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EXHIBITION 

-

Denise Louw 

The ritual of ear-piercing 

- or qhumbuza - marks the 

moment at which the Zulu 

child begins to 'hear and 

understand'. 

4 

hat is the easiest ,vay to take art and cul­
ture to the nation? In a suitcase, of 
course! And that is precisely what 

Professor Alan Cru1np - I-lead of the Department of 
Fine Art at the University of the Witwatersrand, and 
Committee Chairman of the Standard Bank National 
Arts Festival - aims to do. 

The first of his 'suitcase exhibitions' was 1nounted -
perhaps one should say 'unpacked'? - at the 1995 
National Arts Festival in Grahamstown in July, and it will 
in due course go on tour to other centres in South Africa 
and abroad. It comprises a collection of isiqhaza, or Zulu 
ear plugs. 

Professor Crump says the term 'ear plugs' is fre­
quently 1nisunderstood, and should perhaps be changed 
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to 'car lobe plugs'. For isiqhaza are the discs traditionally 
worn by Zulus in their pierced and su·ctched ear lobes. 

The 'suitcase exhibition' atte1npts to provide a 
chronological survey of the developn1ent of the ear 
plugs - or rather, isiqhaza. For, as Cru1np says; 'it's prob­
ably best to use the vernacular tern1 - ,vhich , in cident­
ally, 111eans "button"'. 

Apparently isiqltaza have traditionally been rnade in 
specific areas or l{wazulu-Natal. These areas include 
Ulundi , and Msinga - the Tugela ferry region, ,vhich 
also has a rich bead-n1aking heritage. 

The practice of ear-piercing, or qltu1nbuza, ,vas re­
corded by anthropologists at the turn of the century as a 
celebratory ritual that precedes puberty. The ritual 
1narked the transition fron1 childhood to adult life for 
both boys and girls, and ,vas seen as syn1bolic of the 1110-
1nent at which the Zulu child begins to 'hear and under­
stand'. And one of the n1yths associated \Vith isiqhaza 

suggests that the opening up of the ear lobes per1nits the 
spirits, or the ancestors, to be heard more clearly. 

Cru1np points out that the isiqhaza originally ,vorn by 
young people post-puberty would thereafter be worn 
intennittentJy for special parties or cere1nonial occasions 
tJ1roughout their lives. l{aren I-Iarber, Assistant Curator at 
the University of the Witwatersrand Art Gallery, has 
found that they n1ay also act as 'a si1nple fashion state-
1nent, worn for fun, and for decorative purposes'. 

Qjiurnbuza is apparently still practised in son1e Zulu 
co1nrr1unities. But the cere1nony no longer carries the 
sa1ne in1perative or the san1e degree of significance. 

In qhurnbuza the ear lobes of the pubescent young 
person \Vere pierced with an awl, a bone needle, safety 
pins or thorns. The puncture ,vas distended by the inser­
tion of s111all pieces of reed. And the size of the inserted 
reed ,vas gradually increased until the hole in the ear 
lobe was large enough for tl1e ear plugs to be inserted. 

Earplugs featured opposite and below from the Standard Bank Collection of African Art housed at the 
University of the Witwatersrand Art Galleries. Photographer: Jean Brundrit. 

Professor Crun1p says 
the 'suitcase exhibition' 
u·aces the develop1nent of 
isiqhaza 'fron1 si1nple, cir­
cular, unadorned wooden 
discs through the stage 
where the crafts1nan starts 
carving holes into the 
disc, or adding decorative 
chevron designs and - in 
the 1920s - applying 
ena1nel paint.' 

I 

• • 
• 

VUKA SA DE CE MBER 1995 

' ;,4•,.,, 

• . 

The next developm­
ental stage represented 
in the exhibition intro­
duces what are known as 
the 'classical' ear plugs. 
These are isiqhaza with 
'polyetl1ylene plastic cut 
very carefully in to pat­
terns. The pieces are pin­
ned in place with gramo­
phone needles.' 

'At least, that is what 
we understand fro1n infor­
mation obtained from the 
I<illie Ca1npbell Museum 
in Du1·ban,' Crump adds. 
'But much research still 
needs to be done on isi­
qhaza.' 

Over the years fash­
ions in isiqhaza have, of 
course, changed. At the 
turn of the century the 
ear plugs consisted of cir­
cular, slightly conical but­
tons on a stem 111ade of 
wood, horn, bone, or 
baked clay. Son1e 1nen 
wore s1nall snuff boxes, 

5 
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made from polished horn, in their ears. And some 20th 
century photographs show reed-like isiqhaza, beaded ear­
rings, or the use of one ear plug only. 

Where designs are carved into wooden isiqhaza, geo­
metrical figures such as circles and triangles predomin­
ate, and sun or moon signs are popular. Interestingly 
enough, the rising-sun sign found on some isiqhaza is 
thought to have been derived from a similar sign ,vhich 
acted as the logo on a well-known brand of stoep-polish 
of the day (Sunrise Stoep Polish). 

'African culture has through the centuries been ahle 
to absorb images from everyday life, and translate them 
into its own rich tradition,' Professor Crump observes. 
'This pheno1nenon,' he adds, 'can also be seen in arte­
facts made f ron1 other materials - "'rhether plastic, wire 
or beads.' 

The availability of materials - ranging 
from paint to inlays of tiny coloured 
pieces carefully cut from bright tooth­
brush handles or combs - has to a 
large extent determined changes in 
style. But colours appear to be rela­
tively standard: red, white, green, 
black, blue, and orange. 

'These colours are seen in the tribal 
bead,vork as well,' Crump points out. 
'There appears to be a kind of decorative 

6 

identity associated ,vi.th certain areas - the colours and 
shapes used in the decorations are often indicative of 
area, status, or tribal affiliation.' 

Consequently isiqhaza are highly individual. Crump 
says that, although many are similar in some respect'i, 
he has never come across two sets of ear plugs that were 
identical. And this, of course, makes them fascinating 
items to collect. 

'Many of the great ethnic art objects of 19th century 
South Africa are no longer in this country,' Crump 
laments. 'It is our duty either to try to retrieve some of 
them from abroad - ,vhich is ditlicult and expensive - or 
to encourage people in this country to start collecting.' 

I-Ie acknowledges that isiqhaza are difficult to find, 
that they are becoming more expensive, and that prices 
are likely to escalate as a result of the 'suitcase exhibi­
tion'. Nevertheless, he feels that private collections may 
be quite small, and need not be prohibitively expensive. 

Most of the artefacts in the isiqhaza 'suitcase exhibi­
tion' are from the Standard Bank African Art Collection, 
which Crump informs rne 'is jointly OV\rned by the Bank 
and the University of the Witwatersrand'. 

Their African Art Collection has been in existence 
for some 20 years. Crump himself started the isiqhaza 
section of the Collection on behalf of the Standard 
Bank about 15 years ago. 

The South African Museum in Cape Town, and the 
Johannesburg Art Gallery also have collections of Zulu 
ear plugs. And some interesting examples of the arte­
facts are in private collections. 

The 'suitcase exhibition' seen at the National Art'i 
Festival was supplemented from two private collections -
that of Durban architect Paul Mikula, who has been col­
lecting isiqhaza since he was a child; and that of Johan­
nesburg collector Mark Valentine, of Amatuli Artefacts. 

Valen tine began collecting African artefacts while 
"'rorking as a game ranger in Zimbabwe and Botswana. 
He says he managed to collect about 50 specimens of 
isiqhaza over an eight-year period. 

The chronologically most recent isiqhaza in the 'suit­
case exhibition' are what Professor Crump describes as 
'clip-ons'. IZaren Harber has found that such modern 
'clip-on' isiqhaza are sold by several traders at the Mai 
Mai market in Johannesburg. 

Crump explains that 'the "clip-ons" consist of two discs 
joined together with rubber' ( or leather). They can be 
worn or re1noved as desired, and obviate the necessity 

for permanently stretching the ear lobes. This 
offers a decided advantage at a time when, for 

political reasons, it may be deemed undesir­
able to parade tribal affiliations publicly. 

'For various reasons, the use of isiqhaza 
is decreasing,' Professor Crump notes, 
'particularly with the move to an urban 
environment, where traditions are lost. 
That is why,' he stresses, 'it's so important 

to bring these "suitcase exhibitions" to the 
people - to make them aware of, or to re-

mind them of, what is passing.' -V 
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The ritual of ear-piercing 

- or qhumbuza - marks the 

moment at which the Zulu 

child begins to 'hear and 
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4 

hat is the easiest vvay to take art and cul­
ture to the nation? In a suitcase, of 
course! .. t\nd that is precisely what 

Professor Alan Cru1np - I-lead of the Department of 
Fine Art at the University of the Winvatersrand, and 
Committee C~hairman of the Standard Bank National 
Arts Festival - aims to do. 

The first of his 'suitcase exhibitions' ,vas mounted -
perhaps one should say 'unpacked'? - at the 1995 
National Arts Festival in Grahamstown in July, and it will 
in due course go on tour to other centres in South Africa 
and abroad. It co1nprises a collection of isiqhaza, or Zulu 
ear plugs. 

Professor Crump says the term 'ear plugs' is fre­
quently misunderstood, and should perhaps be changed 
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to 'ear lobe plugs'. For isiqhaza are the discs traditionally 
worn by Zulus in their pierced and stretched ear lobes. 

The 'suitcase exhibition' atte1npts to provide a 
chronological survey or the develop1nent of the ear 
plugs - or rather, isiqhaza. For, as Crump says; 'it's prob­
ably best to use the vernacular tern1 - which, incident­
ally, n1eans "button'". 

A.pparently isiqhazn have t.raditio11ally been 1nade in 
specific areas or l{wazulu-Natal. 1'hese areas include 
Ulundi, and Msinga - the Tugela ferry region, which 
also has a rich bead-1naking heritage. 

The practice of car-piercing, or qhu1nbuza, ,vas re­
corded by anthropologists at the turn of the century as a 
celebratory ritual that precedes puberty. 1' he ritual 
n1arked the transition fro1n childhood to adult life for 
both boys and girls, and ,vas seen as syn1bolic or the 1no-
111ent at which the Zulu child begins to 'hear and under­
stand'. And one or the 1nyths associated with isiqhaza 

suggests that the opening up of the ear lobes permits the 
spirits, or the ancestors, to be heard 1nore clearly. 

Cru1np points out that the isiqhaza originally worn by 
young people post-puberty would thereafter be ,vorn 
intern1ittently for special parties or cere1nonial occasions 
throughout tl1eir lives. l{aren Harber, Assistant Curator at 
the University of the Witwatersrand Art Gallery, has 
found that they n1ay also act as 'a si1nple fashion state­
n1ent, ,vorn for fun, and for decorative purposes'. 

Qjtuin&uza is apparently still practised in son1e Zulu 
co1nn1unities. But the ceren1ony no longer carries the 
san1e i1npcrative or the san1e degree of significance. 

In qhu1nbuza the ear lobes of the pubescent young 
person were pierced ,vith an a,vl, a bone needle, safety 
pins or thorns. 'fhe puncture ,vas distended by the inser­
tion of sn1all pieces or reed. And the size of the inserted 
reed ,vas gradually increased until the hole in the ear 
lobe ,vas large enough for the ear plugs to be inserted. 

Earplugs featured opposite and below from the Standard Bank Collection of African Art housed at the 
University of the Witwatersrand Art Galleries. Photographer: Jean Brundrit. 

Professor Crump says 
the 'suitcase exhibition' 
traces the development of 
isiqhaz.a 'fro1n si1nple, cir­
cular, unadorned wooden 
discs through the stage 
where tlie crafts1nan starts 
carving holes into the 
disc, or adding decorative 
chevron designs and - in 
the 1920s - applying 
enamel paint.' 

~ - • • . ~· ' 
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The next developm­
ental stage represented 
in tl1e exhibition intro­
duces what are kno,vn as 
the 'classical' ear plugs. 
These are isiqhaza witl1 
'polyethylene plastic cut 
very carefully into pat­
terns. The pieces are pin­
ned in place with gra1no­
phone needles.' 

'At least, tl1at is ,vhat 
we understand from infor­
n1ation obtained ti·om the 
l{illie Campbell Museu1n 
in Durban,' Cru1np adds. 
'But much research still 
needs to be done on isi­
qhaza.' 

Over the years fash­
ions in isiqhaza have, of 
course, changed. At the 
turn of the century the 
ear plugs consisted of cir­
cular, slightly conical but­
tons on a sten1 made of 
wood, horn, bone, or 
baked clay. S0n1e 1nen 
wore s1nall snuff boxes, 
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made from polished horn, in their ears. And some 20th 
century photographs show reed-like isiqhaza, beaded ear­
rings, or the use of one ear plug only. 

vVhere designs are carved into wooden isiqhaza, geo­
metrical figures such as circles and triangles predomin­
ate, and sun or moon signs are popular. Interestingly 
enough, the rising-sun sign found on some isiqhaza is 
thought to have been derived from a similar sign which 
acted as the logo on a well-known brand of stoep-polish 
of the day (Sunrise Stoep Polish). 

'African culture has through the centuries been able 
to absorb images from everyday life, and translate them 
into its own rich tradition,' Professor Crump observes. 
'This phenomenon,' he adds, 'can also be seen in arte­
facts made from other materials - '1vhether plastic, wire 
or beads.' 

The availability of materials - ranging 
from paint to inlays of tiny coloured 
pieces carefully cut from bright tooth­
brush handles or combs - has to a 
large extent determined changes in 
style. But colours appear to be rela­
tively standard: red, ,,vhite, green, 
black, blue, and orange. 

'These colours are seen in the tribal 
bead,,vork as well,' Crump points out. 
'There appears to be a kind of decorative 
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identity associated with certain areas - the colours and 
shapes used in the decorations are often indicative of 
area, status, or tribal affiliation.' 

Consequently isiqhaza are highly individual. Crump 
says that, although many are sin1ilar in some respects, 
he has never come across two sets of ear plugs that ,.vere 
identical. And this, of course, makes them fascinating 
items to collect. 

'Many of the great ethnic art objects of 19th century 
South Africa are no longer in this country,' Crump 
lament~. 'It is our duty either to try to retrieve some of 
them fro1n abroad - which is difficult and expensive - or 
to encourage people in this country to start collecting.' 

I-Ie acknowledges that isiqhaza are difficult to find, 
that they are becoming more expensive, and that prices 
are likely to escalate as a result of the 'suitcase exhibi­
tion'. Nevertheless, he feels that private collections may 
be quite s,nall, and need not be prohibitively expensive. 

Most of the artefact~ in the isiqhaza 'suitcase exhibi­
tion' are from the Standard Bank African Art Collection, 
which Crump informs me 'is jointly o,vned by the Bank 
and the University of the Wi t,,vatersrand'. 

Their African Art Collection has been in existence 
for some 20 years. Crump himself started the isiqhaza 
section of the Collection on behalf of the Standard 
Bank about 15 years ago. 

The South 1\.frican Museum in Cape To\\rn, and the 
Johannesburg Art Gallery also have collections of Zulu 
ear plugs. And some interesting examples of the arte­
facts are in private collections. 

The 'suitcase exhibition' seen at the National Art~ 
Festival ,,vas supplemented from nvo private collections -
that of Durban architect Paul Mikula, who has been col­
lecting isiqhaza since he was a child; and that of Johan­
nesburg collector Mark Valentine, of Amatuli Artefacts. 

Valentine began collecting African artefacts while 
working as a game ranger in Zimbabwe and Botswana. 
He says he managed to collect about 50 specimens of 
isiqhaza over an eight-year period. 

The chronologically most recent isiqhaza in the 'suit­
case exhibition' are what Professor Crump describes as 
'clip-ons'. I<aren Harber has found that such modern 
'clip-on' isiqhaza are sold by several traders at the Mai 
Mai market in Johannesburg. 

Crun1p explains that 'the "clip-ons" consist of two discs 
joined together with rubber' ( or leather). They can be 
,,vorn or removed as desired, and obviate the necessity 

for permanently stretching the ear lobes. This 
offers a decided advantage at a time when, for 

political reasons, it may be deemed undesir­
able to parade tribal affiliations publicly. 

'For various reasons, the use of isiqhaza 
is decreasing,' Professor Crump notes, 
'particularly with the move to an urban 
environment, where traditions are lost. 
That is why,' he stresses, 'it's so important 

to bring these "suitcase exhibitions" to the 
people - to make them aware of, or to re-

mind them of, what is passing.' -v 
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