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3.1 Location of Graveyards

All settlements, i.e., places that are more or less
permanently used by households (and not only by
highly mobile livestock camps), have at least one
graveyard where people are buried. With minor
exceptions, graves are not usually scattered over
the landscape but are concentrated in graveyards.
All people who feel at home in a specific place
will be buried there. The last will of the deceased
often specifies the place in which he or she wants
to be buried. Usually this is the place in which he
settled over the last years. Occasionally it may be
his or her place of birth or simply the place he
or she loved most in his or her lifetime. Looking
at the number of graves that are not located in
the community’s graveyard but in places that were
separately specified in a last will, it seems that se
nior men tend more often to specify personal burial
places (away from the community’s graveyard)
than younger men or women. However, people
are usually buried near the settlement in which
they lived over the last years. Occasionally a dead
person is carried over long distances to the place
he specified in his last will. The western Himba
have a tradition of erecting stone cairns (ombimbi)
at each place where the corpse was laid down
on the last journey to the graveyard. These cairns
are honoured by the living relatives of the dead.
Every time they pass they add some stones and
may say a prayer. This custom is rarely practised
amongst other Himba groups. Senior men of that
area stress that they took the tradition of erecting
stone cairns from the Koroka (a group of pastro-
foragers in coastal southwestern Angola) amongst
whom they found exile when Nama commandos
expelled them from Kaokoland. If the dead person
has decided on the place of burial, he will be
taken to the graveyard of the settlement where
“other members of the family and friends wait for
him.” The Himba like the thought that a son is
buried alongside his father and somewhere near
to his mother and his siblings. Graveyards then
are not simply accumulations of single graves, but
ideally mirror a social order dominated by kinship.
When, under exceptional circumstances, the corpse
cannot be carried to the ancestral graveyard, this
is commented upon with some sorrow. A look at
actual data from some graveyards of the Epupa re
gion shows that kinship plays a dominant role and
that there is a tendency for patrilineal relatives to
be buried near each other. This is not surprising as
there is a tendency for patrilineal relatives to stay
together (Malan 1974; Crandall 1991). However,
there are numerous exceptions and the composition

of graves reflects the social flexibility and spatial
mobility of Himba households.

There are four exceptions to the rule that a
person should be buried in a graveyard, namely:
1) Children under the age of three or four will
be buried within the homestead; 2) members of
other ethnic groups, even if they have lived in
the community for a long time, will be buried
separately; 3) while chiefs were buried within
the community’s graveyard earlier this century,
recently chiefs’ graves have been set aside from
other graves; 4) some senior men may specify that
their grave should be at a specific place which is
away from the community’s graveyard.

Graveyards are usually near to a settlement but
are rarely visible from one of the homesteads.
Their location assures some privacy and Him
ba believe that it is better to keep away from
the graves outside of the commemoration rituals.
Many graveyards are located near a watercourse
(as are the settlements) and next to or under a tree.

Frequently graveyards are found under or near to

the huge and shady omungambu bushes (Salvadora
pérsica). However, there seems to be no rule as to
which tree is preferable when it comes to choosing
the site for a graveyard. The choice of an appropri
ate site for a graveyard seems to stem from practi
cal as well as emotional reasons. The location of a

grave alongside a watercourse frequently assures
deeper (sometimes alluvial) soils which are easy
to dig. At first sight many graveyards convey the
feeling that a nice place has been chosen for the
dead, a place with lots of shade, lush green bushes
and trees and water nearby. Riverine landscapes
are heavily loaded with emotion: here the main
settlements congregate, from here the cattle herds
start their annual migrations, here one recounts
numerous instances of surviving a drought and,
last but not least, late family members are buried
here. It is these river courses and the numerous
tales which are connected with them that are the

subjects of praise songs (omitandu).
As zones of intensive settlement shift over time,

so do graveyards. While the Ombuku Valley was
densely settled from the 1920s until the 1950s,
today only a few people live there. Thus the
main graveyard at Ombuku has few recent graves.
Along the Angolan side of the river we find com
paratively few households today, but many old
graveyards. This is explained by the fact that the
Himba, after their expulsion from Kaokoland in
the 1880s (Bollig 1996a), settled quite densely
on the Angolan side of the river where the river
offered at least some protection against raiders.
The Ipimbi area, which has no grave dating from


