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ABSTRACT

This thesis is a formal analysis of beads from the two Zulu capitals of Mgungundlovu
(occupied by Dingane between 1829 and 1838) and Ondini (held by Cetshwayo
between 1873 and 1879). It contains a set of procedures for producing a bead
taxonomy, most of which has been adopted from work done in North America, but
some of which consists of analytical methods original to this study. The taxonomy is
based on visual and physical screening of large collections, followed by chemical

analysis. It provides a standardized system for South African bead studies.

Results of the analysis are employed for the following purposes:

1) To provide a database of the varieties of glass beads in circulation in
Zululand for two relatively short periods of time in the nineteenth century.

2) To determine the spatial and temporal variability in relative abundance of
bead types in the two sites. Subtle differences occur between beads excavated
from one section of Mgungundlovu and another. Between 1838 and 1879 the
bead preferences of the Zulu changed markedly. The early collection is
dominated by white beads and the later one by pink.

3) To define a set of physico-chemical characteristics for 19th century European
glass trade beads which provide useful information for comparative bead studies
and insights into the history of glass. making. Techniques are developed for
screening large bead collections which provide information about glass
composition. These techniques can be applied after minimal training. The results
of compositional analysis are used to evaluate the bead taxonomy that was
constructed by means of visual classification procedures. It is a test, therefore, of
the classification procedures used by American bead analysts.

4) Finally, to compare whether or not the results obtained from Mgungundlovu
and Ondini are congruent with the pictorial and ethnographic descriptions of
glass beads in Zululand produced during the relevant parts of the 19th century.

It is concluded that the majority of the beads from Mgungundlovu and Ondini are

most likely to have been of European origin, probably from the Venetian island of

Murano. This restrictive conclusion provides an archaeological perspective on the

European bead trade, since it is known that the major trade partners of the Zulu

kingdom changed between 1838 and 1879.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

This thesis evaluates the feasibility of large scale visual screening and typological
classification of excavated glass beads, using standardized analytical procedures.
The criteria were adopted from methods used by North American bead specialists.
To these, specialized techniques of materials science have been added. The
combination of techniques represents a new approach to the study of glass beads in
southern Africa.

This approach has the advantage of establishing reliable benchmarks, which can be
used by other researchers, for different varieties of beads in time and space. In this
case, the beads that were analysed provide a database for two tightly dated time
slices in Zululand in the 19th century.

Glass beads in Africa have the potential of providing meaningful information on
historic contact with traders, missionaries, explorers etc. They also address historic
and ethnographic questions of the nature of oral and pictorial accounts and the
proveniencing of museum pieces.

The beads for this study were provided by the Archaeology Department, University
of Cape Town; the University of Pretoria; the University of the Witwatersrand;
D.Killick (Malawi); J.Broster (Transkei); the Natal Museum, uMgungundlovu
Museum (Natal Provincial Administration) and the Kwazulu Monuments Council.
Initial research on the bead assemblages from Mgungundlovu and Ondini was
carried out by R.Summers and N. Thompson.

The beads provided by the University of Pretoria include samples from
Bambandyanalo and Mapungubwe. Since these beads are from pot finds it is not
certain that they necessarily date to the known periods of occupation at the sites (ca.
1000-1220 A.D. for Bambandyanalo and ca. 1220 A.D. Mapungubwe). They are
possibly from much later occupation sequences (A.Meyer, pers.comm.).

The complete collection was consolidated and analysed at the University of Cape
Town in the Archaeometry Laboratory, the Materials Research Laboratory and the



Geochemistry Department. The beads will finally be housed at Mgungundlovu and

at the Kwazulu Cultural Museum, Ulundi.

During this investigation I studied beadmaking at Murano (Venice), and viewed
relevant bead collections in Israel, Holland and the United Kingdom. Other
important Zulu beadwork collections were also analyzed in the Peabody Museum,
Harvard University and at the Fleming Museum, University of Vermont
(Burlington). I also visited K.Karklins, D.Killick and P.Francis in North America to
compare the Zulu taxonomy with their classification systems. This consultation
proved invaluable and has provided a secure, internationally standardized system for
South African bead studies. At the same time I found that the analytical procedures
developed for this project (e.g., large scale density and refractive index

measurements) have not been used by North American bead specialists.

BACKGROUND TO BEAD RESEARCH IN SOUTHERN AFRICA AND
ELSEWHERE

During the first half of this century a strong tradition of glass bead studies was
established in southern African archaeology. Beads offered a valuable method of
dating, especially for Iron Age sites. Bead studies were begun by Randall- Maclver
(1906) and Caton-Thompson at Great Zimbabwe (1934). This tradition was
continued by Van Riet Lowe (1955), Schofield (1951), Summers (1958) and
Kirkman (1974). Laidler (1934), who was a member of the original Mapungubwe
team, attempted to enter the bead field, but his work attracted adverse comment
from Caton-Thompson and he withdrew from this particular study in 1937
(R.Summers, unpublished manuscript). Clarence van Riet Lowe (Malan 1962:39)
started an important reference collection of beads at the old Union Bureau of
Archaeology (now housed at the Archaeology Department, University of the
Witwatersrand). Van Riet Lowe (1955:4) advocated the use of physical, chemical
and spectrographic analysis of plain glass beads, and stressed the dangers of relying

on unaided visual examination. He quoted Caton-Thompson and others by saying "a



bead expert must be versed not only in archaeology and history but also in chemistry
and spectroscopic analysis". Van Riet Lowe’s recommendations were not
implemented until much later, however, when Du Toit (1961) and Claire Davison
(1972) pioneered quantitative elemental analysis of glass beads from various sites in
eastern and southern Africa. Using neutron activation analysis and X-ray
fluorescent spectrometry Davison showed that garden roller’ and small Mapungubwe
beads were chemically identical. Thus, the only glass beads that were made in
southern Africa were made from melting together imported small beads in clay

moulds.

During the 1960’s interest in bead studies and bead collecting flourished elsewhere,
particularly in North America with the rise of the "hippy" movement on the West
Coast. Since that time, a Bead Museum has been established in Prescott, Arizona
and a centre for Bead Research at Lake Placid in New York. The first International
Bead Convention was held on the Queen Mary in September 1985 and there is a
monthly bead journal. Several newsletters and a journal are published by various
bead societies such as the Society of Bead Researchers in Canada, the Bead

Museum, the Centre for Bead Research and also the Bead Study Trust in England.

South African beads have been described in numerous archaeological site reports,
but very little research has been published since the 1960’s. Interest in beads
declined at this stage as new methods of dating, especially radiocarbon, became
available. The study of glass beads, however, can provide tighter chronological
precision than may be possible by radiocarbon dating for recent centuries, since the
earliest dates of manufacture of many bead types is known from historical records.
In addition, glass beads provide a powerful tool for studying trade interactions. The
problem, in both instances, is that bead types need to be positively identified. This is

not a trivial problem.

The stimulus for the present work came in part from the need to develop an efficient
system using standardized criteria for glass bead studies, either archaeological or
ethnographic, and to classify the glass trade beads excavated from sites in southern
Africa.



THE HISTORY OF GLASS BEADS AND TRADE IN AFRICA.

The earliest known glass or glazed beads were manufactured in Egypt before 3 000
B.C. Glass beads produced for large commercial markets were a much later
phenomenon. In Venice, for example, glass beads were first exported as trade items

at the beginning of the 14th century (Dillon 1907:183).

Glass beads were brought to the East Coast of Africa by Arabs, Persians and
Chinese merchants who had been trading in the Indian Ocean for thousands of
years. Archaeological evidence confirms long-distance trading networks along the
East African coast. The oldest trading harbour of the Muslim period has been dated
to the early 9th century A.D. (Fage 1978:111). Arabs of southern Arabia and the
Persian Gulf were the first to connect coastal Africa with the networks of maritime

trade.

Evidence of Indian Ocean maritime trade networks can be found in southern Africa
from early Iron Age sites. The best-known sites are distributed along the Limpopo

River; beads appear here from 700 A.D. on.

Vasco da Gama’s journey in 1497 marked the beginning of European expansion into
Africa. He stopped at East African ports, including Delagoa Bay, where he traded
with local inhabitants on his way to India (Sherr Duvin 1987:129). Delagoa Bay
(Lourenco Marques, Maputo) was connected with coastal and inland trading
networks into the interior of Mozambique and the northern Transvaal. By the end
of the 18th century it had been occupied by Portuguese, Dutch, Austrian and English
merchants trading in beads and cloth (Smith 1970:277).

Between 1799 and the middle of the 19th century New England merchants visited
southern and eastern Africa in search of new markets. They carried cargoes of glass
beads imported from France, England and Hamburg (Bennet 1965:538). It is not
certain whether their supplies of beads originated from the sources also exploited by
the Portuguese. By the beginning of the 19th century the trading networks of
Delagoa Bay had extended to the eastern Cape frontier (Smith 1970:283).



It has been assumed that Delagoa commerce, dominated by the Portuguese,
depended on the Zulu nation and that most of the ivory exported from this port was
derived from Natal. Ivory exports from southern Africa in the 19th century were
comparatively small, however. During Dingane’s reign all trading activities were
monopolized by the monarch. This posed many disadvantages for traders, because
of the lack of competition and the king’s limited demand for European merchandise
(Okoye 1972:18).

Glass beads were one of the most lucrative items involved in the long distance trade
networks that operated on both side of the African continent. Widespread and
intricate trade networks existed along the East and West coasts and throughout the
interior at the time of early European settlement. Beads were bartered for gold,

ivory, slaves, palm-oil, coconut oil, incense, rhinoceros horn, timber and iron.

Photographs, illustrations, oral histories and written accounts record glass beads as
part of the material culture of indigenous groups in southern Africa from the 15th
century onward. The earliest pictorial records of beadwork in the form of simple
neck and waist strings, and hair and ear decorations, were published in 1686 by Guy
Tachard and in 1691 by A. de Laloubere (Wanless 1988:35). In 1719 Peter Kolbe
published an account of the Cape of Good Hope in German, Dutch, French and
English. The frontispiece of the first edition shows Dutch merchants bartering with
Khoikoi, exchanging beads, tobacco and implements for cattle, fat tailed sheep, ivory
tusks and tortoise shell (Schrire 1988:217).

Archival documents assign glass beads worn by Bantu communities in southern
Africa according to various categories. These include beads that are used in magic,
tribal ritual, beadwork, and royal beads. Beads also had strong sexual connotations.
In South Africa heirloom beads were important to the Venda, Pedi, Zulu and
Ndebele in rites of ancestor worship and as badges of rank (Penn 1987:31). Colour
preferences, size and function have been recorded by early traders, missionaries,
illustrators, shipwreck survivors, historians, archaeologists and ethnographers alike.
Particular beads have been identified by colloquial names such as ’Umgazi’ (red or

blood) and 'ftambo’ (white or bone).



Certain beads were worn exclusively by royalty. Smith (1973:98) has described
“royal beads" selected by various Bantu chiefs according to their status and
availability. Shaka is thought to have preferred a combination of white, black and
red beads. Penn (1987:31) describes the Ifambinga bead (a pink or golden coloured
bead) as being so special and honourable amongst Zulu Royalty "that no one could

swear a more serious oath than on the Queen’s Ifambinga beads".

ARCHAEOLOGICAL EXCAVATIONS AT MGUNGUNDLOVU AND ONDINI:
TWO 19TH CENTURY ZULU SITES

Mgungundlovu and Ondini were two royal capitals in Zululand (Fig.1). They and
their histories have been thoroughly documented in the history of the Zulu Kingdom
and southern Africa by Lye (1975) and Gardiner (1966). Their large excavated
bead assemblages provide benchmark data for a variety of investigations. Each site
was occupied for a relatively short time span of about 10 years. Mgungundlovu was
burned in 1838, and Ondini in 1879. More than 12 000 beads have thus far been

recovered from Mgungundlovu and approximately 9 000 from Ondini.

The Ondini sample is represented by finds from 33 hut floors within the Isigodlo
(royal quarters) and middens throughout the site. Mgungundlovu has been
excavated by four different archaeologists and material has been collected from

various areas of the site.

A formal description of the beads from these sites is a fundamental component of

this thesis.
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Fig.1. Map of southern Africa showing Mgungundlovu & Ondini.



OBJECTIVES

The principal objectives of this analysis of beads from Mgungundlovu and Ondini

are as follows:

6)) To provide a classification scheme which can be
applied to glass trade beads from Mgungundlovu and

Ondini as well as other sites in southern Africa.

(ii) To undertake physical and chemical analysis of
glass beads so as to check the accuracy of the
classification and with a view to identifying the

areas where beads were manufactured.

(iii) To examine the frequencies of beads excavated from
different parts of Mgungundlovu and determine

to what extent, if at all, the assemblages

differ.

(iv) To compare the Mgungundlovu sample with
the bead sample from Ondini some forty years
later.

v) To quantify the spatial and temporal variability

of bead types between the two sites. Results
obtained from initial statistical analysis can be

used to establish whether or not samples from
different excavations are comparable despite non-
uniform methods of recovery. Spatial and temporal
variability in the proportions of beads can then

be examined.



CLASSIFICATION

Although many glass beads have been excavated from various South African sites,
their analysis has not been satisfactory, primarily due to the absence of standardized
methodology. The success of North American bead studies, however, has restored
interest among archaeologists and ethnologists working on southern African
material. The two large glass bead collections from Mgungundlovu and Ondini form
the basis for analysis and demonstration of the procedures that South African
researchers (archaeologists, historians, ethnographers) may find useful in further

bead studies.

The beads were classified according to methods adapted from the work of
knowledgeable bead specialists, mostly from North America. The system provides
an explicit taxonomy which can be repeated by other researchers. The methodology
is based primarily upon methods of manufacture and appearance. Several methods
of glass bead manufacture are known (Kidd & Kidd, 1970; Karklins, 1985; Sprague,
1985; van der Sleen, 1967; Diderot, 1959). In the case of Mgungundlovu and Ondini
at least three methods were involved, each of these methods and the physical

attributes of beads are described in detail in Chapter 3.

PHYSICAL AND CHEMICAL ANALYSIS OF BEADS

Determining the origin of a particular bead is a challenging problem since the glass
bead industry was a competitive enterprise and the historical records are
incomplete. Many popular bead types and colours were imitated by various
glasshouses in order to capture the market. Glass rods and blank beads were
exported from major centres to other outlets for specialized finishing procedures.
One should expect (or at least guard against the possibility) that apparently identical
beads may have been made in different places. Compositional analysis can shed
some light on this potential confusion. The results of an analytical investigation can

also provide useful insights into the ability of 19th century glassmakers to reproduce



almost the same type of glass for over 40 years. The analysis provides a breakdown

of the raw materials used for specific bead types.

Information derived from physical and chemical analysis is used to test whether
visual classification (based primarily on methods of manufacture and appearance)
accurately reflect the compositional categories of the glass. Some beads that look
alike do indeed have different glass compositions. This suggests multiple origins,

either due to different glassmaking localities or changes in supplier’s raw materials.

The analytical procedures used here include the determination of density (obtained
by measuring the difference between the dry weight of a bead compared to its
weight when immersed in a fluid) and refractive index (using a Rayner Dialdex
refractometer). These methods are relatively simple to use and are non-destructive.
Such simple techniques provide a means for screening large numbers of glass beads
without resorting to the initial expense and technical complexity of instrumental
analysis. They provide characteristics of the glass composition, as the microprobe

elemental analysis of some of the beads show.
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CHAPTER 2

GLASS BEADS AND TRADE

Historical background

According to Mehlman (1982:30), the earliest precursors of glass beads were made
by Egyptian craftsmen prior to 3,000 B.C. These were vitreous blue or green tinted
glazed 'faience” (a manufacturing technique using ground quartz fused by an alkali
and fired). After 3,000 B.C. glass making developed in western Asia m the region of
Mesopotamia. During this early period of glass manufacture beads were made
either by cutting small pieces from heated glass rods and decorating them, or by
winding glass threads around an iron rod or wire and fusing the different layers.
Glass beads were considered as valuable as gold and semi-precious stones, and were
select objects of trade. "Beadwork" i.e. the use of coloured beads in the decoration of
textiles, was first practised by the Copts in Egypt (Fleming & Honour 1979:65). The
earliest known book written on glass and beadmaking was by a Florentine priest by

the name of Antonio Neri, published in 1612.

Historical references to the production and export of glass beads as international
trade commodities occurred for millennia. Explorers, traders and travellers
exchanged glass beads for food, slaves, ivory, gold and land. It has been suggested
that Manhattan Island was bought for trade beads and other goods worth $24
(Francis 1986:4).

Unfortunately, despite the commercial wealth involved in the bead export trade,
little value was placed on the beads themselves. They were considered mere trifles.
The skill and artistry involved in their production was not recognized and they were
excluded from the ranks of glass objets d’art. The low status and large volume of
bead exports resulted in incomplete historical documentation of bead origin and
dates of manufacture. Export/import documents offer limited information except
for quantities and destinations. Inventories often group miscellaneous fancy goods,
such as beads (glass or metal), buttons (glass, bone or fish eye pearls) and blanket

pins, etc., together as "haberdashery".

1~



To aggravate the situation further, many bead manufacturers copied and produced
the same types of beads in almost identical shapes, colours and sizes. They even
used the same bead sample card numbers. Glass cullet, glass rods or blank beads
were often made at one locality and then sent elsewhere for further processing. In
addition, the same raw materials that were used to manufacture glass for bead
production was exported to most major glass producing centres in Europe (Smith &
Good 1982:14).

EUROPEAN GLASS BEAD CENTRES

Venice

The manufacture and export of glass beads played a vital role in the success of the
Venetian glass industry. Beadmaking in Venice began around 1200-1300 A.D.(Kidd
1979:61). Documentary evidence shows that glass beads were used as trading items
at the beginning of the 14th century. Dillon (1907:183) notes that glass beads were
important trade items aboard galleys despatched annually from Venice to the Black
Sea, Flanders and the Thames, where subsidiary centres for distribution were
established. Venetians delivered their merchandise to those seaport towns where
they had factories or agencies. They were not involved in the marketing or
distribution of their wares; local merchants redirected the trade. Between 1512-
1515, for example, Pires (1944:12) describes traders redirecting Venetian "glass of
all kinds and colours, including glass beads" by river, under heavily armed escorts,
from Alexandria warehouses to Cairo, to Tor, Mecca, Jidda and Aden. From there

it was distributed to Cambay, Goa, Malabar, Bengal, Pegu and Siam.

By the 15th,