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These are the Ndebele 
people of South Africa.

What do you 
notice about 
their houses?
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Originally the Ndebele people lived in grass huts 
but around 300 years ago, they started to build 
huts with mud walls. At the same time they 
began to paint patterns on their houses and walls.

To begin with they 
painted with their 
fingers. Then they 
used bundles of 
sticks with feathers 
as brushes. Now 
lots of different 
brushes are used.
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The people 
paint inside 
and outside 
their houses.
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The people are as 
colourful as their 
houses!
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How would you 
describe the patterns 
that have been used to 
decorate the houses?
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The patterns have a thick black outline with 
beautiful, bright colours inside. There are five main 
colours which are red and dark red, yellow to gold, 
bright blue, green and sometimes pink. 

The patterns are all painted on a 
white background so the house 
and walls are first whitewashed 
to make them white. 
The women work hard to finish 
their art work and are very 
proud of their work. 
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It is a custom 
of the Ndebele 
women to 
decorate their 
homes when 
they get 
married.
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The patterns that are chosen by the women are 
very important. They are made up of shapes 
which are first drawn with a black outline and 
then filled in with colour.

A well painted house shows 
that the woman of the house 
is a good wife and mother. 
It is her responsibility to paint 
the walls, the outside gates, 
the side walls and the inside 
of her home. Their homes are 
very beautiful!
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For about 150 years, the Ndebele women have 
been making beautiful things with beads. In the 
beginning they used glass beads but now they often 
use cheaper plastic beads as well as glass beads.

People think that their 
beadwork and the 
patterns they used when 
working with beads, 
inspired them to use 
similar patterns when 
painting murals on their 
houses and walls.
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Many of the old traditions and 
customs are still carried out.

Women still thread beads by hand 
to make the nyoka nyoka nyoka nyoka which is a 
woven, beaded veil worn by a bride 
during her wedding ceremony.
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This is another 
traditional 
wedding veil worn 
by a bride. 
It is pinned into 
the bride’s hair 
and draped over 
her face.

All the bead 
workers have their 
own designs.
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Can you see how the 
patterns of the 
beadwork are similar 
to the patterns of the 
house paintings?
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All the 
beads are 
individually 
sewn in 
place.
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The Ndebele are also famous for 
the dolls the make. The Ndebele 
Ceremonial doll is used by a 
young man to announce that he 
wishes to marry his girlfriend.

He places the 
doll outside 

her hut so that 
everyone 
knows he 
wants to 
marry her.
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The dolls are not intended to be children’s toys. 
They are special objects that represent 
the traditions and rituals of the Ndebele.

The beadwork on the dolls 
clothing is the same as the 
beadwork on the clothing of 
the Ndebele women themselves.

When a young woman is going 
to be married she is given a doll 
that she names and cares for. 
When her first child is born the 
child is named after the doll.

A Ndebele Maiden 
doll - when the girl 

is about to be 
married the 

orange hoop round 
the doll’s waist is 
changed to black.
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This bridal doll is designed to 
look like a real Ndebele bride. 
It has a colourful blanket and 
gold rings round its neck.
The dolls are given to brides 
on their wedding day.

They show what a real bride might 
look like on her wedding day. 
Her face is covered by a beaded veil 
and her skirt has five panels to 
represent the five cows her family will 
receive from the bridegroom’s family.
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The Initiation doll 
wears the traditional 
dress of a married 
woman. 

The doll’s head is decorated 
with a crest of beads. The style 
of her beaded apron shows 
everyone that she is a mother. 

They also wear gold and silver 
rings on their legs and necks, 
just as the Ndebele women do.
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Every four years, hundreds of Ndebele 
boys spend two winter months at a 
secret place in the mountains 
undergoing the WelaWelaWelaWela - the time when 
they go from being a boy to a man. 

During this time, the mother of each 
boy would wear Linga KobaLinga KobaLinga KobaLinga Koba. The two 
strips of beads are worn to represent 
the two different emotions she feels 
during the Wela.

Linga Koba means long tears. 
Tears of sadness from losing a boy 
and tears of joy in gaining a man.
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The Sangoma that this doll is 
meant to represent is very 
special because of her good 
judgement. The Sangoma is 
seen as a spirit who protects 
the people. 

The Ndebele believe that she 
has contact with the spirits of 
their ancestors and is able to 
communicate their wishes to 
the people. 
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These dolls are much more modern. 
All of the dolls have beautiful 
beadwork and are popular souvenirs 
bought by tourists.

This doll is 30 years old. 
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Teacher information

The Ndebele people are three tribes of people living in 
South Africa and Zimbabwe: The Southern Transvaal 
Ndebele, who live around Bronkhorstspruit, The Northern 
Transvaal Ndebele, who live in Limpopo Province and the 
Ndebele people of Zimbabwe, often called the Matabele. 
They are famous for their colourful graphic designs.
several cultural
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Sing Africa

Shosholoza

Kulezontaba

Stimela si phume

South Africa

Wenuyabaleka

Kulezontaba 

Stimela si phume

South Africa

Go forward
Over the mountains

The train is coming from
South Africa

You are hurrying
Over the mountains

The train is coming from
South Africa

Zulu words to the old miner’s 
song “Go forward! Over the 

mountains to work!” 
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Shosholoza is an old miner's song, originally sung by 
groups of men from the Ndebele tribe who travelled by 
steam train from their homes in Zimbabwe to work in 

South Africa's diamond and gold mines. 
The Ndebele people live in the northern regions of 
South Africa and across the northern border into 

Zimbabwe. The Ndebele language is closely related to 
Zulu. As well as urging workers to "go forward" the 'sho'

sounds in the word Shosholoza are onomatopoeic, 
reminiscent of the sound of the train described in the 

song. Nobody knows who wrote the song, or exactly when 
it was written, but we do know that South Africa's 

mining industry and the development of steam railways in 
the mining areas both began in the late 1800s. 

(from previous link)
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