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ABSTRACT

This study was a survey of the different burial rituals performed by the Vhavenda
indigenous community of Limpopo, South Africa. The aim was to establish their
meaning in relation to psychological healing. It focused on therituals performed
from the day of death, day of burial and after the burial of a deceased. To
accomplish this, the study used the qualitative methodology and participatory
observation to gather the data as well as analysed these rituals because this
method issuitablefor the study astheresearcher had the opportunity of interacting
with the respondents to gather data for analysis. The findings revealed that
When a Venda person dies, the community would performed certain rituals from
the day after the death to the day the remains of the deceased islaid to rest. These
rituals are performed to pacify the bereaved family. Fromthe day after the death,
a few rituals are performed for psychological healing in the community. These
ritualsare not performed at any other time, but if such rituals are not performed,
the perception of the relative of the deceased is that their spirits are not
psychologically healed.
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INTRODUCTION

Many scholarshavedefined theterm 'burid’ differently. Inthiswork 'buria’ will mean"the
act, action, or ceremony of putting adead body into agrave (Longman Dictionary of
Contemporary English, 1985). Ontheother hand, Slater (1992) statesthat if somethingis
buried, it ishidden under aheap of other things. When aVenda person dies, the community
would performed certain ritualsfrom the day after the death to the day theremainsof the
deceased islaidtorest. Theseritualsare performed to pacify the bereaved family. The
peopl€ sperceptionisthat theritua shave hea ed the community psychologicaly. Therefore,
thisstudy sought to analyzethedifferent ritualsand their susceptibilities of the bereaved
family inrelationtotheir psychol ogical hedling. For instance, when aMuvendapasseson,
thefirg thing hig’her family would doisto turn the pictureframesof the deceased hanging
onthewall back towall. They then smear the housewindowswith liquid and ashesthen
dlowedtodry. Noradioor televisonisplayed during thisperiod. When membersof the
family speak to each other, they do so softly. Vho Nyamutshagol e (2011) saysthat in
doing so, thelivingisableto communicatewith thefamily of the deceased. One should not
rejoicewhen thereismourning, they said. The smearing of whiteashesto the house, Vho
Tshavhungweof Tshaulu (2011) believesthat it isasymbol of stopping something because
of hurt fedingsand unhappiness.
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When aman passed on, hiswifeisno longer allowed to deep ontheir bed. They
remakethe bed and removethe mattresses. Vho Nyamutshagole (2011) believesthat the
Vhavenda do not sleep on bedsif the deceased hasawifewho ismourning hisdesth.
Vho Nyamutshagol e (2011) saysthat thewife should not enjoy seeping comfortably on
that bed whilethefamily ismourning. When aMuvenda person has passed on, inthe
family thereisaway inwhich desth should bereported to the entire community. Beforethe
arrival of themiss onaries, community member would beinformed according torelative
protocol, hence an adage says " Lufu vha vhidzelatshine” literally trandated, it means
peopleareinformed of adeath based on how closely they arerelated. They do not report
death to strangers. Before the coming of missionaries, therefore, community members
would report death to death by word of mouth.

L ater they would chooseaburia siteintheyard. The next step would beto send
children to another village. Death was not announced to children and burial ritualsare
performedin their absence. However, when they returned, they would beshownthegrave
and ritualswould be performed. If one of the children asked wherethe deceased was, the
parentswould inform the children that the person had goneto afaraway placeto visit
relativesand he/she would not come home soon. In those daystherewereno mortuaries.
Nowadaysthingsaredonedifferently. The study focused on theritualsperformed by the
V havendal ndigenous Community of Limpopo, South Africa. It focusesonthe burial
rituals that are performed immediately after one passes on and how community
communicatethe death withrelatives theday of death, day of buria and after theburia
of thedeceased. Thisstudy will investigateal| theactivitiesperformedto pacify the deceased
and the bereaved souls. Thelanguage of V havendalndigenous Community isthe Tshivenda.
Tshivendaisoneof thetwelvelanguagesin South Africa. Thelanguagesin South Africa
are Sepedi, Sesotho, Setswana, s Swati, 15 Zulu, Tshivenda, Xitsonga, Afrikaans, English,
isNdebele, isXhosa, isZuluand Sign.

REPORTING: BURIAL RITUALSPERFORMED FROM FIRST DAY OF
THE DECEASED TO THE DAY OF BURIAL
When a Muvenda dies, the death should be reported by the one who knowsiit. The
responsible personinthefamily hastofirst report the deathinthefamily. It could bethe
father inthefamily and the aunt of thefamily, hencethe proverb™ U tshi suma muhulu
lufu, usumau tshi ludivha", Tshivenda L RC (n.d:89) meaning that you should know
about the death before you can report to the el derly because they may want to havethe
detals. Thisdeathisthen reported to the South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC)
during aspecia programme for announcing deaths aswell asdate, place and time of
burial. The programmeis'Ro tovhowa' we have given up/lost’ or 'zwadzimpfu which
meansabout deaths. WWhen aMuvendadies, whether he/sheisamember of civic associaion
or achurch, aChristian pastor will beinvited to give the word of God. If he/shewas
contributing moniesto the civic association, thecommunity will makesurethat vigil prayers
areheld asfromthe Tuesday evening until Friday evening, theweek of theburia . Every
day membersof thefamily will call apastor to preach al week long. Onthe Fridayssome
familiesarrangeamemorid service. At thisservice, peopletak about thelife of the deceased
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andwhat he/she has contributed in the devel opment of community. Somefamiliesprefer to
go to the mortuary to pay their last respect to the deceased. Some may weep. Vho
Nyamutshagole (2011) saysit isbelieved that the weeping cleansesthe hearts of those
who knew the deceased. The people are encouraged to weep, they do so because Vho
Nyamutshagole (2011) believesthat weeping isthuspart of psycho-socia hedling.

Identification of grave site: When a Venda person passes on, certain rituals are
performed in his’her community. From the day after thedeath, there areritualsthat are
performed for psychological hedlinginthecommunity. Theseritua sare not performed at
any other time. Early inthemorning the adult membersof thefamily will gotoidentify the
buria site. VVho Tshavhungwe of Tshaulu (2011) saysthat the V havendabelievethat an
adult person should sprinklesnuft at thegave site. Thesprinkling snuff, Vho Nyamutshagole
(2011) supportsV ho Tshavhungwe of Tshaulu (2011) position that it hel psto movethe
hard rocksthat could have beenthere.

Thedeceased'scorpse'sarrival at thehome: Onthe Friday or on theday of burial,
the hearsearrivesat thehomewith the deceased. Thefamily memberstakethe coffinto
theroom wherethe deceased used to deep. Whenthey get there, thewifeof thedeceased
and other women gather insdethe house. The old women are supporting thewife of the
deceased. Vho Tshavhungwe (2011) of Tshaulu saysthat theV havendacommunity believes
that thewifeof the deceased should not beleft alonein the house. She should be kept busy
with other personsto prevent her from thinking too much about the deceased.

Lighting of candles: Whenthe coffinisinthehouse, lit candlesare put around the coffin.
Vho Nyamutshagole (2011) saysthat the V havendacommunity believesthat the deceased
isinadark placewhere he/she needslight to seewell. Hence during death one cannot see
Clearly.

BURIAL OFMEMBERSOF THE ROYAL FAMILY AND COMMONERS
Membersof theroya family areburied intheevening. They areburiedinaseparategrave
yard demarcated for theroyal family. Once mournersenter thegraveyard, they are not
allowedtotalk. Thisisdoneto avoid noise disturbancefor the deceased. Women enter
thedemarcated areaor graveyard topless. They do not cover their breasts .When they
enter the grave yard there will be aperson controlling and announcing every step that
should betaken at the grave yard. For instance, hewill announcewhen they areinthe
graveyardthat only limited singing isalowed. When the coffinislowered into thegrave,
somemembersof thefamily would be ululating. Vho Nyamutshasgole (2011) saysthat the
royal gravesiteisasacred place. Whenthey areinthegraveyard thereislimited singing
to avoid noisethat thosewho had long been laid torest.

A commoner isburiedisthemorning. Onthemorning of theburid, funerd attendants
bring the corpse early in the morning. People who know the deceased will identify the
corpse. Thisisto ensurethat they do not bury awrong person. Around sunset every day,
vigil prayer meetingsled by Christian pastor areheld. Thefamily will ask aChristian
religious man to preside during the burial. Whether the deceased isa Christian or not a
pastor will preside over the burial. During themorning serviceon burial, the pastor will
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preach theword of God, then carry the coffin to the grave when the coffin getsout of the
house, therelatives of the deceased ask thefirst-born child of the deceased to crawl under
the coffin from onesideto the other and back, whilethe coffinisheld up high. If thechild
of the deceased isnot around or if they are afraid to do so, they can use astick. They
throw it under the coffin and returnit. Typica South Africanswould feel psycho-socially
healed if such things are done. Vho Nyamutshagole (2011) saysif it isnot done; the
perception of the peopleisthat the deceased son or daughter’sbody will beweak, the
relative of the deceased would feel psychologicaly unfulfilled. When the coffinisdriven
from the homestead to the cemetery or grave yard, members of the community would
asked thedriver to stop dong theway. Vho Nyamutshagol e (2011) saysit isbelieved that
the corpse should rest ontheway tothegraveyard. The car carrying the corpse cannot be
drivenat ahigh speed. If thisritual isnot observed, the deceased family memberswill fed
disrespected.

Arrival of commoners' corpse at the graveyard: When commoners enter the grave
yard gate demarcated for commoners, men will be manning the gate, checking people
entering the grave yard, whether they al have the appropriate attire. No one without
jacket or pull-over isallowed to enter thegraveyard. If theindividua isafemale, sheis
expected to wear ahat or shawl on her head. Some communities do not allow womento
wear trousersinto thegraveyard. Doing this, the community membersfed disrespected
aswell asthebdlievethat the deceased isal so disrespected. The pastor would command
that the coffin belowered down to the grave. When the coffinislowered tothegrave, the
family may berequested to queue up and sprinkle some soil onthegrave. Thisisdoneto
show that each member participated in the burial of therelative. Before the advent of
tombstones, the Vhavenda people used to bury the deceased in the yard in an area
demarcated for burial. They would cut 'mutshetshete’ the thorny shrub or small tree
blinkblaar-wag-, n-bietjie or 'muswoswo' asucculent shrub and put it on thegrave. Both
shrubswould dry up and nobody would straddle on the grave because the thornswould
prick them. The muswoswo would thrive and grow onthegrave. No onewill stand onthe
gravebecause of thestinging milky juice. Thisequally appliestotheritud of planting plants
of thegrave.

Pouring of water on thegrave: Vho Nyamutshagole (2011) saystheVhavendabelieves
that water should be poured on the grave. That iswhy the Vhavendawould bury the
deceased with apail of water. However, these days things have changed, with many
peopleusing cement mixed with sand. Itisimperativethat cement should be mixed with
thewater. Vho Nyamutshagol e (2011) believesthat water coolsdown the death. Itis
believed that the deceased is on hot mats. He/she therefore, needs some water to cool
him/her down. Without it, theV havendacommunity would not be pacified.

Pouring of seedson thegrave after burial: After they have queued with the soil, the
elderly queuewith seedsin their hands. They throw mielies or pumpkin seedson the
grave. They pick ahandful of seedsand throw them onthegrave. Theremainder iskept
for useduring ploughing. Thethrowing of seeds, Vho Nyamutshagole(2011) saysresembles
theverseintheBiblewherethey plant the corpseas seedswhich would later ‘germinate to
resembletheresurrection.
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Burial ritesduringthe Tombstone era: Before thetombstoneisproperly set up, women
may carry awinnowing basket of maize seedsand acaabash full of water. They sprinkle
the seedsand pour somewater onthegrave.This isanindication showingthat theperson
will 'germinates with anew life. Thewater coolsthedegth. In addition to the seeds, they
may break acalabash full of water. When thisisperformed, mournerswill fedl that the
burial was conducted properly. Water isused to cool thedeath sothat it should not return
tothesamefamily. Inthecaseof Christians, they may then unveil (uncover thetombstone)
afterwards. Thisresemblesthetraditional way when, after death, astoneisremoved and
lifegoeson asnormal and thereisno moreweeping. Threeyoung people are selected to
performtheritual. Two of them remove the sheet covering the tombstone, and the other
reads what is on the tombstone. The inscription show when the deceased was born,
followed by the date he/she had passed on, and the date of buria. Thelast wordswould
be*“ Rest in peaceor Gowell or we havewitnessed your good work whileyou were still
living".

Eating of food after theburial: After theburial, relatives of the deceased are served a
meal. When thanking themournerswho attended theburia, aspokesperson for thefamily
invitesal mournersto returnto thehomestead of thedeceased . The purposeof thisinvitation
isto cleansethe mourners hands. Thereafter, they can haveamed or partakein theegting
of food. Itisin accordancewith Vendacustom to wash handsbeforeamedl. If the deceased
was from a poor family, however, local people are asked not to go the house of the
deceased for amedl. They would go straight home and not to the house of the deceased,
to eat food. Only relatives of the deceased go to the deceased'shome where they will
thukhukanathoho yanzie. Implying that they would sharethelittlethat isthere. Thiswill
be seen by the bereaved family asagoodwill gesture.

Collection of rootsfound when digging grave: After the burial has been completed,
thefamily of the deceased collectsthe rootsthat were dug concuction up fromthegrave.
Thesewould betaken to atraditionaist who will boil them and they would be drank by the
relatives. Thisisperformedto prevent deeth from returning to thefamily (V ho Tshavhungwe
of Tshaulu, 2011). After theburia, relativesof the deceased shavether heads. Two weeks
after theburia thecommunity may not performany activity inthefields. Thisistheperiod
of bad omens. If oneisfoundworking he or sheisfined. However, thereisamodification
nowadays, aperson isburied today and tomorrow they gotowork. If you do not goto
work nobody will support you.

Putting the deceased' sutensilson thegrave: After theburia, thefamily of the deceased
will break al the utensisthat the deceased used and placethem onthegrave. Thingslike
dishes, basins, cupsareplaced there. Vho Nyamutshagol e (2011) saysthat the breaking
of theutensIs symbolisestheend of the deceased. Secondly she saysthat the community
believesthat the deceased should not come back in spirit for the utensils. The deceased
should go with hisutensilswhich he/shewould use on his’her way. Probably, thegraveis
viewed asanother planet where certainthingsaredoneasthoughitisinred lifestuation.
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Closure of thegate of the deceased' shomestead: After theburial isover, members of
thefamily return home. When they arrive at the home of the deceased they closethegate.
Theoriginal gatewould beclosed with abranch of athorny tree. Thereafter another gate
will be opened on the other side of thefence. Vho Nyamutshagole (2011) saysthat the
Vhavendacommunity believes, inso doing, thedeceased will comeback homeoneday.
Closing the gate meansthey do not want the deceased to come back home. If thegateis
closed the deceased's spiritswill get lost and not find theway home. Thereisastrong
belief that one's spirit will comeback homeasaghost to haunt thefamily.

Bathing of handsafter the burial: When people come back from the graveyard, they
find water at the gate of the deceased'sfamily. Before entering the gate, they bathetheir
hands. It isnot to say that they want to eat. Vho Nyamutshagole (2011) saysthat the
bathing of hands meansthat they are cleansing death. Mournersare believed to carry
death with them.

Slaughtering of a goat: After the burial, elderly people slaughter a goat. Vho
Nyamutshagole (2011) saysthisisdonein order to appeasethegods, luvhedza, sothat
the deceased should not comeback to haunt thefamily. By that action, thefamily thatis
left behind, especidly thewomen, should not be badly affected by thedesth. Itisbelieved
that the goat meat should be eaten without salt and the bones should not be scattered
around. Rather, the bones are collected and buried besidethe grave.

Nameof graveyard: Thenamegraveyardistshidzaor livhida (grave) in Tshivenda.
Thishasthe connotation of aplace where things have been disposed. L ater, the name
changed to zwirabani (nursery) or tshiendeulu (grave after one'slong journey of life).
Zwirabani indicatesanursery where seedsare planted and later transplanted in required
rows. Thisimpliesthat thebody that isburied inagravewill germinate and buried during
resurrection. Secondly, thebody will riseonthe day of resurrection. Thegraveiscalled
tshiendeulu, aplace where onerestsafter having walked along distance. It connotesthat
the deceased travelled alongjourney of his’her lifebefore meeting his’her death.

Timeof burial: TheVhavendabelievesthat buria should take placeat aparticular time.
A baby isburied before noon. Thisindicatesthat itslife had barely begun. A grown up
person used to be buried in the afternoon. Thisshowsthat he/she had reached maturity.
However, nowadaysthereisno difference, achild and an old person can be buried anytime
of theday. Inthe olden days peoplewere not buried at noon. If noon arrived beforeburid,
they would stop the burial and wait for the afternoon. The burial of amember of aroyal
family differsfrom that of acommoner; Membersof theroyal family areburied inthe
evening when othersare adeep. Thisresemblesthehyenaand lion that feed ontheir prey
at night .Who Tshavhungwe of Tshaulu saysthat it isbelieved that sincethey arefromthe
roya family, they do not die, they just disgppear. That iswhy whenachief dies, itistermed
'mativha o xaor udzama' meaning that the poolshavedried up or thechief hasdisappeared
meaning the death of achief. Thisisbecauseno onewill seehimagain.
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Position of the deceased' shead in thegrave: Thegraveisdug in such amanner that it
isfrom east towest. The head takesthe west whereasthefeet fakethe eastern side. Vho
Nyamutshagol e (2011) saystheVhavendabdievesthat thelifeof anindividua islikethe
sun. It risssonthe east and setsonthewest. That iswhy the headboard of thetombstone
will beplaced at thisend. If thereisatombstone, they put aheavy rock to resembleahead
on the headboard

Unnatural deaths(murder): If the deceased's cause of deathismurder, the coffinisnot
taken into the yard. Rather, it is kept outside the yard or room until burial. Vho
Nyamutshagole (2011) saysthat theV havendabelievesthat if the coffinisbroughtintothe
yard or room, they would beinviting death to thefamily. However, thisritud isnot widely
performed.

CONCLUSION

Thisstudy sought to andyzethedifferent ritualsand their meaninginrelationtotherituas
or their Psychologicd effects. Thestudy used thequditative methodol ogy and participatory
obsarvationinandyzing theserituds Thispracticeiscommoninmany communities, whether
they believeinthispractice or not. In spite of the changing times, many communities
continuewith the practice. However, some of the practice are contradictory. The covering
of headsby women going to the graveyard of commonersiscontradictory towhat people
dowhengoingtothefunera of theroya people. Women arenot allowed insdethegrave
yard or without something covering their heads or without ashawl to cover their breasts,
whilewomen entering aroya graveyard do sowith uncovered breasts. Nobody isa lowed
to put on shoeat agraveyard. However, one can do so at commoners funerals. Sequel to
al these, it istherefore concluded that though sometraditiona tenetsareworth treasuring,
yet practitionersof traditiona religion should giveroom for minor or mgjor adjustmentin
certain practices in order to save the present generation who may not be very
knowledgeableonit practices.
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