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MOTIVATION AND IMPORTANCE OF BEAD MAKING
Junod, (1938: 36) remarks that" .... in spite of all the positive elements to be found in the
Bantu languages, a very definite defect in the Bantu [as is proven], is their poor system of
numeration"
Paulus Gerdes: {1989: vii) mentions that African women have traditionally been involved in
cultural activities - such as ceramics, beading, mural decoration, basket weaving, hair
braiding, tattooing, string figures - which bear a strong artistic and mathematical chara~ter.
He further mentions that although the mathematical aspect of these traditional cultural
activities, have so far, not, or hardly, been recognised by 'Academia' this does not render
them less mathematical.
A mathematician according to Hardy, is a maker of patterns, if his patterns are more
permanent than theirs, it is because they are made of ideas.
Njock who is a Cameroonean mathematician, remarks that, "Pure mathematics is the rut of
creating and imagining. In this sense, black art is mathematics.
Hardy mentions that, "A mathematician, like a painter or poet, is a maker of patterns. If his
patterns are more permanent than theirs, it is because they are made with ideas. "And" TI1e
mathematician's patterns, like the painter's or poets, must be beautiful. The ideas, like the
colours or the words, must fit together in a harmonious way, Beauty is the first test: there is
no permanent place in the world for ugly mathematics."
The main objective of this proposal is to disprove Junod's notion that Blacks have a defect
when it comes to mathematical concepts. The project will demonstrate mathematical aspects
and ideas entrenched in the rhythmic patterns employed by women of KZN (KwaZulu-Natal
during the process of brad making. The project will also be a revival of traditions which are
undermined by our youth and which may otherwise vanish. Those involved in bead making
will realise that there is a lot of calculations a measurements required during the process of
beading.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF BEADS AND BEAD WORK IN KZN
According to Carey {1986: 1) records and pictures indicate that before the nineteenth century,
the Zulu people wore virtually no beads, instead they made use of feathers and decorative
skins. Beads were made locally from products such as sea shells, eggshells, wood and bone,
from peels of dried vegetables and from seeds and in some areas, they made use of clay
(Carey: 1986:3) Teeth claws such as those of the leopards, were used to make beads such as
necklaces which indicated power and achievements as they were worn by highly respected
people in the clan. Trade beads were imported from other countries and some of them came
from the visitors who had to pay a levy for passing through the country. According lo
Costello (1990:2) the first glass beads were brought to South Africa by Arab slaves traders as
well as the Portuguese. Carey (I 994: 10) concurs with Costello who also mentions that the
earliest glass beads are thought to have been imported from India by the Arab traders,
perhaps since 200 BC. Carey mentions that beads also came from Europe in places such as
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Venice and Amsterdam. Some of the Zulu Kings exchanged these beads for ivory. Later on,
beads then became deeply integrated into Zulu Social life and even today; they are an integral
part of the African culture. Infants and young children, adolescents, unmarried girls, girls of
marriageable age, married women and old women, men, and diviners wear beads. Women
make fertility dolls decorated with beads as their desire to have babies. They also support
their pregnancy by wearing a belt made of dry grass embroidered with grass or plastic beads.
The belt is called isibhodiya or isibhaxeko.
Various colours of beads have meanings assigned to them. White beads symbolise purity and
they also represent love and honesty. Black beads may represent ox hide skirt, \vhich is black
in colour and worn by women at marriage. A girl might give her lover a black beaded artef~ct
in order to draw his attention that she is ready to wear an ox hide skirt with pleats. In other
words, she is asking for ilobolo (dowry) to be paid. Red beads mean tears, desire and
passionate love. They also serve as an indication of anger and pain, Pink beads symbolise
pove1ty or starvation for love. It may also mean that the girl loves a man even though he is
poor. Yellow beads are a symbol of wealth and highly worn by men rather than women.
Fertility dolls are also made of yellow beads. Thus, yellow beads symbolise fertility. Green
beads symbolise new life and may also represent love sickness and even jealousy where the
girl sends a message that she is as thin as the blade of grass because she has been separated
from her lover and also that she misses him. Another message would be that she is still a
green/young child but is accepting his proposal and that the boyfriend should take care of her.
A royal blue colour signals loyalty. It is also a symbol of a dove. The girl would give out a
blue beaded artefact to his lover to tell him that she envies a dove that is able to fly to his
home to see him· and also be able to pick crumbs from his doorway. A turquoise colour
symbolises the cleanliness and purity of love that is equated with the sea. Zungu (2000) has
collected a sizeable list of Zulu names for beaded artefacts, which do not as yet, appear on the
Zulu Dictionaries. This is a clear indication that women's voices are still unheard. There are
various types of beaded articles, which the bead workers from Princess Mnkabayi Bead work
Society will produce. Most of the society's work will be kept at the Gandi-Luthuli
Documentation Centre at the University of Durban Westville. This could serve as a
Beadwork shop to cater for tourists and other communities locally and internationally. At
present, the University of Durban-Westville does not have a Museum shop where tourists
could buy souvenirs for their beloved ones. They .leave campus with their wallets/purses still
full of South African currency, which they are supposed to spend while in South Africa.

NAME OF THE PROJECT
The project is called Princess Mnkabayi beadwork Society. The name Mnkabayi has been
chosen solely for the elevation of women's status in KwaZulu-Natal and due to the fact that
Princess Mnkabayi, Shaka Zulu's aunt was one of the strongest women leaders in KZN who
made a great contribution in building the Zulu Nation as a whole. She was a key figure during
the prime years of the Zulu Kingdom (pre-Shakan, Shakan and post Shakan periods)
The aim of the project is to:
encourage female students to improve the world around them, socially, academically,
spiritually and economically.
create job opportunities for the disadvantaged and needy students.
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establish an arts and culture centre, which will attract tourists and be a centre for skills
training.
restore and retain the rich traditional and cultural heritage of the African people of
South Africa.
encourage and suppoti special events involving African artists and performers such as
traditional African Eistedefords, Cultural weeks, and Youth and Women programs,
among others.
encourage traditional arts and crafts at the University of Durban-Westville and
elsewhere.
promote the growth of a vibrant provincial and national association of students who

will participate actively in the development of provincial, national and international
structures.
develop regional education strategies that will meet the needs of students.
support adult education activities, which contribute to the development of a
democratic civil society.
conduct research on African heritage and culture especially in KwaZulu-Natal with
the aim of documenting the oral traditions.
NEED FOR THE PROJECT

African culture, arts, heritage, history and languages, have been marginalized,
stigmatised and denigrated as being low, and barbaric to such an extent that most
South Africans end up rejecting anything which belongs to themselves. They only
admire things remote from their environment and undermine anything local. They are
not aware of their own rich cultural heritage and the extent to which it is admired.
Non-South Africans, especially the Westerners also admire it. The project will
provide valuable information to the youth about themselves and about their rich
heritage. Through this project, we hope that students will learn to recognise, accept
and respect one another's culture. The project will provide basic skills for students
who want to empower · themselves traditionally, economically, spiritually,
academically and socially.
LOCATION OF THE PROJECT

The project is located at the University of Durban-Westville in the Department of
IsiZulu, on the third floor ofL Block Building. We hope to move it to the University's
Documentation Centre once it is fully established. Miss N Ramdhani who is the
Director of the Centre, is prepared to accommodate the project there once it is in full
existence. Unfortunately we do not have enough space to display the work and to
keep the completed material.
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HISTORY OF THE PROJECT

Professor Phyllis Jane Zungu initiated the project in October 1998 when she came
across a group of rnral women selling their beaded artefacts at the corner of the N3
road leading to Pietermaritzburg and Warwick Avenue in Durban. These women
came from various parts of KwaZulu-Natal, e.g. Ndwedwe, Msinga, Mkhomazi,
Maphumulo, Hillcrest and UMbumbulu areas. They had been moved from pillar to
post by the Durban Corporation who wanted to clean the Durban premises. In
December of that same year, they were eventually placed in an open space in the
comer of Berea and Victoria streets.
PROBLEMS EXPERIENCED BY THESE WOMEN TO DA TE

They have to leave their homes as early as 3h30 in order to be in Durban by 5h30.
They are not properly organised. Each one is selling her own artefacts and they have
not formed a vibrant and registered company of bead-workers.
Most of them are illiterate.
They cannot interpret the colours of their beaded artefacts and they are also copycats.
This weakens their business, most tourists are aware of the fact that colours of the
beads carry a profound message. Beads are a Zulu way of conveying a message. They
are the means of writing a letter (incwadi). Historically, the Zulus used to
communicate through beads when it came to love affairs.

as

These rnral women sell one and the same type of artefacts. There is no variety in
what they sell; as a result, most of their beautiful artefacts end up not being bought at
all. These common artefacts include glass holders, the South African flag, straps of
bangles and necklaces, and hair-bands
They do not know how to blend the colours; as a result, the colours of some of the
artefacts do not harmonise.
They either undercharge or overcharge their customers because they have no concept
of prizing and of the amount of time involved in making an artefact.
They have conununication problems. For instance they can't communicate in English
and they are generally very shy when they communicating with strangers. This is
entrenched in the Zulu culture, that one should treat the strangers well.
They lack confidence in themselves but their work is neat and beautiful.
They often admire people who do not speak isiZulu or who are not from this Province
to such an extent that they give them their goods for peanuts due to admiration and
respect.
They are obviously not assertive and they generally lack confidence in themselves.
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Most of them are breadwinners of their families, where the husband is either
unemployed, deceased or living with another woman. The unsold staff aggravates
their conditions of living.
Most of them are illiterate. They can't communicate with others through the written
word and hence cannot extend their activities in a literate world. For instance most of
them cannot issue receipts for good sold because they can neither write nor read .
They cannot benefit from opportunities related to self-development, which require
literacy skills.
They can't improve access to employment or self-employment opportunities where
language is the key to job opportunities.
PROBLEMS EXPERIENCED BY PRINCESS MNKABA YI BEADWORK
SOCIETY
Rural women who train students in beadwork, have to be paid an honorarium of at
least Rl50-00 per day for training UDW students. This amount is always paid by the
co-ordinator of the project. We nonnally charge them r20-00 per hour and we feel that
this is not enough.
The beads are very expensive. Here again, it is the co-ordinator of the project that has
to buy beads of various colours and sizes in order to kick-start the project.
SHORT, MEDIUM AND LONG TERM PROJECTS
Professor Zungu identified eight women who were exceptionally good in making
beaded glasses, beaded crowns, neck-laces, bangles, earrings, hair-bands, rings, belts,
pot-mats, cups and wine glasses covered with beads, beaded mats, spoons with
beaded handles, beaded cigarette lighters, bore ties, shoes covered with beads etc.
She requested these women to take turns in teaching beadwork skills to UDW
students. They were quite happy with the idea and they have started working with our
students. They take turns in training our students and they come on different days
according to their expertise and also according to the time taken in completing each
artefact. The training usually takes place during the free periods of the female
students. We have found Friday to be the most suitable day as the campus is a bit
quiet and there are very few Departments who have lectures in the afternoons.
Although this was initiaUy meant to assist our Zulu 3 students in their research
projects, one realises that the project has really taken off. Most students are now able
to make their own beaded artefacts. These beaded artefacts are replacing jewellery
items which, somehow or other, attract the thieves. Students are now doing away with
· ubucwebe' jewellery and are replacing it local ornaments. Students are now able to
admire and appreciate what is theirs, because they do the artefacts themselves and in
this way a sense of identity is also created.
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More than forly-five students have afliliated in the beadwork project and others are
still enrolling.
They are able to sell their own products either to their fellow students and elsewhere.
In this way, they are becoming self-sufficient. The economic status of most of our
students is very pathetic. Some students cannot afford to reach campus because they
hardly have transport fares. Others go without a meal for the entire day.
The time that was, in the past, spent in idle talk at the campus quad is now spent
profitably through engagement in bead making and other progressive debates.
The hands that were previously a devil's advocate are now used for the betterment of
the student's lifestyle and for capacity building.
Those who have already mastered the beadwork skills are often invited by local
schools to conduct beadwork lessons to the learners during the Arts and Crafts periods
e.g. Clairwood Primary School, Hillview Primary School, Isiphingo Secondary
School etc.)
Within the PMB Society, there are those who are involved in AJDS Awareness
campaigns. They encourage students to resort to traditional African methods of
preventing pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases. Most students prefer to
remain celibate while others resort to abstinence. Some belong to an organisation
called Izintombi Zekhethelo (The Cream of the Crop) and they claim that they
undergo seasonal virginity testing rituals from the communities where they come
from. (Not at the University of Durban-Westville). They advise those already
infected to go for counselling and encourage others to accept and love them. They
provide assistance where they can.

MEDIUM TERM GOALS
To display and exhibit, the African traditional arts, culture, heritage etc.
To conduct workshops, seminars, exhibitions, seminars, organise conferences
involving various sectors of our communities, both locally and nationally.
To encourage academic and learner exchange programs with other such centres both
locally, nationally and internationally.
To establish and co-ordinate centres in other tertiary institutions and universities.

LONG TERM GOALS
To establish a Resource Information Centre and library which could be used as a
research Centre for all African Institutions.
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To train the younger generation both academically and professionally in visual, crafts
and arts and traditional dance performances, music, drama, poetry writing so that they
take part in national and international events.
To write and publish various African dictionaries, hand books and books suitable for
the South African communities on beadwork and bead making.
To organise traditional African Eisteddfods in all aspects of traditional African
heritage and culture and to issue prizes.
To conduct various traditional examinations and then issue certificates for the variqus
cultural activities.
To nurture and preserve the rich traditional African culture for future generations.
Our students will be able plough back what they obtained from these illiterate rural
women by doing the following:
They will teach them reading and writing skills. Being able to read or write will
enable them to write forgotten histories about their people and about themselves
especially the experiences of women abuse. .
Knowing how to read and write will enable them to acquire skills in essay, poetry,
proverbs, novels, short story writing.
They will be able to participate in inter-religio-cultural seminars, thus improving the
moral situation of our youth.
They will be able to communicate freely with tourists.
They will be able to interpret the various traditional Zulu attires and also promote the
use of such attire on special national days
STRENGTHS OF THE PROJECT

Some of our students have a background of bead making because they come from
rural areas. They claim that they usually assist their mothers in making beadwork
when they are at their homes. They were reluctant to reveal their skills lest other
students laugh at them. Postgraduate students have more time to do their own research
and also to attend the beadwork training.
Most students still participate in various traditional ceremonies like the twenly-first
birthday called umemulo in Zulu. They also like to wear traditional attire on the
graduation days. There are various other ceremonies where the wearing of traditional
attire is a must. (Freedom Day Celebration on April 27, Women's' Day on 9 August,
Heritage Day on 24, September.
OPPORTUNITIES
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1t is becoming more apparent as technology and automation develop that the only
sustainable competitive advantage is the ability of our students and communities to be
able to collect information, apply that information and adapt it to the dynamic
constant changes. This means that our students have to be exposed to computer
literacy classes. Those involved in the project will be valued as assets of the Society
and not expenses. Those who are computer literate would thus, give them basic
computer skills.

There would be beadwork fashion shows on campus and elsewhere.
Local communities would hire the completed attire at 20% per original prize of the
artefact. We are already receiving enquiries regarding the hiring of artefacts.
·
The University is not very far from the Durban ICC (International Convention Centre)
where world conferences usually taking place. Students will be in a position to sell
their artefacts at such places.
Such a project, which combines research and skills, does not yet exist in any of our
local Universities. An African attraction Centre with African Arts and Culture themes,
which would be a tourist junction, locally, nationally, and internationally is a
possibility.
We see a centre being established where beaded artefacts will be collected, researched
findings documented on various forms of the media.
Students would be in a position to pay for their own tuition fees instead of expecting
free education.
There are also possible overseas beadwork markets where our students and rural
women might have an opportunity of going overseas to sell their goods.
The Society should b~ able to assist neGdy students, within the society, to pay their
tuition fees through bead making.
·
Scheduling and duration of the project per yeai·

1st March to 31 April (15 lessons including week-ends)
2nd May to June 30 (15 lessons including week-ends)
1 August to 30 September (15 lesson including week-ends)
1 December to 15 December (15 lessons including week-ends)
INTERNATIONAL EXPOSURE

PMBS must be of world class. This means that the equipment as well as the human resources
required in operating this project, need to be of internationally acceptable standards. Quality
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