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Eleanor Preston-Whyte and Jo Thorpe
9 Ways of Seeing, Ways of Buying;
Images of Tourist Art and Culture
Expression in Contemporary

Beadwork

The major theme running through this chapter is that of ‘seeing’
and of different and changing ways of seeing. The ‘buying’ of
the title refers to one of the possible results of seeing - that is the
purchase of various kinds of tourist art - and to the effects which
the growth and stimulation of an external market have had on
what is often taken to be an example of a genuinely indigenous
form of Southern African art'. We refer mainly to the beadmak-
ing traditions for which Zulu-speaking people of the post-colonial
era have become famous.

Until a decade or so ago the more intricate forms of Zulu bead-
work were made largely for internal and non-economic
consumption?. In contrast, much of what is produced today is
the result of a radically new way of seeing, that is of recognising
what sells on an external market and what, in particular, will sell
readily to white tourists and holiday makers. Over the last few
years, however, this new vision has come to include an apprecia-
tion of what will appeal to a small but enthusiastic art market
and also, latterly, to black consumers, who esteem and propagate
Zulu culture as a value in its own right.

The new type of ‘seeing’ which will be described here is un-
dertaken increasingly by black producers and artists themselves.
It was, however, the perception of white outsiders which origi-
nally stimulated, and continues to influence, fashion in both
tourists and art markets, and, by extension, the developing black
cultural market. The final product, as Jules-Rosette (1984) has
pointed out in another but similar context, is the result of com-
plex and changing interactions between producers, to whom she
refers as ‘image creators’, and middlemen who mediate between
them and their ‘audience’, influencing both what they make and
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African experience, something that derives, perhaps, from the
uniqueness of ;what is often referred to as the ‘African Psyche’
and which is said to have much to offer to the jaded tastes of the
West. Hence the long established popularity of African and other
Third World arts and of the African motif in contemporary fashion
and design.

While many black artists celebrate something of the same im-
age in their work, they use it creatively and in complex and sub-
tle ways to make statements about the present and the future and
about the relationship between black and white, between Africa
and the West. They are, in fact, intervening to change the essen-
tially static and unidimensional ethnic image of the past and use
it as a medium to comment on the dynamics of change. This is
taking place in a wide range of artistic forms and media and has
not gone unnoticed by local art historians and critics. In the se-
cond part of this chapter we draw attention to the somewhat un-
conventional field of Zulu representational beadwork in which,
we will suggest, this type of personal artistic comment is also de-
veloping and in the flowering of which one of the authors has
been intimately concerned as a ‘culture broker’. We will refer
to this type of art as bead sculpture.

Varieties of tourist art: Mementos of a sacred journey
Tourism the world over is accompanied by the sale of curios*
and an almost bewildering range of ethnic objets d’art. While the
latter are usually handmade and individually crafted, the former
are mass-produced in their thousands and even tens of thousands
by the machines and lathes of a profusion of cottage industries
and the production lines of small to middlesized factories.
Although the source of production usually lies in the country of
the supposed origin of the curio, in some cases these items are
imported from other areas, today particularly from Taiwan, that
universal source of the inexpensive ‘look alike’. This should warn
us that things are not always what they seem on the tourist front
and that ‘ways of buying’ may depend, not on reality, but on ‘ways
of seeing’.

Curios, almost by universal agreement, have to be cheap, fair-
ly small and robust and, above all, light. Holiday makers invari-
ably have numerous people for whom they have to buy gifts en
route and these have to be packed in already overladen cases and
airline bags. Part of the fun of curio hunting lies in securing a
‘good bargain’ by ‘beating down the price’ but, of course, both
seller and buyer know that the original price has usually been in-
flated in order to allow for this transaction. There are thus a num-
ber of complex levels and nuances of understanding involved in
buying what is seen and tourists who make a practice of going
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response by its mediation through middlemen and culture
brokers (1984:16-17).

In essence what Jules-Rosette is suggesting is a semiotic ap-
proach to tourist art. Attention is focused on the messages which
have, as it were, been encoded in the form and decoration of each
item, be it curio kitsch or expensive ethnic art, and which give
content to the communication between producer and buyer. It
is these messages, in fact, which underline the ‘seeing’ and ‘buy-
ing’ in the title of this chapter. To quote Jules-Rosette again:

The tourist art object provides a vicarious experience of the
foreign and the exotic. It has the properties of both a sign,
which stands on behalf of something else, and a symbol, which
codifies and condenses multiple levels of meaning
(1984:17).5

Because the communication cycle which we are attempting to
isolate and analyse is of a complex nature it may not be fully or
consciously recognised by either producer or buyer. It is likely,
however, that it is being both consciously and cleverly manipu-

lated by middlemen, particularly those for whom the commer-
cial motive predominates.

Zulu love-letters and other beadwork: an exercise in tourist
semiotics
A semiotic approach is peculiarly appropriate to Zulu beadwork
because if there is one feature for which this art is famous it is
the supposed messages which the beads are said to carry. The
romance of the ubiquitous Zulu love-letter (Plates 24 and 25) has
spread far beyond the borders of KwaZulu and even Southern
Africa. It is even possible to purchase such ‘messages’ in New
York’s Fifth Avenue and tourists to South Africa eagerly seek
out examples of love-letters and enquire anxiously of producers
and traders exactly what each colour means. Those who have not
heard about what is referred to as ‘the language of the beads’,
are quickly ‘filled in’ by curio sellers and those whose business
it is to sell South African tourism. One enterprising Durban firm
commissions hundreds of simple, highly coloured love-letters from
local bead makers, packages each attractively and adds a card ex-
plaining its ‘message’. We read thus that a red bead means love
... a white one purity ... and so on. Tourists respond to this type
of simple message by buying with alacrity and enthusiasm, the
more so because a single item may cost as little as R2 and can
be slipped into a purse or handbag. It makes, to quote one holi-
day maker, ‘an ideal and exotic gift’.

An intriguing twist to the semiotics of tourist art is produced
by the contention that, far from being ‘authentic’, the so-called
Zulu love-letter represents, on the one hand, the outsider’s mis-
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an integral part (Krige 1936: Appendix 11; Levinsohn 1984). I
is upon the foundation of this wider system of communication
and classification that the modern elaboration of the tourist form
has, we suggest, taken place. In moving from a purely endogenous
usage to production for outsiders there occurred, however, a num-
ber of changes in both the form and design and, more impor-
tantly, in the intention behind the making of items which, like
the love-letter, caught the fancy of white outsiders. Sifting through
the available literature and talking to women who today produce
beadwork both for their own use and for sale allows us to make
an informed guess about the overall process which might have
led to the development of the contemporary tourist love-letters.

Two issues are involved: form and colour. Regional differences
occur in both, but it seems usual, wherever beadwork flourishes
for endogenous use, for both married and unmarried women to
make simple strings of different coloured beads called ucu (Gros-
sert 1978:52, 53, 58; Levinsohn 1984:88). These they wear them-
selves on various parts of the body and unmarried girls often send
them to their lovers as tokens of their affection. Men wear these
gifts proudly and a married man may wear strings made by differ-
ent wives and unmarried men may display the tokens of differ-
ent girlfriends. The ‘message’ of these strings is read consecu-
tively from the bead nearest the loop (Grossert 1978:53). The ex-
act meaning of the colours and juxtaposition of different colours
and sized beads differs from region to region and even from in-
dividual to individual, making a single, correct ‘reading’ impos-
sible. In any local area, however, there is sufficient agreement
on the symbolic meaning of colour and bead placement to make
the communication of a general message feasible. What is not pos-
sible is the conveying of a complex and detailed message as can
occur with the use of the written word and is, indeed, assumed
in the Western notion of a ‘letter’.

An ucu may be combined with other beaded items such as a
small necklace or umgexo which often takes a rectangular form
and is suspended from the neck by a beaded cord (Grossert
1978:56). It is this general form which is now recognised as a Zulu
‘love-letter’ and most Whites believe and are taught to believe
that the ‘message’ is encoded in the colours of the rectangle.
Capitalising on this belief one creative producer recently made
love-letters with red beaded hearts decorating the rectangle (Plate
25). In these the symbolism of both colour and pattern are pure-
ly Western and the original or even the contemporary Zulu mean-
ings of the colour red and the umgexo as a gift and recognition
of a relationship between the maker and her lover, are irrelevant.
We believe that this transformation in intention and message is
demonstrated by the fact that beadmakers usually refer to love-
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mally wear beads, the purchase may indicate, as we will see, an
identification with national values and identity and the wearing
of the item may be aimed at making a clear political statement.
If the consumer is white, the purchase may suggest a wish to iden-
tify with African culture and the heritage of a common multira-
cial South Africa (Nettleton 1976; Davison 1981).

In suggesting the usefulness of a semiotics approach to the anal-
ysis of Zulu beadwork it must not be forgotten that beadworking
also expresses and communicates a lively appreciation of colour
and design. The variety and exuberance of the dress worn on
ceremonial occasions in KwaZulu are a clear indication that the
makers and wearers enjoy their skill and that ‘fashion’ and the
simple desire to attract attention lie behind much of the careful
putting together of elaborate costumes and beaded decoration.
This point, although made largely in relation to the intricate
costumes of amabincas, is relevant also to the growth of Western
‘fashion jewellery’ which will be discussed presently. The pleas-
ures of the eye should not be lost sight of amid the intricacies
of symbolic and semiotic analysis.

Production for the internal market

It is by no means easy to establish the amount of beadwork
produced for personal use or for sale on a purely internal mar-
ket. The use of beaded articles in everyday dress appears to be
highly localised and, in rural areas of KwaZulu (Plate 26), it is
confined largely to amabinca communities. A striking exception,
however, exists in the case of the Nazarite Church followers of
the famous Isaiah Shembe who incorporate beadwork in both their
everyday and particularly in their ceremonial attire. Women who
do not usually wear beadwork but who recognise its money-
making potential have, of course, learnt the craft from neighbours
and, due to the insistence of Jack Grossert who was for many years
Inspector of Art for black schools in Natal and KwaZulu, bead-
work was taught to many school children who as adults are now
putting this skill to lucrative use.

Anthropological literature on the topic of both changing and
contemporary Zulu dress and on the use of beadwork in dress
is, as we have already seen, relatively sparse. Papers by Twala
(1951) and Schoeman (1968 a and b), and also drawings by Tyr-
rell (1968), document the vibrancy of various local bead tradi-
tions through to the nineteen sixties and evidence of both con-
tinuity and change in many regions is to be found in private and
museum collections all over Natal and KwaZulu. Recent research
by Yvonne Winters of the Killic Campbell Africana Museum in
Durban describes the use of elaborate and varied beadwork in
the dress and social activities of contemporary Bhaca and Khuze
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signs, patterns and above all non-bead features such as safety pins
and bells. This echoes the valuable but more popular work of
Levinsohn (1984:132) which focuses specifically on the situation
at Msinga.

It is in the invention of new styles and the appropriation of both
new and complementary materials that the vibrancy of any art
or craft tradition lies. One has only to attend Zulu ceremonies
such as weddings or the annual festivals of the Nazarite Church
to see this feature demonstrated again and again. Many of the
public ceremonials of the Zulu Royal calendar are, furthermore,
celebrated in so called ‘traditional dress’ and in this beadwork
has an increasingly striking and dramatic place (Plate 26). These
events are being given greater coverage in the white and black

Plate 27: Typical *‘curio
kitsch”’ offered for sale at

Natal roadside markets and

Durban beachfront.

Photograph: C. Wafer.

Platc 28: Fashion jewellery:

two necklets from the

Mdukutshani Centre made for
the 1985-1986 fashion season.

Photograph: C. Wafer.
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be scrutinised by middlemen and traders, many of whom demand,
not only good workmanship, but the use of thread known to last
well. By and large skill and fineness of workmanship are related
to earning potential. In Durban, for instance, some craft and curio
stores, and in particular the African Art Centre, of which one of
the authors is the manager, have built up a reputation for buying
only high quality goods. Correspondingly higher prices are paid
by these concerns than by other buyers.

Over the years, the managers of the more popular outlets have
focused the range, colour and designs of articles brought to them
along lines corresponding with their own perception of what will
sell or what is ‘good’ art (or as some phrase it ‘good craft’). The
interplay of the perception of the middleman or middlewoman
and the response of producers is subtle and hard to measure. It
affects all beadwork production, from the simplest ethnic curio
items through the fashion range to the flowering of sculptural
forms and is one of the elements which Jules-Rosette’s notions
of the Tourist Art System and the culture broker captures so well.

a. Ethnic and curio beadwork (Plate 27)

1. Range and Description

Characteristically these items are small and inexpensive. Bead-
work has the advantage of being light and easily packed in airline
bags. It is colourful and makes attractive gifts for those whom
the holiday maker and tourist have left at home. The range is
from ethnic jewellery (bracelets, belts and necklaces , including
the ubiquitous Zulu love-letter) to the more up-to-date daisy
chains and ‘cascades’ (made of bead streamers hung from a neck-
let) to beaded assagais’, diviners’ whisks, medicine bottles and
wooden salad sets decorated with a few beads. The purely ‘eth-
nic’ items, that is those with a supposed traditional counterpart
like the love-letter and assagai, have been joined by small birds
and animals on safety pins which, together with salad sets, are
probably the result of outside suggestion and internal experimen-
tation. A recent addition to the gift line has been beaded coasters,
rings and, probably in response to the popularity of Skaka Zulu,
short (wooden) stabbing spears. These items come largely in what
consumers learn to think of as ‘traditional’ Zulu colours - red,
white, yellow and blue - and are made in simple geometric de-
signs, said by producers, middlemen and traders to be ‘typically
Zulv’. In making these claims the middlemen and traders are often
following popular literature on the topic such as Grossert’s descrip-
tion of Zulu beadwork (1978).

1. Characteristics in common

These items show an overall similarity, simplicity and tendency
cy to standardisation. On the evidence of old photographs and

135



Aj8uons syeads 11 3sNEB32Q ANONPIS ST AFewrt MUY AP 1SLMO) SBIS
-13A0 Jo 9d£) yenonired e 10§ “Iseniuod uf “wayl uodn Ajfear 1ou
ST 98ueyd [Ed1PET 1Byl U0 SUTLIOJWIOD A1 ST ‘SIOULIIYUINY “OTes
-S3UWI Y SUBDLIJY YANOS AMYM JO,] “9J1] Sunjiom AepAIaad o jo
SUIIOUO0D SUEPUNUI ) O) JUSISJJIP A[EINEWRIP OS ST YIIYMm pIom
13110 Jey JO II1[S & padualiadxa pue 0] ud3q, SuAey sId[aaen
91 01 15911 [IM ‘auroy wInial L3y uaym ‘yorym dfessed jo s
[euy € ‘ojuswsuwl SULINPU? pue ssafouwm & aseyoind 01 Ayunuod
-do a3 yua £pdrenrdoadde papua snyi st onoxa pue sanurd oy
01 Asuanof pazoes ay ] Ino Aem ay uo doys 318, Y3 ur 3[eES J0J
JJe PIIBIISUOWIdP U32Q IABY YOIYM SIMIANOE PUE S[[DfS [eUONIpen
a3 Jo s1onpoad oy Je 31 deos 0], “BdLYY 1USOIA ApUSUTULIWT pUe
Surstusopows ‘SurSueyd e Jo sanI[eal a3 310U 03 (2EW AEpijoy
uedLyy Yinog aym a3 ‘sdeyrad “Aqeroadss pue) ISLIMol 3yl 3q
-eud £} pue pasueyo 1ou daey 3[doad Yoe|q 1eyl edpl Y1 Youamn
-U3 YoTym SIMIATIOE [[E 3Ie 353y ], “SuiAreopoom udmw Y1 pue 3ut
-Aeam pue s10d Sunjews uawWoMm JPJO Y “YI0MpeIq SUTOP PIAIIS
-qO 2q UBD SUIPIEW Y JI 19113q Y3 YONUI OF *SUIPTew palsealq
-2I8q pue papeaq Jo eroyis[d e pue uorssas uoneutAlp e L[qrssod
‘Gurouep NnZ £Q PIUTELISIUD I8 SISLMO] AIYM  [EBIY N7, ©
01 SNSIA JO Iq ‘soumd JMUYId Jo Ajuo 1ou ‘Kurendod dy3 dUSH
*YOBaI JI3Y] UTYIIM ST pUe SISIX3 [[NIS BOLJY 1S9jIe(], 10 Jusumn
-u07) JIB(], 3Y3 18Y) UOTIOU 3] SULIJUOd pue ut dn paurwns st ‘A
-138e3 001 A[UO 2oeIqUIS A3 “Lred 1S0W Y JOJ “YOTYM pUE SISLINO)
18 PauITe SI YoTyM 38essaur oy ] "eduyy ss3[oum pue dAnmuod e
JO duewIor pue AI31SAUI 94l JO PUB DUIJJP OMUYId JO ey St

sound papeaq desyd A[aAneja1 1sous jo afeurt yueurwopaid ay
snonuas 10y

-0d 07 sa8pwir 212 W0A[ :PIn1aIAL SITDSSIUL PUD JUIS SITDSSIP 113
‘a8em Aqrep Jo 21ex 3991d e Jora 19onpoad ayi Surked ‘swrar
uLioylun pue pasiprepuels asofy A[ddns 01 Aqesyroads usdurom
s8e8us sdoys ouno awos Jo s1adeurws Y} pue SIdESIOYM Yloq
pue Apjomb Ajire] way) JO SAMUIM] UIAS PUR SUI] BUI UBD U
-LIOM [ENPIATPU] *3[B3S [[EWS B UO UOHONPOId SSEW WOI) SIALIIP
AyuLIojTun J2Y) pue Ipen JIompeaq Y jo s1dfioq Jod, a3 are
A3y, -3onpoid 03 [Irs 18318 L3124 Aue puewsp 10 Suof 001 el Lo
Ued IOU pUB IYBUI 0] 4SPeIq AUBUI 9xe) 10U p[noys A3y} s1d3q
-wmu 38xe] ur pue Kjdesayd [[2S ISNUT SWINT ISIY) ISNEIAY *(SI311J]
-aA0]) douewol pue (sredesse) A1a8eAes (sap10q IWdPaUI) AI13)
-sAw uo siseydwd ue P oLy sannuud Jo eyl A[enuasss st
I2WNSUOd Y1 18 Pardamp 28essowr Y1 Y3noylfe sINjolq dInImd
S SUIqUIOD [T A3Y) SIYI U] "JUes SISWOISTD JeyMm 3q 01 IAIN2q
$9I0IS OLIND JO SIISEURW ) PUB UIWD[PPTW ‘SINBW Y3 Yorgm
38ueI WIOJIUN A[9ATIE[I € 0JUT PIIBPIOSUOD U Sty $I[L1s Ted0]
3J0 sS8uex apmm AITEJ B I0UO Sea Jeym Jey) Jed[d st i1 ‘uondwmns
-uod [euxaiuy J0j paonpoid ST 1eYM JO PUEB ‘SUONOIMJOd WNISTW

9¢1



of the ‘primitive’ which they value as a counterbalance to what
they perceive as the oversophistication and effete manners of
Western civilisation. These buyers consciously or unconsciously
espouse ‘The Primitive’ as did Gauguin when he spoke the fa-
mous words, ‘Civilisation is what makes you sick’ (Gardner
1975:705). The mystique of Africa is that of the simple and un-
sophisticated. A slight variation on this theme is the currently
fashionable claim that there is something different and intrinsi-
cally valuable about what is referred to as the ‘African Psyche’
and that it is this which is symbolised and given form in the eth-
nic images incorporated in African art and craft.

It must be noted that, while the images and messages sketched
above are actively propagated by middlemen and traders and are
enthusiastically accepted by most tourists, they also consciously
guide the thinking of many black producers. The latter have come
to expect white people in general, and holiday makers in particu-
lar, to react to their cultural traditions in this ingenuous and su-
perficial manner. In instances where they come face to face with
more informed buyers, producers are often amazed and even dis-
concerted. Some producers try to force upon all white buyers the
simple stereotype of an unchanging Africa which they themselves
know to be incorrect but which has proven a money spinner in
the past. This may lead to confusion in communication and to
dissatisfaction on both sides. The problem is, of course, that not
all tourists are the same and some do not embrace the ethnic mes-
sage as happily and uncritically as others. For some it has another
meaning altogether, upon which we will now elaborate.

While the majority of ethnic curios may well end up gathering
dust at the back of dark cupboards (Jules-Rosette 1984:16), eth-
nic jewellery is invariably worn, at least for a while, and may even
be kept for years to complement particular outfits. This jewellery
is, therefore, rather different and more useful than simulated eth-
nic artifacts like beaded assagais or non-bead curios like shields
and masks. For a particular category of buyers, furthermore, the
message which ethnic jewellery carries is not necessarily that of
the primitive or exotic. Davison (1987), amongst others, has com-
mented that much of the current interest in African art may der-
ive from a desire on the part of some white South Africans to
identify with and share in an integrated South African culture
and future which they believe is, or they would like to see, de-
veloping. In the same vein some whites consciously choose to wear
ethnic jewellery and in so doing they are transmitting and read-
ing into the items concerned a very different message to that which
characterises most tourist ‘‘seeing’’ and ‘‘buying’’. For them
wearing ethnic jewellery (and even giving it as gifts) is a political
statement and a limited and vicarious association with the world
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ous local white commercial interests and, more importantly, by
individual black producers who have begun diversifying their out-
put to include, besides standard ‘ethnic’ items in ‘Zulu colours’,
a range of both original and derivative styles in the few muted
colours which can be bought in this country. It is in this field
that wide and intricately beaded ‘modern’ belts and collars, rings
and earrings had their origin, as well as purses and handbags.
Since these items take many beads, production tends to be limit-
ed by the risk to the individual producer in committing expen-
sive resources to items for which there is no certain sale.
1t. Characteristics in common

Fashion jewellery is highly saleable because it can be worn on
far more occasions than can ‘ethnic’ items. Styles which do not
move rapidly are not repeated. On the other hand, large num-
bers of similar fashion goods are not produced either, and there
is a premium on variety, at least in colour and in the type of bead
used. Prices paid to producers are higher than for ethnic items
but many producers seem to regard fashion as a chancy area to
work in and only some enter it. Those who make fashion jewellery
usually also produce ethnic items as the ‘staples’ of their reper-
toire. It is in fashion jewellery, however, that real evidence of in-
itiative and creativity is to be found. Some women adapt and carry

over the exuberance of the patterns in their own dress to the .

‘costume’ jewellery they produce for whites. Acute observation
of white standards is necessary, but in some cases this input is
provided by a culture broker in the form of a bulk buyer or the
person who has commissioned the beadwork and to whom the
women go to sell it. The interaction here is between two cultural
forms and what is developing is an amalgam of western taste and
Zulu skill and adaptability.

ii1. The message of “fashion’ jewellery: semiotic neutrality?
Following from the above it is possible to suggest that, if there
is a message encoded in beaded fashion jewellery of the type we
are discussing here, it is that of a common cultural universe in
which both producer and consumer attempt to reach each other
in an area appreciated and elaborated in both western and Zulu
culture traditions and epitomised for westerners in the (now rather
old fashioned) concept of ‘costume jewellery’.

It may be speculated that, in contrast to the ethnic jewellery
described previously, the field of fashion jewellery can be treat-
ed as an essentially neutral area and one which can be kept large-
ly separate from the highly charged political environment in
which, increasingly, even the least sensitive white South Africans
meet black South Africans and black culture today. If, as Davi-
son, quoting Powell (The Weekly Mail 9th January 1987), sug-
gests, the current interest in what is labelled ‘transitional’ art has
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Plate 32: Contemporary
Ndebele dolls purchased
outside the University of the
Witwatersrand. 1987.
Photograph: C. Wafer

Plate 33: Contemporary
Msinga dolls purchased 1988.
(Preston-Whyte collection).
RS ARSAs oD e S K e e i Phc_)tograph: (S

as much to do with fear as with a wish for positive identification
with black people, it would certainly not be surprising to find
that a bead genre which neither glorifies nor brings ethnic differ-
ence openly to the fore could be extremely popular. It is, however,
as much on overseas markets as on the South African market that
beaded fashion jewellery flourishes. Although there is no doubt
a residue of romantic association with Africa as the ‘Dark Conti-
nent’, it is colour, design and novelty which carry the day and
win high prices overseas. But this could be regarded as another
form of neutrality, this time one predetermined by the economic
imperatives lying behind all production for a market. In the field
of fashion jewellery it is above all the saleability, and the clever
manipulation of this by a variety of culture brokers, which counts. 141
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Illustration 25: Mchunu,

African Museum, Cape

beads. Photograph: The
South African Museum.

the commercial motives of all the participants in what Jules-
Rosette has called the Tourist Art System. The financial incen-
tive was, indeed, also a feature of her original model, and, like
her, we would stress that a financial motive need not necessarily
be inimical to ‘good art’. While the desire (or need) to earn money
can lead to the production of ‘potboilers’ and may easily result
in both a drop in the standards of workmanship and in excessive
uniformity of production, it can also, as in this case, stimulate
originality and creativity. We are, in fact, certain that it was above
all the recognition by the makers that there is a growing market

Thandi. Scene of Rural life:
Woman Collecting wood. South

Town, 1987. Cloth and fibre,
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Institute of Race Relations, the African Art Centre is now an in-
dependent non-profit making company directed to the promo-
tion and sale of black art. During the twenty-seven years of its
existence it has encouraged and nurtured black artistic talent by
buying items from a wide range of individual producers as well
as from art and craft projects situated throughout KwaZulu and
Natal. The best of this work has been exhibited by the Art Centre
on national and international exhibitions and smaller exhibitions
of the work of particular artists and projects have been hosted
at the Centre itself. Over the years a buying public has been built
up which consists of local art connoisseurs, public art galleries,
notably the Durban Art Gallery, members of the general public
interested in African Art, both local and overseas tourists and,
increasingly, commercial buyers from America and Europe. The
Art Centre has thus provided a focus, market and shop window
for local black artistic talent. Beadwork has grown to be one of
the most popular of all the lines carried by the Centre and the
staff expect between ten and thirty beadworkers from around Dur-
ban and from as far afield as Greytown to come in approximately
once a week to sell the work which they make in their own homes.
Overall there are about 150 beadmakers on the Centre’s books,
although individual women may come in only once a month or
less often.

Until about 1979 the major bead items brought to the Centre
for sale were ethnic or fashion jewellery. Some small stylized bead-
ed “fertility’ dolls were bought on buying trips to Msinga (Plate
33). A new departure was initiated by Thembi Mchunu, one of
the Centre’s most regular beadmakers. She tentatively offered a
small and realistic figure made of cloth and dressed in contem-
porary amabinca clothing to one of the authors for her approval.
Liking this, the latter encouraged her to make more figures and
eventually a variety of forms appeared as other women followed
suit. This has resulted in a feast of original creations. These range
from human figures in different outfits (and particularly in vari-
eties of amabinca dress), birds, animals, even aeroplanes, helicop-
ters, to those items of western manufacture such as sewing
machines and radios which might make rural life easier and
pleasanter. Recently more complex pieces have become usual such
as a woman collecting wood (11. 25), a mother bathing her baby,
a ploughing team or a tennis match (Plate 30). The sculptures
now reflect the world as it exists around the makers and some,
indeed, introduce a subtle, and possibly as yet largely uncons-
cious, form of social comment into their work. A small and beau-
tifully decorated coffin opens to reveal the face of a dead baby
(Plate 31), while the elegantly appointed lounge of a rich person’s
house stands side by side with the ubiquitous rural shackshop.
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In attempting to sum up bead sculptures in artistic terms it
should be noted that they exist for and in themselves. They serve
no useful purpose - other than to please the eye, both that of the
maker and the potential buyer. In this they approach more near-
ly, perhaps, than any other form of beadwork, the usual defini-
tion of ‘art’ as opposed to ‘craft’. The fact that they are designed
for the market should not detract from the assessment of their
artistic merit and, indeed, they are beginning to take pride of place
in art galleries around the country. For their makers they pro-
vide the opportunity, not only to reproduce, but to reflect upon
their surroundings, to put their skills in design and colour to use,
and make money at the same time. This is a winning combina-
tion with women earning three and four times as much from the
sale of sculptures as from selling numerous smaller pieces of
jewellery. Each sculpture sells at between R15 and R40 in con-
trast to jewellery which may fetch between RS and R10 per item.
While it is true that sculptures take a fair time to construct and
decorate, they are probably no more time consuming to make than
are many standard bead items.

1. Range and form
The emphasis of the staff at the African Art Centre has always
been upon individuality and creativity and this has resulted in
the development of not only a wide variety of sculptural forms
but also in a tendency for the overall repertoire to change over
the years. What follows is a preliminary attempt at classifying
what has been produced to date.

Illustration 27: Mchunu,
Katherine. Fockey. South
African Museum, Cape

Town. 1987. Cloth and fibre,

beads. Photograph: The
South African Museum.
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material and mechanical, as well as the natural, order.

Looking back over the eight years during which these items
have been appearing, it is clear that change has taken place and
some of the typical sculptures of the earlier period are no longer
coming into the African Art Centre for sale. One of the elements
in production is undeniably consumer demand mediated largely
by one of the authors who examines each piece of sculpture which
comes in, decides whether or not to purchase it from the maker
and what to pay for it. At times, when she feels that too many
of one kind of sculpture are on the shop floor, she asks the
producers not to bring anymore for a time. On other (and more
frequent occasions) she encourages popular lines or, by her ad-
miration for original forms, stimulates a new trend. There is no
doubt that she plays a critical and influencing role in the develop-
ment and course of this type of artistic expression. She has
moreover been instrumental also in popularising these sculptures
with the people who come to the African Art Centre in search
of both superior ‘craft’ and, predominantly, examples of African
art. She, therefore, fits perfectly the role of Jules-Rosette’s cul-
ture broker both in respect to producers and to buyers. In rela-
tion to both ‘seeing’ and ‘buying’, furthermore, the case of con-
temporary Zulu bead sculptures illustrates very well the complex
interaction of creativity and stimulation in production and the
corresponding development of consumer taste which occurs wi-
thin the tourist art system.

ut. Sculptural messages: beyond the ethnic image

In semiotic terms the message which Zulu bead and cloth sculp-
tures carry is that of originality and the ‘something different’ for
which the more discerning (and wealthy) tourists seek. The same
characteristics commend these sculptures to art collectors and to
the buyers for both South African and overseas galleries and muse-
ums. The latter, however, see in these works, in addition, signs
of artistic merit and, perhaps, a unique form of African artistic
expression.

In reviewing the range of these sculptures as they exist at
present, it is clear that they divide into two distinct types: the
purely representational, focused largely on simple human figures
and on bird and animal subjects, and the more thought-provoking
and complex scenes of everyday human experience. It is the lat-
ter which speak so clearly of the social conditions of their makers
and because of this they are more challenging to the observer and
potential consumer. Many tourists do, in fact, prefer the first type
of sculpture. Certainly the single human, bird and animal forms
appear to be more easily accessible to western eyes than are the
the more complex human tableaux and the purely African sub-
jects (Ill. 27) which the latter often represent. Although one might
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in some cases their legs are differentiated and others have arms,
none bend or turn like the Zulu figures described above and in
none of the examples we have seen is a tableau built up with more
than one interacting figure. There is little attempt to give a realistic
form to the fact of an Ndebele doll or to portray emotion as in
the case of the mourning mother lying next to the coffin of her
child. The Ndebele examples seem to be rooted in the ‘tradition-
al’ form, as the Zulu equivalent never was. The first Zulu sculp-
ture was a free and realistic portrayal of a human figure and not
a stylized representation following on an accepted and customary
model. Even the few Ndebele birds and the dinosaur figure are
static, their wings suggested by beads, but not portrayed as in
the Zulu examples with projecting wire frames which can be bent
to suggest flight and movement. Although it is true that many
of the bead sculptures made in KwaZulu incorporate something
of a broadly ethnic image because they are clearly of black peo-
ple and are dressed in amabinca clothing, their makers have, we
suggest, moved beyond an ethnic image to make a clear state-
ment about contemporary life.
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