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Siebert ‘Bertie’ Neethling (1947–2022): A tribute 

ADRIAN KOOPMAN AND OLIVIU FELECAN 

 

Siebert ‘Bertie’ Neethling, 

a professor of the Xhosa 

language at the University 

of the Western Cape and 

one of South Africa’s most 

prolific onomastic scholars, 

died on 20 September 2022, 

at the age of 75, after a 

long illness. 

Fellow South African 

onomastics scholar Adrian 

Koopman remembers first 

meeting him at an African 

languages conference in 

1983, at a conference of 

the Names Society of 

Southern Africa (NSSA) 1989, and at a folklore studies conference in 1993. 

These three conferences reflect the main academic interests of Bertie Neethling 

over the years: the Xhosa language, onomastics, and folklore together with 

Xhosa oral poetry. But it was onomastics which really captured his interest and 

dominated his numerous conference presentations and publications for the rest 

of his life. What began as convivial acquaintance among two academics with 

shared interests (African languages, onomastics and folklore studies), says 

Professor Koopman, developed into a warm friendship, which lasted over the 

years. When Bertie organised the 10th congress of the NSSA in Hermanus near 

Cape Town, Koopman had the pleasure of meeting Bertie’s wife Vicky, and 

was able to do so many times in the years that followed. 

Professor Neethling taught at the University of the Western Cape (UWC) 

for nearly three decades, and was one of the pioneers who established the 

Department of Xhosa in the mid-1970s. He retired from the University in 2010 

and was appointed an Emeritus Professor. The website of the UWC praises 

him: “He will always be remembered for his subtle sense of humour and his 

liking for indigenous languages and culture”. 

 

Figure 1: Bertie Neethling and Noleen Turner at 

Victoria Falls, Zimbabwe, 18th NSSA Congress, 2014. 

© Adrian Koopman. 
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Although some of his publications were on second-language teaching, 

linguistic aspects of Xhosa, Xhosa oral poetry and folklore, by far the majority 

of his research publications were in the field of onomastics. He focused on 

anthroponymy rather than toponymy, and many of his earlier publications were 

on Xhosa names, as might be expected. These included Voorname in Xhosa in 

Nomina Africana 2(2)/1988, 223–237, Xhosa nicknames in the South African 

Journal of African Languages (SAJAL) 14(2)/1994, 88–92, and an article on 

Xhosa First Names: A Dual Identity in Harmony or in Conflict? in the journal 

Names 56(1)/2008, 32–38. While over the years he published in a wide variety 

of journals and contributed chapters to several edited books, the three journals 

just mentioned remained his favourites, and he was a major contributor to all 

three. For a better dissemination of the complex results obtained in the field of 

linguistics, we will give/offer, synthetically, a part of the contributions of 

Bertie Neethling in different branches of onomastics: 

- Iziteketiso in Xhosa, in Nomina Africana, 4(1)/1990, 11–34. 

- The developer’s dilemma. Finding the right name, in Nomina Africana 

14(1)/2000, 57–72. 

- A minibus taxi by any other name, would it run as sweet?, in Names 53(1)/ 

2005, 3–19. 

- Name giving strategies in André P. Brink's Duiwelskloof / Devil’s 

Valley, in Onoma 40/2005, 83–104. 

- Names, registration plates and identity, in Names 55(4)/2007, 354–362. 

- Naming as a manifestation of Black Economic Empowerment (BEE) in 

post-1994 South Africa, in Onoma 43/2008, 381–396. 

- Perceptions around ethnicity, naming and identity: Coloured students 

at the University of the Western Cape, in Nomina Africana 23(1)/2009, 51–90. 

- Family names among the Xhosa of South Africa, in Onoma 44/2009, 

107–128. 

- Reintroducing the name “Bantu” in South Africa within its linguistic 

context, in Nomina Africana 24(1)/2010, 76–103. 

- Bynames as an expression of identity: A student profile at the University 

of the Western Cape, in Norna-Rapporter 88. Binamn. Uppkomst, bildning, 

terminology och bruk, 2012, 23–38. 

- Renaming streets in the city of Cape Town. Policy and practice, in 

Nomina Africana 27(1)/2013, 21–37. 

- Xhosa onomastics as part of Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS), in 

Names. A Journal of Onomastics 62(4)/2014, 218–228. 

- review for Dictionary of Southern African place names, in Language 

Matters 46(3)/2015, 436–437. 

- Commercial television brand names with supportive slogans in South 

Africa: an analysis, in Nomina Africana 31(2)/2017, 171–182. 

- Names of sport stadiums in South Africa: location, sponsors and 

politics, in Nomina Africana 32(2)/2018, 83–93. 
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- The so-called Coloured people of South Africa: Modern anthroponymic 

reconstruction?, in Onoma 55/2020, 229–246. 

As we can see in the previous list, Bertie Neethling did not just restrict 

himself to anthroponymy: he also published several articles on literary 

onomastics, such as an article on the onomastic aspects of Elsa Joubert’s novel 

Poppie Nongena, published in the conference proceedings Names 1983, and 

an article on the emotive toponyms in Christopher Torr’s song “Hot Gates’. 

He first published this in Nomina Africana 9/1995, 56–67, and then reworked 

it into a more general discussion of names in songs as a contribution to Carole 

Hough’s The Oxford handbook of names and naming (2016). In his later years 

he developed an interest in brand names, publishing two articles on wine labels 

in edited collections in 2009 (Names as a vehicle towards transformation in 

the South African wine industry in People, products, and professions, In E. 

Lavric, F. Fischer et al. (eds.), 2009. Choosing a name, choosing a language. 

Peter Lang: Frankfurt am Main, 279–287) and 2013 (Innovation and creativity 

in the coinage of new names for South African wine: A few case studies, in O. 

Felecan, A. Bugheşiu (eds.), 2013. Onomastics in contemporary public space, 

Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 240–256), and 

following up with The role of anthroponymic commemoration on wine labels 

in South Africa, published in Names 65(2)/2017, 65–77. From here he moved 

to liquor and beer, publishing Economics, gender and onomastics: Liquor 

brand names in South Africa in Nomina Africana 33(2)/2019, 99–115 and The 

choice of craft beer names in present-day South Africa: An analysis in Nomina 

Africana 34(1)/2020, 45–56. These articles, just a few of the scores he published 

in his lifetime, show what an eclectic range of topics he covered, how he found 

research opportunities in the most unlikely places, and, more specifically, how 

he was able to meld his interest in anthroponymy with the names of brands. 

In addition to his articles in peer-reviewed journals, Neethling also 

published in edited collections of onomastic articles, festschrifts, and in the 

proceedings of onomastic conferences: 

- The right to a good name: Muslim and Xhosa children, in O. Felecan 

(ed.), 2011. Name and naming. Proceedings of the First International 

Conference on Onomastics: Multiethnic Connections in Anthroponymy, Cluj-

Napoca: Editura Mega, 77–88. 

- Street names: A changing urban landscape, in C. Hough (ed.) 2016. 

The Oxford handbook of names and naming, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

144–157. 

- Innovative anthroponymy: The case of the South African Coloured 

community, in O. Felecan, D. Felecan (eds.), 2016. Magistri et alumni, amore 

scribendi. Studia. In honorem Professoris Nicolae Felecan, Cluj-Napoca: 

Editura Mega, Editura Argonaut, 487–496. 
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- The deity concept among the amaXhosa of South Africa, in O. Felecan 

(ed.), 2019. Onomastics between sacred and profane, Wilmington: Vernon 

Press, 107–118. 

- Onomastic multiculturalism: Anthroponymy and toponymy in South 

Africa, in O. Felecan, A. Bugheşiu (eds.), 2021. Names and naming: 

Multicultural aspects, Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 243–260. 

Perhaps the highlights of his publications were his two major books: 

Naming among the Xhosa of South Africa (New York: Mellen Press, 2005) and 

Onomastics: A multidisiplinary field of study: What’s in a name? in 2017. 

Bertie Neethling was a stalwart of the Names Society of Southern Africa 

(NSSA): he was on the editorial board for many years, reviewed articles on a 

regular basis and served as the Vice-President of the NSSA from 2006 to 2014. 

He was also a regular presenter of papers at conferences. After his first paper 

at the 2nd Congress of the NSSA in 1983, he never missed one of their biennial 

congresses. He did his share of congress organising as well, and besides the 

congress in the seaside town of Hermanus in 1998 mentioned above, he 

organised one at Langebaan Lagoon, north of Cape Town, in 2010.  

After presenting a paper (Toponymic hotspots: Cristopher Torr’s Hot 

Gates) at the 19 International Congress of Onomastic Sciences (ICOS) in 

Aberdeen (1996), Bertie never missed an ICOS congress, presenting papers at 

Santiago de Compostela in 1999 (African language influence of naming in 

South Africa), Uppsala in 2002 (The Xhosa speaker’s English name: burden 

or blessing?), Pisa in 2005 (A taste of Africa: African names in the South 

African Wine industry), Toronto in 2008 (Lifestyle, worldview and identity: 

Names on customized vehicle registration plates), Barcelona in 2011 (Billy 

Joel's ‘We didn't start the Fire’: An onomastic journey through history), 

Glasgow in 2014 (Naming and renaming of South African naval vessels) and 

Debrecen in 2017 (An onomastic journey on board MSC cruise ships). In his 

later years he also attended a number of conferences run by other institutions, 

such as the regular Names in the Economy congresses – e.g. Amsterdam 2009, 

Shifting economic power and a shifting onomastic landscape in post-1994 

South Africa – and the regular ICONN (International Conference on Onomastics 

Name and Naming) held in Baia Mare in Romania. Professor Oliviu Felecan 

of the North University of Baia Mare remember well his visits to Romania, 

often accompanied by his wife Vicky. Felecan remembers that between the ICOS 

Congress in Barcelona in August 2011 and the first ICONN congress in Baia Mare 

in September of that year, Bertie and Vicky took a cruise in the Mediterranean 

for three weeks. These regular visits to Europe also gave the Neethlings a 

chance to visit two of their three sons: one in Paris and the other in Dubai.  

Bertie Neethling loved his country and all the things related to it: 

languages, culture, nature, food and wine, etc. At any scientific event he 

attended all over the world, Bertie usually wore shirts in bold African designs, 

wearing them with pride in his homeland. Felecan remembers him saying sadly 
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that many of his countrymen, including two of his children, had left their native 

country due to post-apartheid insecurity. He was pleased to learn that South 

Africa is one of the biggest investors in Romania. A hospitable man, he loved 

to invite his international friends to Cape Town and show them the beauties of 

the antipodes. 

 

 

Figure 2: Bertie Neethling, Daiana & Oliviu Felecan, Michel Rateau in ICONN 1 trip, 

Maramureș, Romania, 2011. © Oliviu Felecan. 

In conclusion: Vicky Neethling and her sons have lost a husband and a 

father, and they are in our thoughts. The University of the Western Cape has 

lost one of its most distinguished scholars. And the discipline of onomastics 

has lost one of its most prolific authors, a man whose wide range of interests 

in the field of names and naming brought life to onomastic studies both in his 

beloved country South Africa as well as the wider world. 


