathy for the deceased by referring to the status of his
friends. The speaker of this dirge is mourning that the deceased passed away
before he witnessed the fruit of his hard work. Dirge (61) also expresses
sympathy for the deceased. This dirge was composed for the death of an
infertile woman. The fact that the deceased couldn’t have a child is what the
speaker of the dirge refers to. Though there is no child to mourn for the

deceased, the speaker maintains that the infertile has neighbours who mourn

her death.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Conclusion

Oral poetry is a means through which people express their socio-political,
psychological, philosophical and religious assumptions about different-events
in life. One of the forms of oral poetry through which people reveal their
different thoughts are funeral dirges. Funeral dirges are lyrical poetic texts that
lament usually the death of someone. They are usually composed, improvised

and recited by funeral dirge singers on the occasion of the death of someone.

In this study, it has been found out that those funeral dirges in West Gojjam
deal with five major subject matters. These are thoughts about the deceased,
death, God, socio-political issues and other emotional reactions to

bereavement. Under each category, different themes are identified.

In the funeral dirges that deal with the deceased, praise has been found out as
the most common theme. Funeral dirges in West Gojjam usually celebrate the
kindness, looks, generosity, wisdom, and achievements of the deceased. The
other theme identified in this category of dirges is the sorrowfulness of the
circumstance of the death of the individual. The decisive role of the deceased in

the life of the bereaved is also the theme of the dirges in this category.

With regard to death, its inevitability, unpredictability and the life after are
found out as themes of the funeral dirges in West Gojjam. There are also
funeral dirges that make some surprising comments about God. In this regard,

the cruelty of God and his incapability of judgment are identified as themes.

As it is discussed in the previous chapter, it is also possible to find funeral

dirges that criticize the acts of the society and protest a political power. The
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importance of homeland and the horror of war have also been identified as the

themes of the funeral dirges.

Some emotional reactions to bereavement are also features of the funeral dirges
in West Gojjam. In this case, the feeling of loss, helplessness, hopelessness,
regret, sympathy and the painfulness of grief are found out as the themes of the

funeral dirges in West Gojjam.

The funeral dirges in West Gojjam have been, therefore, found to be helpful in
gaining some insight about people’s feelings, attitudes and beliefs which are

reflected in response to the death of someone.

In order to get a better understanding of the people of West Gojjam and their
oral arts , it may also be important to conduct a comprehensive study on oral
poems that are inspired by other defining moments of life like ‘birth’, °

initiation’, ‘title-taking’, and ‘marriage’.
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APPENDIX

in: this study, more than 400 funeral dirges were collected. However, those
repeated and very common ones were avoided. And it is only 261

funeral dirges which are appended in this section.

1. Thoughts about the Deceased
This category of funeral dirges expresses;
- Praise of the deceased
- Sorrowfulness of the manner of death

- The decisive role of the deceased in the life of the bereaved

1.1. Praise of the Deceased
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1.2. The Sorrowfulness of the Manner of the Death
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1.3. The Decisive Role of the Deceased in the Life of the

Bereaved
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2. Thoughts about death
In this section, funeral dirges that express the following points are include;

- The inevitability of death
- The unpredictability of death

- The existence of lifé after death

2.1. The Inevitability of Death
80. a'tw- (L& W& NWISTo-:
ALl BANUNTT PPL7s oo T
81. NA~ ASHEI® 1.8 AT9° LI.La - ¢
OTCI a3 185 &G 1A Yo
82. P& AAN NATU- hd.C Nvl-ovdu:
PRI AT AT U BH A3e J 4
83. hAPwW- WiAPN CAPH @NE-:
Hé Pw- P71 05 b
84, AF 0L w¥L 9 LWV} hWiPCI":
NVE T LT ATMe-mEoT
85. haMNm- 1@ ST hatls 21
hé.C avhipe 307 PILY U4 AN
86. 97 Moo Tidtic: 97 NANALAGLS NoeNA: chhdd i
amg fwm TIC oo\ Spr g




(shab L) oo bHavao.f o)
Pab 4 a2 ob¢ Lo Y '86
{.73Lo H0%U NV -OY {ab6 YTV
£7hd 4L7hd -V ULEVY L6
LoVl %odY P05 YV
holed {(MVSLILY HY Q4VY UEVY 06
yjea(q yo Lyqiqejorpaxdun sy, ‘Z'C
15U P9V -0V 04 S0b bo' +lab
L W6 0y g4 0 {aopas TGH
SRR o LI VA V10 % Y R T G FL VAT B T 0
i4.LVLY abib Yoo Lab SY 46
iV SWS 41D babY
Vo oBLNAVY O FLY JUL DS
D LVho o4 NVY -0 "g4Y JUL ab3d €6
oY VO {olab yh OV 5U
ioVho 0Nl V36 54 VYUY 'C6
290 VY 7:bar Bk 40 003Y
2 1 VR A VAVAVIRY AVAVAVIE % BV SR A /2n 14
1AL UL LG LY LI 7Y 16
O UapURY YOIV LG5l
(04Uar 74 lpdLY hoIL0 06
HabVd OV Ddbhod BLY VI L7
FabV%8 b OOV to3L® 00 VU 68
iV 1P WS BL FEU L abhY
iJedVao FLU Lo -Oa FL FOY B
ol LILOY Lab FIDOEV IV TYY
plwlatl VU doib Laod g Ul b
N7 QL3 LY OLULat La634Y,
VNV {a634Y ULao fab sY TLE



SabbabboQSY Y 05460 WP
abab 3P abf 1Y
Lbd Lab3LY Y 050406007601
=YY WLY SUL 0y
Y770 Wwes ) 0% J4a6U 80T
Jles(q I193je 91T '€°C

T A A A AV A VS B¢ PAVIRUEAY.
SLEVY Wwe2’Y JLheE QYIS
LUV Wes') Jhef 2787 L01
by 0 W6V IIVY VbV
ioVho Wa2’Y JLhf Q§YIUS
i5Vko Wao’y JLh-F YVYS 90T
29y VLY 0L VL VI
Y «b6DbhFY Wer’) 2Yao "SOT
298 LOa VNGO hohY
194.04 QY -ab YVas fabdY P01
129V o VUlLesY, 74 YU Y17
YW WL, N Ot N F45Y Y01
(2 @UAVY obr ety YU AY-FabY
SOUV-LY 4oaol (40bY) JLLL 04LY 201
3235 UY oblyasPY YU Vd 50
(I OY bbad dF4L5Y UY
F 3o UL S45Y LUYTO0T
2:0,.78ho 50F HLY 6T QL
FIULY 470 -Wngs YV YUY 00T
:;.,fyq,b.£.063 Jw (D, joo .j‘:!,-&ﬂl_{
VY Y W83 IY {Aleo O 66
24-U?2L VIV Db JNLY



110.2-9°9% +%E PPATINT @A
ATRAhEI® 1,LPAT 197
111. m3 a0 +% oL 19hk:

PiLy 9492° rC NPC 77in0-1::
L12.9acCht0 a1 &P Pai hovld,:
Nwmu- PN AT 11945
113.PANMLCT 248G avdPn,m-} CmPar:

ATETAT T M@+ Pl @-:
114.4% £NAT A8 goh g ATU-T-:

AFto? M UN hilAdgo- (L]
115.29° 124, NAU- A4 NhPIL

A T80 ATLPLa- ALLCwar i

3. Thoughts about God

This group of funeral dirges;

- Express the mercilessness of God and
- Challenge his righteousness
3.1. God’s Mercilessness
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3.2 Challenging God’s Righteousness
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4. Thoughts about socio-Political issues
In this category, there are funeral dirges that;

- Criticize the manners of the society
- Identify the importance of homeland
- Protest against a government
- Express the horror of war
4.1. Criticism of the manners of the society
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4.2. The Importance of Homeland
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4.3. Protest against a Government
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4.4. The Horror of war
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5. Other Reactions of Bereavement
In this section, there are funeral dirges that express:
- The painfulness of grief
- The feeling of loss
- The feeling of helplessness
- The feeling of hopelessness
- The feeling of regret

- The feeling of compassion

5.1. The Painfulness of Grief
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5.2. The Feeling of Loss
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5.3. The feeling of helplessness
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5.4. The Feeling of Hopelessness
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5.5. The Feeling of Regret
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5.6. The Feeling of Sympathy
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