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Ndebele - Unraveling the History of the Ndebele 

An Nguni speaking group, the Ndebele migrated inland and 
mingled with Sotho speaking groups in the Transvaal area 
decades before Europeans settlers arrived in South Africa. 
While living among non-Nguni groups, the Ndebele people 
absorbed cultural and linguistic expressions that 
distinguished them from other Nguni groups. Their cultural 
uniqueness survived the conquests and dispossessions 
they suffered under Mzilikazi as he wrecked havoc on the 
area in the 1800s after fleeing the authority of King Shaka 
of the Zulus. By the 1860s, the Ndebele people had built a 
stronghold at Erholweni from where they successfully 
resisted attacks by the Boers until 1883. The Boers entirely 
dispossessed the Ndebele of their land and indentured 
each adult to five years of unpaid labour. After their release, 
the Ndebele continued to be a landless people. 

During the early years of apartheid when the National 
Government was busy establishing “ethnic” homelands to 
separate groups and halt the natural process of 
urbanisation, the Ndebele remained landless and were 
forced into Sotho areas. The discrimination they suffered 
encouraged certain Ndebele to appeal for their own area. 
Since this fitted perfectly with the government’s apartheid 
policy, the Ndebele were granted a space in the central 
Transvaal in the 1970s. By 1981, KwaNdebele was a self-
governing homeland. The land set aside for the Ndebele 
possessed no mineral resources and was designed to 
accommodate 32,000 people not the nearly half a million 
people who lived there in 1980. Without residence rights in 
the townships, Ndebele men were forced to commute six 
hours daily on overcrowded buses to perform menial tasks 
in Pretoria and Johannesburg for a pittance pay. 

Throughout the difficult years of oppression and dislocation, 
Ndebele women used painting and beaded adornments as 
a means of overtly maintaining and asserting their minority. 
As well as telling this tale of resistance, the beadworks tell 
of changing economic trends in terms of the materials and 
colours used and reflect new themes encountered in urban 
areas. Equally significant is the celebrations for which many 
of these artworks were produced. The female and male 
initiation rites at which both sexes are heavily adorned with 
beadworks continued throughout these struggle years and 
are another important aspect of Ndebele identity. 
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Beadwork ï Radical Practices presents 
historical and contemporary work from the Iziko 
South African National Gallery, Cape Town, 
South Africa; historical work from the MacBride 
Museum and contemporary work from the Yukon 
Territorial Government Permanent Art Collection, 
both located in Whitehorse, Yukon. 

This exhibition investigates the cultural similarities 
and differences of these indigenous communities 
in an attempt to understand the complex stories 
and histories that are contained within each of the 
beading practices. It explores diverse forms of 
cultural production which combine materials and 
techniques into products of innovative design and 
aesthetic beauty.  

Through the juxtaposition of Yukon and Ndebele 
beadwork, this exhibition presents the beauty, 
diversity, old traditions, new adaptations, missing 
histories and collected memories of the two 

cultures. 
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Ndebele - Women’s Tradition 

Very young girls wore a lighabe, a small apron with white 
beaded dressed skin or cotton fringes attached to a front 
waistband, densely covered with beadwork. After puberty 
and the accompanying initiation ritual, a young woman wore 
an isiphephetu, a stiff front apron decorated with beadwork, 
and she could then wear the isithimba, a long soft skin back 
apron, which was worn by women of all ages from puberty to 
old age.  

For her marriage, a bride wore an ijogolo, a goatskin front 
apron, with the lower edge cut into five approximately 
hand-length flaps, called “calves”, which alluded to the 
woman’s ability to bear children. This was worn undecorated 
for her wedding, but as a married woman grew in status at 
her husband's home, she embellished her ijogolo with 
beadwork in bold geometric designs that echoed the shape 
of Ndebele houses. Judged by the detail and intricacy of the 
beadwork used to decorate it, it was worn at important 
ceremonial occasions, such as the initiation of her sons.  

Married women wore another type of front apron, a liphotho. 
It was shaped rather like the ijogolo but had a central beaded 
fringe with two squared-off flaps at either side. 

Ndebele - Weaving the Past with the Present 

While the Ndebele people do not face the same assaults on 
their identity today, they do face other challenges, particularly 
economic hardships and HIV that shatter families and 
fragment communities. Contemporary Ndebele women 
continue producing beadworks, which also act as texts that 
record the socio-cultural context within which they are 
produced. For example, women now generally use plastic 
beads instead of glass since the price of the latter has 
escalated so significantly in the past few years as to render 
glass beads an unaffordable luxury; and the international 
AIDS symbol is incorporated into many beaded and painted 
works. Exhibitions of Ndebele artwork have, however, tended 
to ignore contemporary Ndebele artists’ work as an evolution 
of the art forms practiced between 1940 and 1980. Instead, 
the earlier beadworks are dislocated from the communities 
that produced them and treated as a purely historical art 
form.  



Yukon First Nations - Material Shift 

The Yukon Territory is home to fourteen distinct First Nations 
with a long history of trade and travel predating first contact 
with Europeans. Inland peoples traded with Coastal peoples, 
Northern with Southern, moving goods well beyond modern 
regional boundaries and, in so doing, introducing designs 
and ideas to their neighbours.  

The arrival of the Europeans brought new materials, 
including beads and felt, which were quickly added and 
adapted for First Nations use. Although beads came to 
Yukon First Nations from various sources, felt came over the 
White Pass Summit from Alaska, supplementing the types of 
hide available which were frequently limited by the 
geographic range. 

Beads rapidly displaced dyed porcupine quills as the 
preferred method of decorating clothing and objects as the 
beads offered new flexibility of design. Where quillwork was 
typically geometric owing to their straightness, beads could 
be sewn into curling patterns, enabling craftswomen to create 
organic designs. Patterns were originally drawn on hide with 
ochre or wet flour. With the arrival of pencils, paper and scis-
sors, patterns were traced and clipped out so they could be 
saved and repeated. 

Yukon First Nations - Ceremonial Objects  

Many objects were created for use at special events such as 
potlatches-ceremonial feasts that included dancing and the 
distribution of specially made gifts from the host of the event 
to the guests. Special attention was paid to the workmanship, 
materials and designs which often depicted motifs specific to 
a clan or person. Bright colours and high contrast patterns 
were used to help these items stand out. While some items 
might have been only used the once, in a few instances 
garments were passed on to the next generation, as with the 
red dance tunic, which has been altered and worn by at least 
three generations of men.  

Yukon First Nations - Hunting and Hides 

Hunting, fishing and trapping were necessary for survival and 
to this day remain an important part of everyday life for many 
Yukoners. Travelling by dogsled in winter and by canoe and 
foot in summer, family groups lived semi-nomadically, 
following the herds or setting up seasonal fish camps. While 
it was usually the men who did the hunting, it was women 
who prepared what the men brought back. Hides and pelts 
had to be scraped clean to remove any flesh before tanning. 
Fur could be left on or scraped off, depending on what look 
or purpose the maker wanted to achieve. Smoking not only 
changed the colour of the hides but toughened them and 
made them more durable. Even after the advent of industrial 
tanning many women still did their own tanning for a softer, 
more supple material. Before Europeans brought thread and 
needles, women punched holes in the leather with an awl 
and sewed pieces together with sinew. 

Yukon First Nations - Western Influence 

At the same time that diverse First Nations borrowed and 
adapted their neighbours’ patterns and styles, many of the 
items made reflected a western influence in both design and 
way of living. Even the favoured floral patterns originally 
taught in the mission schools of Quebec migrated westward 
with the mid-19

th
 century expansion of the Hudson’s Bay 

Company and the growing population of Métis. Although the 
beadwork pattern is unique to the Yukon, similar styles can 
be found across Canada. 

As permanent housing began to replace the ephemeral 
seasonal dwellings of the semi-nomadic way of life, elements 
of Western décor and lifestyle also began to appear:  
bookends were unnecessary before books, napkins rings 
before napkins, picture frames before photographs. In the 
same vein, clothing changed after first contact. Traditional 
hide tunics were replaced by European-style hunting shirts 
then button-downs and neckties. 

Yukon First Nations - Women’s Tradition 

Although there are now a few men practicing the craft,  
beading, like garment-making as a whole, was traditionally 
work of women. Girls began sewing at a young age, learning 
by watching and practicing on pieces that had been started 
for them. Until the beginning of the 20

th
 century when the 

custom died out, it was traditional for adolescent girls to go 
into seclusion for the duration of their menstrual periods. It 
was during this time that girls could concentrate on their 
sewing and as a result became highly skilled. It was said that 
you could tell a lot about a woman’s family by the garments 
she made for them and the pride that went into their creation. 
Beadwork patterns are traditionally passed down from 
mother to daughter or grandmother to granddaughter and 
altered and improved by subsequent generations. Women 
would also borrow or trade patterns from other clans or 
Nations, influencing the evolution of designs across larger 
territories.  

Yukon First Nations - Children’s Objects 

The raising of children was not simply the task of the mother, 
but of the broader community. Parents, grandparents, 
aunties, uncles and siblings all had a role to play in the 
nurturing, education and protection of a society’s youngest 
members. Girls learned from their mothers and 
grandmothers, boys from their fathers and grandfathers and 
everyone learned by watching and doing.  

Baby belts are a device still used today and are one of the 
Native objects embraced by Western women as they allow 
the wearer to carry a child without impeding movement or 
tasks. Sling-like, the child was carried on the back, the belt 
worn over the women’s upper arms leaving her hands free. In 
recent years the baby belt has been adapted to carry the 
child over the wearer’s hip, rather than the back. While there 
are instances when a belt was used to carry subsequent 
children, for many mothers it was typical to create a unique 
belt for each child.  

Yukon First Nations - Everyday Objects 

These objects:  clothing, footwear, pouches, bags and the like, 
were used on a daily or regular basis until they wore out. 
Occasionally they were re-made into something else but more 
typically they were discarded. Several of the examples on 
display show the wear and tear which comes from use while 
others were purchased for or donated to the collection before 
they could be worn out.  

Moccasins and mittens serve a unique purpose while pouches 
and wall pockets can be used for a variety of functions. One 
type of bag might have been used as a carry-all by one person 
while someone else might employ it to carry game. Wall 
pockets, much like a traveler’s toiletries case, could be rolled up 
and tied closed and used to hold anything from sewing utensils 
to correspondence.  

Yukon First Nations - Objects for Trade and Sale 

It didn’t take First Nations craftswomen long to realize that they 
could be paid for their work. Beginning during the Klondike Gold 
Rush of 1898 and continuing afterward, many First Nation 
groups made a point of visiting Skagway and Dyea on the 
Alaskan coast to sell their wares, including beadwork. During 
the building of the railway and later the Alaska Highway, 
Western newcomers were known to buy beaded jackets right 
off their owner’s backs. Today many craftspeople keep the 
beadwork tradition alive by creating works for sale, either in 
shops or made specially to order.   

 

 

Ndebele - Beadwork  

There is no conclusive theory regarding the introduction of 
beads into Ndebele culture. It is thought they have long been 
used by the Ndebele people and that the early glass beads, 
mostly of Czechoslovakian origin, may have been introduced 
during the second half of the nineteenth century by European 
traders.   

Beadwork has always been done exclusively by the Ndebele 
women, who are renowned for their artistic skills. Their 
beadwork and bead pattern-inspired mural paintings in 
particular have become an integral part of Ndebele culture.  

In beadwork, women have a personal expressive form. Beads 
are used to decorate and, even to form, clothing. Men, who 
work on farms and in cities, generally wear beaded clothing and 
ornaments only at occasions such as initiation ceremonies.  
Women are also increasingly employed away from home and 
wear their beadwork less commonly. Wherever beadwork may 
be worn, it has been made by women who use this medium to 
make known their personal and family status, transitions in their 
lives and to demonstrate their own creativity. 

Through their artwork, the Ndebele maintained a strong group 
consciousness and beadwork became one way in which they 
asserted their identity. They painted their homes with distinct 
patterns and wore beaded clothing and ornaments as part of 
everyday dress thus proclaiming their cultural identity no matter 
where they were. 

 

Ndebele - Materials and Themes 

The motifs used in beadwork and in wall painting show 
great vitality and dynamic response to the changing world 
around the artists. Stylized plant forms may express a 
hope for good harvests in a dry region. Commonplace 
items such as letters of the alphabet, especially from car 
registrations like TP for Pretoria and N for Ndebele and 
Ndzundza, are used in their normal form or are elaborated 
for their design effect. Gables, gateways, steps, rooflines 
and light fixtures may all be recognized on women's 
aprons and on walls. These reflect the domestic interests 
of women and may point to aspirations of idealized homes.  
Artists adapted their designs, incorporating cars, telephone 
poles, airplanes and the symmetrical geometric patterns of 
razor blades. The most frequent theme, as in wallpainting, 
is the house.   

Older beadwork pieces from the 1920s and 1930s, show 
the predominant use of white beads as a field colour and 
have symbols in mainly primary colours, green and 
orange. It appears that in time the designs were 
elaborated upon and enlarged, leaving less of the white 
field. Within approximately the last two decades, possibly 
influenced by wallpainting styles, the design has tended to 
occupy the entire piece. Along with this evolution has been 
a change in colour preference. Especially among the 
Ndzundza, the colours currently popular are dark blues, 
greens, purples and black with touches of white. The 
adaptation may relate to changing fashion trends and 
availability of beads or it may relate to regional and clan 
differences and group identity, markers of status within a 
group or as personal communication codes, for example, 
between courting couples. 

The types of beads used have changed over the years. In 
more recent times the prohibitive price of the small, 
imported glass beads has led to the use of larger and 
cheaper plastic beads for more common items. Women 
who wish to make more fashionable items often recycle 
beads from older pieces of work.  

Ndebele - Ceremonial Objects 

Many of the old customs and uses for beads persist.  
Women still painstakingly thread beads to make items 
such as the inyoga, literally “snake”, which is a woven, 
beaded train worn by a bride during her wedding 
ceremony. Another trademark item is the unusual umlinga 
kobe, or “long tears”, consisting of two narrow strips of 
woven beading that are worn hanging down on each side 
of the head. Mothers wear the umlinga kobe at the 
ceremonies marking the end of their son’s initiation 
ceremonies. The pair of narrow beadwork bands attached 
to a headband reaching onto the ground represents the 
tears of sorrow and joy a mother has as she initiates her 
son into manhood. 


