
5 . 1 . 3 .  THE LANGUAGE OF MYTH : AN EASTE RN H I GH LANDS PERSPECTI VE 

C at h e r i n e  H .  B e r ndt 

5 . 1 . 3 . 1 .  I N T R O D U C T O R Y  R EM A R K S  

Myth and language are vitally int erconnected,  although not  in  the 

evolutionary way that Cas sirer ( 19 46 )  s uggested . The nature of the 

int erre lationship between them depends on how b roadly or how narrowly 

each is  de fined and the range of  cont ent they are envis aged as covering . 

In  this context , I do not propo se t o  discuss current de finitions o f  

myt h ,  since that would lead t oo far outs ide t his particular s ituation .  

For the pres ent purpose , I t reat i t  a s  narrat ive or potential-narrative 

material which inc lude s non-empirical content or  imp lications , and whi ch 

t he peop le concerned regard as having relevanc e for thems elves over and 

above any cons iderat ion o f  amusement or  entert ainment . 

The region on which I am focuss ing is  in the East ern Highlands s outh 
of Kainantu . Be c aus e circums t ances there have changed so tremendously 

s ince my ( and my husband ' s )  res earch there in 1951- 5 3 , 1 I use t he past 

t ense in referring t o  it . At that time the northern part of the region 
had only recently been b rought under Australian government control and 

the s outhern part was s t ill clas s ifie d as restricted .  No systemat ic 
lingui stic w ork had b een c arried out there . The language map that 

emerged in the course o f  our resear ch is not ident ical with the pic ture 

that has b een delineated in sub sequent lingui stic  e xplorations t here 

( e . g .  Wurm 1960 : 1 26-7  and further pub l ic at ions s ince ) .  However ,  because  

the  mat erial I rec orded is set  within the  e arlier framework, I have 
retained that framework in this dis cussion . The language and p lace 

names I use are those  that were given to me at the t ime . I acquired 

s ome s peaking and hearing knowledge of Kamano ( Kafe ) , and used this as 

an inte rmediary to le arn Usurufa , t hrough bilingual speakers of b oth . 

Later , I learned a litt le northern Fore . However , in 1 9 5 1- 5 3  t he lab e l  
Yate ( Jate i )  was used as a cover- o r  linking-name f o r  regional speech 
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patt erns centred in such  areas as Kemiu and Ke ' yagana ( or Keiagana ) . 

These  last two are ' b ig name ' p lace s ,  that we have called ' district s ' .  
Each ' dis trict ' inc luded a number of ' small names ' ,  us ually hamlet or 

vi llage or  garden sites . 
The overall socio- cultural scene from the viewpoint o f  our 1951- 53  

fie ldwork i s  out lined in a numbe r  of  publicat ions and manus cript s ,  and 
I shall not go over it here ( see the list of re ferences for R . M .  and 

C . H .  Berndt ) . 

5 . 1 . 3 . 2 .  M Y TH , S O N G  AN D D R AMA 

Traditional views of the world and the human and other beings who 

live in it , were expres sed and transmitted through a numb er of  more or 

less standardised media .  In s ome of these , speech played a very minor 
part and could even be dispensed with ent irely . Apart from sacred rit e s , 

there were ceremonies designed predominantly for ent ertainment and 

s o c iabi lity , when members of  two or more districts as sembled for dancing 

( see  C . H .  Be rndt 1959 ) .  Songs ( Kamano z a g am e ( r a ) ) were an es sent ial 

ingredient in the s e  ceremonies . Some were ascribed to mythical or non­

human source s and their form and cont ent were regarded as already set , 

not t o  b e  changed ab out by human singers . Other s ongs were ' c omposed ' 

by cont emporary people , including children . 

St atements in prose , aside from ordinary conversat ions , were divi s ib l e  

into three broad categorie s .  One , unnamed and very loo sely structured , 

and transmit ted informally in circums tanc es o f  everyday interact ion , 

comprised report s o f  supernatural or mys terious happenings , involving 

human beings wh o were mostly unident ifie d .  

The s econd dealt with the creat ion of human be ings and their physical 

environment , garden fertilit y ,  and the introduct ion of sacred ritual . 

We call this ' creati on mythology ' .  It centred on act s o f  creat ion and 

s ocial-t erritorial-linguistic ident ifi cation , st rung together in part ly 

narrat ive or potential-narrati ve sequences . Se ctions of  it were told 

during , for example , initiation proceedings , but even the st ory-type 

narratives that he lped to make up the total cluster were rarely told as 

s t ories . There was no special name for this category . The Kamano 

re ferred to it by an ordinary word ( a g l a f a ) meaning 'basis ' or ' b o t tom ' ,  

literally or figurat ively : the base of  a tree , for ins t ance , or the 
origin of  any prac tice or belie f .  The Kemiu and Ke ' yagana Yate equiva­

lent was a i p a b e l ly .  In spite o f  the rich symbolic and ritual as soci­

ations o f  the creat i on mytho logy , t he b it s  t hat were t old in prose were 

always in the language of everyday s peech . 
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So were the narratives in the  third c ategory . This covered s ome of  
the  same content as the  other two , but was locally dist ingui shed from 

them on the grounds of form , function and ,  ideally , circumstanc e s  o f  
telling - s ummed up under a s eparat e name : Kamano k i n i h e ( r a ) ; Kemiu and 

Ke ' yagana Yat e ka l t a n e ; Us urufa m a n l - ;  Agarabe k l r l h e - .  We call the se  

' secondary myths ' ,  or a ' mythology within ( de riving from ) a mythology ' ,  

be caus e the ir origin was attributed t o  instructions laid down by  t he 

main characters in the creation mythology . Their actual t e ll ing con­

s t ituted a rite des igned to ensure garden fert i lity - a l inkage that 

has b een reported from other part s o f  New Guinea as we l l .  They were 

told most appropriat ely in a collective  sett ing at the beginning of t he 

rainy s eason , following an oven-feast of edible greens - preferab ly 

k a m o r a  (Kamano ) .  Normally , they were arranged as stories , a sequence of 

events leading to climax and re s o lut ion , in some case s with minor cli­

maxes  along the way . They were introduced with a c onventional phras e ,  

or s imp ly the cry o f  ' K i n l he r a ! ' ( et c . ) .  And they concluded with a 

formula that had two main facet s :  one or more o f  the characters in a 

story emphasised that what they had been doing in that story was n ot for 

human beings to imitate ;  and t hey  ritually planted crotons , sometime s 

s plashed with the warm b lood of  pigs killed for the purpose , t o  underline 

their words and ' close ' the s tory . Opt ional ly , a narrator c ould fol low 

this with a brief maxim , not ing the ' wrong '  behaviour t hat t he story 

revealed , but adding s ome positive inj unct ion deriving from it . Finally , 
t he lis teners were expected to sing a s hort convent ional song, st ip­
ulated in the creat ion mythology . Like s ome of  the s ongs in t he k i n i h e ra 

themselves , it was presented as a single unit , made up of  s ounds whi ch 

had no individual or  collective lexical meaning . The meaning lay in 

the action-s equence of which t he songs were a part , and not in more 
specific assoc iat ion s .  

K i n i h e ra themes were used i n  another sett ing , a s  a basis  for short 
dramati c  performance s on ceremonial occasi ons . The s e  performanc es 

(Kamano k r l  : n a )  drew also on hearsay and other reports o f  incidents in­

volving human beings , including material from the first category ( above ) ,  

and the exaggerat ed erotic  e xhibi tions which  have b een noted too for 

several New Guinea areas . In the c ont ext o f  a ceremony , no negat ive 

implicat ions were either s tated or implied . They were , howeve r ,  in the 

k r i  : n a  that were shown t o  novice s in a men ' s-house sett ing in the cours e  

of initiat i on . 

Most k r i  : n a had s ome verb al accompaniment s ,  but a few were comp letely 

s i lent . In this respect they shaded into the wordl e s s  tableaux that 

were also a feature of ceremonial s c enes , and these in turn shaded into the 
ceremonial emb l ems wh ich men carried e ither s ingly or in pairs or groups . 
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All of the se verbal and dramat ic  and graphic forms were locally 

acknowledged as facet s of  a larger whole , which provided both source 

and means of express ion for s ymbolic s t at ements about the human , non­

human and natural universe . 

5 . 1 . 3 . 3 .  K I N I H E RA A N D  L AN G U A G E - A F F I L I AT I O N S  

The creation mytho logy s upplied pos it ive st atement s ,  not open t o  

que s t ion . K i n i he r a ,  o n  the other han� were negat ively framed as far a s  
their overall structure was concerned , b u t  the nature of interpretation 

indicated p lainly that any or all of their main content was negotiable . 
This content ranged from cre at ion-accounts through s it e-naming and 

language-allocat ing episodes to rather slight j ust-s o stories . They 

included fantasy and magical episodes as well as mundane advice on 

social relat ions and on pract ical issues  such as gardening and dry­

seas on hunting. They were told by b oth men and women , as individual 

narrators with s ome audience respon se ; but of course , s ome narrators 

were more skilful and more e ffective than others . Each story was t o ld 

as a single , traditionally more or less fixed unit , handed on from one 

generat ion to another - a view spelt out exp lic itly in symbolic  ref­

erences  to cont inuity of  local human populati ons and the k i n i h e r a  

as s ociated w ith them . Nevertheless , the k i n i h e r a  are actually bundles 

or combinations of items , ass emb led in various way s  to provide different 

st ories .  Thi s  i s  qui te clear from analy s i s  o f  the 536  k i n i h e r a  ( or 
k i n i h e r a -bundles ) I recorded , mainly from women , and of the further 

k i n l h e r a  that R . M .  Berndt re corded from men . 

In a larger study o f  this t opic , I s uggested ( C . H .  Berndt , n . d .  : 129-

30 ) that : 

The n eare s t  an alogy i s  p erhaps t h e  b l o c k s  o f  var i ous s hape s ,  
s i ze s  and c olours  t hat c h i l d r e n  u s e  in  s e t s  t o  c on s t ruct  a 
c e r t a i n  r ang e o f  b u i l d i n g s . I f  t h e  fi r s t  c oupl e o f  blo c k s  i s  
lab e l le d ,  for i n s t an c e , ' A  man s e e s  smoke i n  t h e  d i s t an c e  
an d g o e s  t o  inve s t i g at e ' , w e  know th at t h e  c ho i c e  o f  b l o c k s  and 
t h e r e fore of t h e  sub s e quent b u i l d i n g  i s , w it h i n  l i m i t s , fairly 
w i de . The s ame is  t h e  case whe n  a man , o r  a pregnant woman , 
g o e s  al on e t o  t h e  bush i n  ' sun- t i me ' , t h e  dry s e a s on . But s ome 
foun dat i o n  b l o c k s  i n di c at e roughly what k i nd of c o n s t r uc t i o n  i s  
l i k ely t o  follow . Two exampl e s  a r e , ' An o l d  man was hungry , 
h e  c ut o ff h i s  t e s t e s ' ;  a n d  ' Two b r ot h e r s  c l e ar e d  out t he rubb i s h  
f r om t h e i r  hous e ,  and a n ew shoot  c ame u p  i n  i t ' .  

As t h e  b l o c k s  ar e plac e d  i n  p o s i t i o n , s o  t h e  g e n e r al nature  
o f  t he b u i l d i n g  b e c ome s c l ear . S om e  b l o c k s  are mo s t  l ikely t o  
b e  found t o g e t he r , and s om e  buil d i n g s  are usually c o n s t r u c t e d  
f r om t h e  s ame o r  alm o s t  t h e  s am e  s e t  o f  b l o c k s ; b u t  t h e r e  i s  
n o  f i x e d  d e s i g n  fo r any o f  t hem , an d even  wh en the b u i l d i n g  i s  
n e arly c ompl e t e d  a c ho i c e  s t i l l  r em a in s .  In  o t h e r  words , t h e  
overal l theme influe n c e s  the r ange o f  ava i l ab l e  s hape s ,  but 
w i t h i n  that range d o e s  n ot spe c i fy t h e  e x a c t  k i n d  of b l o c k s  t o  
b e  us e d .  
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And , ' This  limit ed flexib ility i s  inherent in the c ons truction o f  the 

k i n i h e r a ' . 

The k l n l h e r a that I recorded came mainly from the ' district s '  ( ' big 
names ' )  of Kogu , Moiife , Agura , and Anonana ( Usurufa ) ,  Grufe , Hintegrufe 

and Numaga ( Kamano ) ;  Kemiu and Tat agufa and Wey u ' epa in Ke ' yagana ; and 

Busaras a ,  Moke , Ora and Ifusa ( northern Fore ) , with a few from Agarabe 

dis tricts near Kainantu . Virtually all of them were t old  by  p eople who 

belonged to ( or ,  in s ome examples , had married into ) the d is tric ts where 

these particular st ories were mythically located . In a few cases , they 

were repe ating storie s that they had heard from others who had s uch 

c onnect ions . Conventional ly , there was no bar on telling stories from 

other distri c t s ; but the t ie between k i n l he r a and garden fert ility and 

the perpetuation of local tradi tions and local s olidarity ,  was be lieved 

t o  b e  stronge st and closest when a person on his/her home ground was 

telling a story dire c tly as so ciat ed with that p lace . 

One of  the most striking features of  k i n i h e r a  distribut ion throughout 

the region , in 1 9 5 1- 5 3 , was t he c ombinat ion o f  stability and variation 

in their sequence s .  Differences and s imilarities in the k i n l h e r a  I 

re c orded did not coincide with language alignment s .  When I drew people ' s  

attention to what seemed t o  be similarit ies , and asked what t hey thought 

about this , t he usual reply was that the se  particular s tories had trav­

e lle d along t he same road or path .  The same word was used when a person 

telling ab out a dream would begin , ' On ( the ) dream-road I s aw . . .  ' .  

Overlapping in this s ense  was t aken as a matter  of  c ours e .  When I drew 
the ir at tention to what s eemed to be di fference s ,  the usual reply was 

that each ' distri c t ' or p lace had its  own k l n i h e r a and that the s e  were , 
naturally , different . In either case , the compari son was apparent ly o f  
not much c oncern to them . Beyond a certain point , internal variations 
in same-theme s tories were said to ident ify t hem as ' di fferent ' ;  t he 

di strict names associated with them were not enough in themse lves to 
make them s o .  By ' beyond a certain point ' ,  I mean that there was s ome 

flexib ility in regard to choi ce  of vocabulary , ordering of minor  �' -

sequences , and incorporation or omission of details . Theme s ,  p lot­

sequences and characters were c rucial ingredient s in different iat ing 
one story from another .  

Variat ion between stories within one district . att ac hed to i t s  small­

name s ite s , was mat ched by variation between dist ri c t s  t hroughout t he 

region . Uniformity between storie s within one di strict was mat ched by 

uniformity b etween district s ,  again throughout the r egio n .  Thi s  was 

obliquely acknowledged in local c omments , such as this from a Fore­

speaking woman at Bus aras a ,  who comp lained that ' Those Usurufa women 

have t old you all the stories ! ' .  
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Fundamental to such as sessments i s  the bas ic cultural lexicon which 

i s  not compartmentalised in accordance with pure ly or predominant ly 

lingui stic  divisions . The items of vocabulary common throughout the 
regi on included , for example , pigs ; crotons ; gardens ; warfare , w ith its  

techniques and paraphernalia;  the  complex of re ligious ritual ( and i ts 

equipment ) ,  i ncluding init iatory procedures for males and females ;  ovens , 

and the s haring o f  food ( not ne cessarily eat ing together) as a visible 

sign of friendship . And so on . 

Sharing and differentiation in the s e  items of  vocabulary i s  expanded 

and reinforced in s ituations ranging from everyday activit y ,  with in­

formal interchange and observat ion , and the movement of small trading 

part ies ( e . g . in search of areca nuts ) ,  to the coming together of groups 

of  people from different districts and different language uni t s  - on 

ce remonial oc cas ions , or in warfare ; and in further interlinkages through 

marriage . And t he circulat ion of s ongs and k r i  : n a  and ceremonial emb l ems 

( the ' language of  obj ects ' ) , and presumab ly of  k i n l he r a ,  provide d a maj or 

mean s of communicat ion , b oth of style and of content . 

Songs of human compos ition alluded t o  personal experience wi thout 

specify ing content or context . Out side a very narrow t ime-and-space 

range , they were trans ient and anonymous . But they were designed for 

public  transmis sion and outward movement ; Usurufa-speaking people , for 

instance , never composed s ongs in their own language , but always in one 

of the ' larger ' language s around them. K i n i he r a and creation mythology , 

however , were locally , territorially focussed , but their out side ram­

ificat ions were to s ome e xtent overtly rec ogni sed . 

I s uspect that this kind of  asses sment could be extended over a much 

wider regional range . Anyone who has looked even cursori ly at myth-and­

t ale material in Papua New Guinea can hardly fai l to have not iced the 

s imi larities which appear ( cert ainly , alongside marked differences ) from 

one side of the continent to anothe r .  This i s  not mere ly a matter  of  

di s tribution of ' Folklori stic  Motifs ' ,  such as  Less a ( 19 61 )  notes  as  

occurring more w idely in Oceania - ' Open Se same ' ,  ' Magi c Obj ect Answers 

for Fugitive ' ,  ' Inexhaustib le Ob j e ct ' ,  and so on . The convergenc e s  

have more sub stance than this , and relate to content as well . 

5 . 1 . 3 . 4 . T H E  L A N G U A G E  O F  M Y T H  

O n  one han d ,  t here is the quest ion o f  t he verb al language used i n  
myths and songs - the personal and regional styles that t h e s e  exemplify . 

On the other hand , there i s  the nature o f  the dis course which i s  the 
es sence o f  myth as s uch : the symbolic , emot ionally b ased , commitment­

orient ed approach , which is evident here in both creat ion mytho logy and 
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k i n i h e r a .  Then again , there is  the much wider regional spre ad of  b oth 

cultural vocabulary and potential comb inat ions and reflect ions of this 

in myth and myth-tale form. 

If we refer t o  myth as a met a-language , this is  not t o  deny the im­

portance of verb al communicat ion within p art icular , named language­

alignment s .  Nor does it suggest , as L�vi-Straus s s omet ime s s eems to do , 

that s peech tends to conceal the most important me ssages . What i t  does 

mean i s  that over a spatial spread where at least some cultural s imilar­

it ie s  are acknowledge d ,  where the cultural setting is reas onably fam­

iliar ,  the people concerned can be expected t o  ' speak the same language ' 

in a general sense . And an intrins ic feature o f  that general , cultural 
' language ' is  t he language of myth . 

This common ' language ' has ve ry wide currency indeed ,  over t he whol e  

of  Papua New Guinea and into the out lying i s lands o f  Melanesia in the 

east , Indonesia on the west . Divergenc e in cultural ( and/or linguis tic ) 

vocabulary i s  significant for cert ain purpose s ,  but i t  takes place w ithin 

a frame of  potent ial mutual understanding.  Myth , in s ome respe ct s a 

closed system,  i s  open-ended in others . Along w ith its non-verbal 

accompaniments and the related fields o f  ce remonial drama , art and song , 

it connot es , and charts the contours o f ,  familiar or almost-familiar 

t errit ory : an area of  belief and b ehaviour in which people from otherwise  

divergent cult ural and linguistic  regions in Papua New Guinea can find 

a traditi onal basis for common action in the pre s ent . 2 
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N O T  E S 

1 .  My field re se arch there was financed by an Ohio Stat e  Fe llowship 

from the Internat ional Federat ion of Uni versity Women . 

2 .  I have omit ted , for lack of s pace , detailed documentat ion of  all 

these statement s ,  inc luding examp les of  storie s from Arapesh , Kutubu , 

Marind-Anim , E lema and other areas which have very close parallels 

indeed in t he Eastern Highlands area .  

4 6  
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