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THE ENDURING CHARM OF TIKI
TIKI TEMBO NO SA REMBO

For  generations,  the  rhythmic,  almost
musical  phrase  “Tiki  tiki  tembo  no  sa
rembo” has echoed through storytimes
in classrooms, libraries, and cozy living
rooms. To many, it is simply the name of
a little boy in a classic children’s book—a
name so  long  and  so  delightfully  silly
that children cannot help but giggle as
they  try  to  pronounce it.  But  beneath

this playful string of syllables lies a rich
tradition  of  oral  storytelling,  cultural
exchange, and a timeless moral that has
kept the tale alive for more than half a
century. The story of Tiki Tiki Tembo is
more than just a tongue-twister; it is a
bridge between ancient Chinese folklore
and modern Western childhood, a lesson
in  humility,  and  a  testament  to  the
power of a well-told tale.
This article explores the deep roots, the
narrative arc, and the lasting impact of
the Tiki Tiki Tembo No Sa Rembo story.
We will  examine how a simple folktale
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from a distant culture became a staple in
English-language  children’s  literature,
why  its  central  message  remains
r e l e v a n t  t o d a y ,  a n d  h o w  t h e
unforgettable  name  of  its  protagonist
continues to captivate young audiences.

The Historical
Roots of a
Beloved Folktale
The phrase “Tiki tiki tembo no sa rembo”
is widely recognized as the name of the
eldest son of a Chinese family in a well-
known adaptation of  a  classic  Chinese
folktale. However, the original story from
which this  version is  drawn has  much

older  roots.  In  traditional  Chinese  oral
culture, many versions of a story about a
boy  who  falls  into  a  well  and  whose
rescue is delayed because his name is
extraordinarily  long  have  been  passed
down  for  centuries.  The  moral  often
centers  on  the  dangers  of  being  too
proud, too complicated, or too attached
to status—embodied in the excessively
long name.
In 1968, American author and librarian
Arlene  Mosel  published  Tikki  Tikki
Tembo,  a  picture  book  illustrated  by
Blair  Lent.  Mosel’s  adaptation  took
creative  liberties,  but  it  preserved the
core structure of the Chinese story while
making  it  accessible  to  a  Western
audience.  The  book  quickly  became a
classic, receiving the Caldecott Honor
for  its  illustrations  and  cementing  the
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phrase “Tiki tiki tembo no sa rembo” in
the  collective  memory  of  millions  of
children.  It  is  important  to  note  that
Mosel’s  version  is  a  retelling—not  an
exact  translation—and  it  reflects  the
sensibilities of her time, including certain
cultural generalizations that have since
been  critically  examined.  Nonetheless,
its role in introducing this narrative to a
global audience is undeniable.
The title, as spelled in Mosel’s book, is
Tikki Tikki Tembo, but the full name as
written  reads:  “Tikki  tikki  tembo-no
sa  rembo-chari  bari  ruchi-pip  peri
pembo.”  The  popular  shortening  to
“Tiki  Tiki  Tembo  No  Sa  Rembo”  is
common  in  oral  retellings  and  song
adaptations. This name, according to the
story, means “the most wonderful thing
in the whole wide world,” which explains

why the mother chose it for her firstborn
son—a  gesture  of  immense  love  and
pride.

The Heart of the
Story: A Tale of
Two Brothers
The narrative centers on two brothers:
the  elder,  whose  grand  name is  Tikki
tikki tembo-no sa rembo-chari bari ruchi-
pip  peri  pembo,  and  the  younger
brother, who has a short, simple name:
Chang. In Mosel’s version, the brothers
live near a well. One day, while playing,
Chang  falls  into  the  well.  The  older
brother runs to his mother and frantically
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tries to tell her what happened, but he
must  first  recite  his  own  long  name
before he can deliver the message. The
mother,  after  hearing  the  long  name,
finally asks about Chang, and the rescue
proceeds. But the delay is minimal, and
Chang is saved.
The real drama unfolds later when the
older brother himself falls into the same
well. Now it is Chang’s turn to get help.
He runs to his  mother and cries,  “Oh,
Mother! Our son, Tikki tikki tembo-no sa
rembo-chari  bari  ruchi-pip  peri  pembo,
has fallen into the well!” But the name is
s o  l o n g  t h a t  b y  t h e  t i m e  s h e
understands, more precious time is lost.
The story builds suspense as the mother
and the villagers struggle to pronounce
the name correctly, delaying the rescue.
Eventually, the older boy is saved, but it

is implied that the long name caused a
severely  prolonged  immersion—and  in
some retellings, the boy barely survives.
The  moral  is  made  explicit:  from that
day forward, the Chinese people (as the
story  states)  gave  their  children  short
names, “so that if they ever fell into a
well, they could be rescued quickly.”
This dramatic tale is  often told with a
mix of humor and tension. The repetition
of  the  long  name  creates  a  rhythmic
chant that children love to repeat. But
the underlying message is serious: pride
and complexity can lead to unnecessary
trouble.  The story  encourages humility
and practicality, cleverly disguised as a
fun, almost musical narrative.
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Linguistic and
Cultural Impact
of the Name

Itself
The phrase “Tiki tiki tembo no sa rembo”
has taken on a life of its own beyond the
book. In many households, it is used as a
playful  tongue-twister,  a  call-and-
response  game,  or  even  a  lullaby.  Its
syl labic  structure—dactyl ic  and
repetitive—makes it easy for children to
remember  and  chant.  The  name’s
rhythm appeals to the natural phonemic
awareness  that  develops  in  early

childhood,  making  it  a  favorite  tool
among educators and speech therapists
for language development.
From a  cultural  perspective,  the  story
has  often  been  cr i t ic ized  for  i ts
inaccurate  representation  of  Chinese
naming practices and for implying that
Chinese  children  once  had  such  long
names.  In  reality,  traditional  Chinese
names are typically composed of one or
two  characters  (syllables),  not  the
elaborate  construction  in  the  book.
Mosel  herself  later  acknowledged  that
the  story  was  a  composite  of  various
folktales and not a direct ethnography.
However, the tale remains beloved, and
many modern readers appreciate it as a
work  of  fiction  rather  than  a  factual
account. It serves as a valuable lesson in
understanding  how  folklore  evolves
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when  it  crosses  cultural  boundaries.
The phrase has also permeated popular
culture.  It  appears  in  songs,  parody
videos, and is frequently referenced in
literature about childhood nostalgia. The
name  itself  has  become  synonymous
with “a very long, complicated name.”
Its enduring linguistic appeal lies in its
sonorous quality: the repetition of the “t”
and “b” sounds, the open vowels,  and
the rising and falling intonation make it a
joy to  speak aloud.  For  this  reason,  it
remains  a  staple  in  oral  storytelling
traditions,  passed from parent  to child
just as folktales have been for millennia.

Themes and
Moral Lessons:
Why the Story
Still Matters
At its core, the tale of Tiki Tiki Tembo is
about the consequences of excess. The
mother’s  choice  to  give  her  firstborn  a
name  signifying  “the  most  wonderful
thing in the whole wide world” reflects a
natural parental pride, but it is that same
pride  that  leads  to  danger.  The  story
teaches  children  that  sometimes,
simplicity  is  safer  and  wiser  than
grandeur.  In  an age of  ever-increasing



Tiki Tiki Tembo No Sa Rembo 7

7

complexity—whether  in  technology,
social  status,  or  personal  identity—this
message  is  surprisingly  relevant.
Children learn that it is not necessarily
the size of your name or your reputation
that  matters ,  but  the  abi l i ty  to
communicate clearly and act swiftly in
times of need.
A n o t h e r  c e n t r a l  t h e m e  i s  t h e
responsibility  of  siblings.  The  elder
brother, despite his long name, tries his
best  to  help  his  younger  sibling.  The
younger brother, given a simple name, is
the one who ultimately saves the day.
The  story  encourages  cooperation  and
emphasizes  that  every  person,
regardless of their perceived importance
or “name,” has a crucial role to play. It
also  subtly  highlights  the  dangers  of
vanity.  The  long  name is  a  source  of

pride for the mother and the boy, but it
becomes  a  liability.  In  this  sense,  the
story  is  a  gentle  warning  against
attaching  too  much  importance  to
outward  displays  of  status.
Furthermore,  the  tale  underscores  the
value  of  oral  communication.  In  an
emergency,  the  ability  to  quickly  and
clearly  convey  a  message  can  be  the
difference  between  life  and  death.  The
drawn-out  process  of  saying  the  long
name  represents  the  frustration  and
peril  of  inefficient  communication—a
lesson  still  applicable  in  our  age  of
information overload. The story prompts
children to think about how they speak
and listen, and why clarity matters.
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Modern
Adaptations and
Continued

Relevance
S ince  Mose l ’ s  book ,  numerous
adaptations of the Tiki Tiki Tembo story
have  appeared.  There  are  animated
versions, musical recordings, and stage
plays.  Many  libraries  include  it  in
storytime rotations, often pairing it with
other folktales about names, such as The
Name  Jar  or  My  Name  is  Yoon.  The
rhythmic quality of the name lends itself
well  to  song,  and  several  children’s

musicians  have  turned  the  story  into
catchy  tunes.  YouTube  is  filled  with
videos of parents and teachers chanting
the name with children, keeping the oral
tradition alive.
In recent years, there has been a trend
toward  reinterpreting  the  story  with
greater  cultural  sensitivity.  Some
educators now present it  as a work of
fiction  and  supplement  it  with  accurate
information  about  Chinese  culture  and
naming conventions. Others use it as a
springboard  for  discussions  about
folklore,  storytelling,  and  how  stories
change as they travel across the globe.
The phrase “Tiki tiki tembo no sa rembo”
remains  a  powerful  anchor  for  these
conversat ions  because  i t  i s  so
memorable  and  beloved.
The story also continues to be used in
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early  childhood  education  to  teach
sequencing,  problem-solving,  and  the
concept  of  cause  and  effect.  The
repetitive  structure  allows  children  to
predict what will  happen next, building
comprehension skills. The moral is clear
enough  for  preschoolers  to  grasp,  but
the narrative  also  contains  layers  that
older children can analyze, such as the
role of the mother, the behavior of the
villagers,  and  the  idea  of  collective
responsibility.

Why “Tiki Tiki
Tembo No Sa

Rembo” Endures
At the heart of its longevity is the sheer
joy  of  the  name.  Children  love  the
challenge of saying it, the silliness of its
length, and the sense of mastery when
they  can  recite  it  from  memory.  The
name becomes a secret code, a shared
joke  between  generations.  The  story
itself,  while  simple,  is  packed  with
emotion: the brotherly bond, the panic of
a child in danger,  the relief  of  rescue,
and the humour of the ridiculous name.
It  is  a  story  that  works  on  multiple
levels—entertaining,  educational,  and
moral.
Moreover, the tale taps into a universal
childhood  experience:  the  feeling  of
being small in a big world, the need for
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help, and the importance of family. The
well  is  a  classic  folkloric  symbol  of
danger and the unknown, and the act of
rescuing  a  child  from  it  is  a  primal
narrative.  By  wrapping  this  archetypal
plot  in  the  wild,  rhythmic  name,  the
story  becomes  unforgettable.  It  is  not
just a story you hear once; it is a story
you remember and want to tell others.
Finally,  “Tiki  tiki  tembo no  sa  rembo”
endures because it invites participation.
When  a  parent  reads  the  tale  aloud,
children  eagerly  join  in  on  the  long
name, especially  if  they have heard it
before.  This  interactive  element  turns
reading  into  a  performance,  a  shared
ritual.  That  participatory  quality  is  the
hallmark of great folklore, and it ensures
that the story will continue to be passed
on for many more generations.

CONCLUSION

From ancient Chinese oral tales to the
printed pages of a Caldecott Honor book,
from the lips of librarians to the chants
of  children  on  playgrounds,  “Tiki  tiki
tembo no sa rembo” has proven to be
far  more  than  a  humorous  string  of
syllables. It is the name of a story that
teaches humility, sibling loyalty, and the
value of clear communication. While it is
important  to  approach  the  tale  with
cultural awareness and to appreciate its
context  as  a  work  of  fiction,  its  core
appeal remains undiminished. The next
time  you  hear  a  child  gleefully  chant
those  words,  remember  that  they  are
participating  in  a  tradition  that  spans
centuries  and  continents—a  tradition
that  uses  the  simple  joy  of  a  long,
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ridiculous  name  to  share  a  very  wise lesson indeed.


