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 Traditional beadwork

Beads had a specific meaning to generations of people
who lived before us. Most races of the ancient world made use of
beads in some form or other for various uses in daily life. Beads
were often made from sea-shells or clay, attractive looking seeds,
shells of birds’ eggs or whatever else they could find in nature
that was suitable and attractive to use for the making of beads.
Beads were usually threaded on thongs and worn around the neck.
They served not only as tokens of adornment but were often used as
monetary systems or for bartering.

When one thinks of the important role beads played in
the lives of the ancient people it’s not surprising that beads
began to be used as a means of communication between courting
couples in some African countries. Girls were taught from a young
age to weave colored beads into specific designs that were used to
convey certain messages, mostly related to courtship and marriage.
This was the birth of the beaded love letters.

Girls would weave love letters from beads to give to
the young men they were interested in. The young guys would pin the
“love letters” to their clothing for all to see that some young
girl was interested in them. In many rural areas in Kwa-Zulu Natal
in South Africa this tradition is still upheld, however love
letters are now mostly made to sell to tourists at street markets
and curio stores.
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Beads were not only worn as a decoration but a form
of identification and a status symbol. Beadwork in specific
patterns and colors worn in a certain way identified women as
married or single, even showing the community whether or not she
had children and how many she had.

Today many of the people of Africa, particularly the
Zulus and Ndebele people of South Africa living in the rural areas,
still proudly make use of beaded garments and ornaments for
ceremonially occasions. The men and women wear beautifully designed
armbands and bracelets, headbands, headdresses and strings of
colorful beads strung around their necks, all made by the womenfolk
in their community.

Zulus

 Much of the
traditional beadwork made by women and young girls living in the
rural areas of Kwa-Zulu Natal, South Africa is sold to tourists at
local flea markets and on the sidewalks of towns and cities in the
vicinity. The beadwork is very attractive and makes colorful
souvenirs to take back home no matter where in the world you come
from.

If you have ever visited Durban, the capital city of
Kwa-Zulu Natal, you would have encountered Zulu ladies sitting on
the verge of the beaches stitching away at their beadwork. It’s a
wonderful social occasion for the women as they sit in groups
chatting while their nimble fingers produce exquisite beadwork.

They not only bead love letters, but make many useful
and decorative household items like covering the traditional Zulu
clay pots and gourds and the handles of wooden spoons with
beadwork. Many of these decorative items are made to be displayed
in the kitchen. They also make beautiful Zulu ragdolls complete
with beadwork skirts and ornaments around their necks and arms and
legs.
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Attractive beaded photo frames are available at most
Zulu flea markets.

[image: tmp_0c4e0d846d27ed090f8e48426cc881f0_8ek3yN_html_m4d93ba3b.jpg]

A finely beaded chain for reading glasses

My particular favorite is the dried-out gourds
covered with beadwork, which are attractive display items in the
home and are always great conversation pieces. You might even find
jars have been covered with beads in the same way. It’s quite an
art to cover an object with beadwork I spent many hours trying my
hand at it and found it to be far more difficult than I anticipated
but most rewarding to admire my handy work once the jar was
completely covered with beads.

Don’t be mistaken, the Zulu women not only make
traditional beaded love letters, but exquisite wedding outfits,
traditional beaded skirts for dances, headdresses, headbands,
aprons and colorful collars for both men and women. Blankets are
covered with beadwork for special occasions and clay pots and
baskets are also adorned with beads when made as gifts for a young
bride.

Beading was never meant to be only ornamental, but
had significant meanings especially pertaining to courtship and
marriage. Colors and designs have particular meanings especially in
love letters. There are seven main colors commonly used in beaded
love letters and tribal ceremonial dress: red, black, white, blue,
green, yellow and pink.

Most colors have a positive and negative meaning,
depending on the theme of the letter. White is the most common
color used in love letters as it has only a positive meaning, which
depicts love, purity and peace. The color has been compared to that
of milk, which is only good for you. White will therefore always be
present in a love letter.

Blue when used as a positive means faithful, but on
the negative side it could mean hostile, or unfaithful.

Yellow used in the positive symbolizes fertility and
wealth, while in the negative it means the opposite – infertility
and poverty.

Green usually represents serenity, so in Zulu bead
language it means contentment when used positively, but when used
in the negative it means illness or discontentment. In a love
letter it would convey the message that the giver of the love
letter was old enough to be courting.

Black is used as the color of death and mourning, but
used positively it means marriage – not sure why they chose black
for this happy event. Makes one wonder if love and marriage really
go together!

As red, the color of blood is a strong color it’s
used to show strong emotion in love, but in the negative it would
be anger and heartache – all the strong emotions. If a young girl
uses red in her love letters to a special guy, it means that she is
very much in love with him, or on the negative side it would mean
that she would prefer to break up the relationship with a
prospective lover rather than encourage the courtship.

Pink is the color used to depict laziness and in the
positive it means an oath has been made.

Colors of the beads and particular designs play a
significant role in the love letters. By using the wrong color a
young girl could convey an incorrect message to the guy she has her
eye on.

Young Zulu girls are taught from a young age to make
beautiful beadwork especially love letters. The positive and
negative meanings of the colors of beads and the designs adults
wear is also an important part of their cultural education. Girls
are taught how to select the correct shapes and colors of beads in
order to make the designs correctly. Making love letters is an
important part of their culture as this is how courting begins
between a young girl and boy.

Once the girl has put her heart on a young man she
will bead a love letter to give to him to pin on his clothing. If
he accepts her advances he will proudly wear the love letter pinned
to his garments or hung around his neck for all to see. Young men
gladly receive these beaded love letters and enjoy displaying them
to show the community that some girl is interested in them.

Traditionally women and girls design and make the
beadwork that is worn by men. Men are always delighted to receive
gifts of beadwork from their women to display on their ceremonial
dress. At one time it was considered to be a status symbol for a
man to have beautiful beadwork to wear, but it’s no longer the
case. Not all beadwork is symbolic much of it is made simply for
pleasure and for adornment for special occasions and to decorate
the home.

Jewelry worn by both men and women for various
occasions, are beautiful works of art representing many hours of
work. Zulu warriors also enjoy displaying beadwork on their leopard
skins and feathers, which they wear on ceremonial occasions. Their
headdresses and neck adornments are often very ornate. They also
wear many strings of beads strung around their necks and like to
decorate their ankles with beads as well. Zulu women probably try
and outdo each other when making decorations for their men.
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A beautiful example of ornate earrings probably made
for a wedding or some other special occasion.
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Zulu designs are not always the same when made for
general use and when you try your hand at it, design your own piece
using your favorite colors. It’s very simple to copy bead work,
there’s no need for charts or patterns, just count the beads of
items you see in illustrations or items you come across and figure
out what to do.

It’s simple to undo a piece of beadwork if you have
woven in the incorrect bead. You can then re-do it without too much
effort. Beading is a great craft and very fulfilling. As I have
said before as far as I am concerned there is no correct or
incorrect way of doing it, as long as the end result looks good to
you and the piece is neat, and will not fall apart when handled,
then you have done a good job. There are of course ways that are
easier than others and it’s a good idea to learn from an expert. I
had the pleasure of sitting next to a Zulu lady who taught me how
to start and finish a piece of beadwork neatly by weaving in the
threads.

You will note that the triangle is very much favored
in most of the Zulu designs and in most cases the edges are worked
in black beads.

Necklaces

 The Zulu
women make beautiful neckpieces favoring multiple strings of seed
beads caught up with one bead or knot on each end and then
completed with a single rope of single seed beads. Many of the
necklaces are very long reaching down to the abdomen. Because of
the heat in Kwa-Zulu Natal the women living in the rural areas wear
short beaded skirts and no tops. They wear large colorful beaded
collars or long strings of beads to adorn the chest area.
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Ornaments made from wood and seeds found in the area,
are often used with beads for making earrings and necklaces and
ankle rings for the men.

Try your hand at making a Zulu necklace from the
example below. The strings of black beads are 8 inches long and
make the center of the necklace. I have made five strands of seed
beads, but many of the ethnic necklaces have up to twelve strings,
which make a very nice thick rope. Leave tails of beading thread of
about 10 inches on each end. Try completing this necklace with a
larger size bead in red on each side. Thread enough beads on the
tails of thread on either side to make the necklace the length you
desire, add a clasp and you will be proud of the result.
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The art and traditions of beadwork was carried from
mothers to daughters, but it’s sadly beginning to die out as girls
become more sophisticated in city life. They no longer want to be
bothered with ancient. Sadly it could mean that eventually the
beadwork traditions could die out and become something of the
past.

Zulu bracelet
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Materials:

Seed beads in black, white, red, blue, yellow and
green

Beading thread

Beading needle

2 wood beads (optional)

Paper on which to draw design (optional)

You can very easily copy the above illustration and
it will work the same as a pattern on graph paper.

Good quality seed beads will give you an even
finished product. The cheaper ones, which are mostly used by ethnic
women, often vary in size which makes the beadwork uneven, never
the less this often adds to the charm of their beautiful handiwork.
I have used the cheaper quality beads
























































Ndebele
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