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	■	ABSTRACT: In this article, we look at collections of Zulu beadwork at Manchester Museum and 
Ditsong National Museum of Cultural History tracing their provenances and social biographies. 
We present these two institutions as colonial museums founded on similar ideals of presenting 
objects as cultures of the “other” in absence of object and community agency. In rethinking 
colonial contexts associated with processes of collecting beadwork, we look at how these mu­
seums can be decolonized by collaborating with communities. Decolonization is deployed here 
as both a theory and a method toward the integration of Indigenous ways of knowing and doing 
in museum practices. Methodologically, the article highlights decolonial strategies in the form 
of open, democratic, inclusive, and multivocal engagement that we embraced undertaking the 
research.
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Colonial museums with collections of cultural “objects” from different parts of the world like Manchester 
Museum (MM) are currently grappling with problematic histories of appropriation, dispossession, looting, 
and containment of cultural objects ushered in by colonial violence (Chipangura 2023). The expansion of 
the British Empire to Africa, Oceania, the Americas, and Asia during colonization paved the way for the 
violent capture of cultural objects of the colonized. MM has more than twenty-five thousand ethnographic 
collections ordered and categorized according to geographical regions of Africa, the Americas, Oceania, 
and Asia (Chipangura 2023). The African collection has approximately twelve thousand objects. Further, 
there are more than a thousand objects from Africa that are not provenanced. Within this African col­
lection there are 70 pieces of traditional Zulu beadwork dating to the beginning of the twentieth century 
classified as Collier, Speaks, Boyd, Halifax, and Salford collections. R. Collier collected several cultural 
objects from South Africa including beadwork that was accessioned into the MM collection in 1915. It 
is not clear what motivated him to collect or what the circumstances were around how he got the beads 
from the communities. Evidently, there is no proper provenance or biographical information apart from 
labels recording his name and South Africa as the only available context. The other prominent collectors 
of Zulu beadwork were Speaks, whose collection was accessioned in 1915, and Sir Boyd Dawkins whose 
beadwork collection was accessioned in 1925. In addition, between 1955 and 1956 a donation of Zulu 
beadwork was received from the Halifax Museum, and in 1969, a sizable number were brought in from 
the Salford Museum collection. MM gave the Salford Museum European antiquities in exchange for more 
than two thousand African objects.
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MM also has a collection of modern Zulu beadwork known in local parlance as isimodeni acquired 
between 1990 and 1991. These isimodeni beads were purchased from Frank Jolles, then Professor of 
German at the University of Natal, who collected them from KwaLatha, Nongoma, and Umvoti Districts 
between 1960 and 1985 (Banks 1992). At Ditsong National Museum of Cultural History (DNMCH) in 
Pretoria, South Africa, the 350 Zulu beadworks in the anthropology collection form part of just over 
twenty-five thousand objects obtained from different regions of Africa and a small portion from Oceania 
and Asia. The anthropology collection at DNMCH was amassed through donations and purchases from 
collectors, such as J. R. Ivy or Colman Brothers, and from donations by magistrate officers, and includes 
“evidence” confiscated from black communities by the police, soldiers, or the Native Affairs Department, 
later renamed Department of Bantu Administration and Development (Van Schalkwyk 1996). The other 
method of acquisition and expansion was through fieldwork that took place mainly in Southern Africa 
and in other British colonies such as Peru and Polynesia. Colonial museums and their collections have 
become arenas and battlegrounds for contestation regarding cultural representation. Members of cultural 
groups, traditionally represented by colonial collections, also are challenging museum control over issues 
of interpretation, representation, and ownership. DNMCH has not been spared these contestations and 
acknowledges the roots of the institution are muddied by both colonization and apartheid.

Against this backdrop and in presenting the problematic history surrounding the acquisition of bead­
work, we argue that colonial museums classified and categorized “objects” in accordance with disciplinary 
configurations of anthropology, ethnology, and ethnography that ignored their social biographies (Chi­
pangura 2024). As a result, the beadwork was ordered according to regimes of Western knowledge that 
erased Indigenous ways of knowing and doing. In rethinking stagnant and static representations of the 
beadwork in these two colonial museums we aimed to address the following critical curatorial questions: 
(1) How can we conduct collaborative biographical research with originating communities from where 
the beads were collected? (2) How can we achieve inclusivity and responsible care with respect to building 
active relationships between the beads and originating communities? (3) What does an empirical praxis 
of decolonizing the beadwork entail? (4) How do we reorder the beadwork cultures curatorially in ways 
that unsettle the conventional ordering of knowledge in colonial museums by creating space for lived 
experiences and Indigenous knowledges? (Chipangura 2024; Taiwo 2022).

Our significant point of departure in this article is that while other researchers have been grappling 
with decolonizing the museum, which has become synonymous with the restitution of objects, our own 
approach is different, as we posit that restitution is only a small area where the museum needs to be severed 
from its colonial ties (Ariese and Wróblewska 2022). Museums must rethink the colonial knowledges that 
led them to collect particular objects and to order, store, and handle them in particular ways. Therefore, 
comprehensive provenance and biographical research have to be undertaken first as a praxis that aids 
knowledge production prior to any forms of return (Chipangura 2023). At the same time, colonial mu­
seums must acknowledge that restitution takes more than just a legal or material transfer of objects, natural 
specimens or ancestors back to communities—rather it is a restoration and return of spiritual and sacred 
knowledge that may have been previously lost as a result of colonial violence and associated appropriating 
methods (Soares 2023). We also underscore that in some instances communities do not demand to have 
everything back from colonial museums but desire to be connected with their collection with the aim of 
recovering lost Indigenous knowledge and working toward cultural revitalization, as was the case with 
the Zulu beadwork open engagements. From our practical curatorial perspective, decolonization, simply 
put, means challenging and dismantling colonial structures through sharing control and authority in 
storytelling with originating communities whose cultural objects are contained in museums.

Why Collaborations? Our Positionality and Shortcomings

As part of the John Ellerman Foundation’s fiftieth anniversary celebrations, the Protea International Cu­
ratorial Exchange Program was launched in 2021 with eight curators working in the United Kingdom and 
South Africa selected to undertake collections-based research and field work (JEF 2023). This fellowship 
was named after the South African national flower, the protea, in memory of Sir John Ellerman who lived 
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part of his life in South Africa (JEF 2023). We were selected to be part of the cohort of curators for this 
exchange after having made a joint application to represent the Manchester and Ditsong museums. Our 
collaborative application was influenced by our own past curatorial contacts and engagements during 
which we had previously discussed similarities of anthropological collections between the two colonial 
museums. Based on our existing collections knowledge as curators, we decided to choose traditional Zulu 
beadwork from KwaNongoma. Before traveling to KwaNongoma for field work, we spent time together in 
the Living Cultures/Anthropology collection at MM in May 2022 where we took high resolution photo­
graphs of the beadwork. In June 2022, we conducted further collections-based research together at Ditsong 
taking more photographs of the beadwork in this museum. Our decolonial collaborative engagement 
and multivocal dialogue with the community was also undertaken in June 2022. All these research stints 
between Manchester, Pretoria, and Nongoma were supported by the John Ellerman Foundation. Prior to 
our traveling to KwaNongoma, Motsane spoke to community members giving them a sense of the research, 
and one participant, Baba Thembinkosi Mncube, who is a member of the community in KwaNongoma 
made some advance arrangements for the research when he met up with Motsane in Johannesburg in 
May 2022.

KwaNongoma is in the province of KwaZulu-Natal South Africa some 300 kilometers south of Durban 
(see figure 1). It is surrounded by international tourist attractions, such as the iSimangaliso Wetland Park 
to the east and the Hluhluwe-Imfolozi Park to the south (Nongoma Tourism 2022). Most importantly, the 
current King of the Zulu nation resides in Nongoma, and therefore the municipality is considered to be 
the heart of the Zulu kingdom (Nongoma Tourism 2022). KwaNongoma still has deep rural characteristics 
and people live by the traditional Zulu customs that have remained unchanged for centuries.

Figure 1. The location of Nongoma. Map prepared by Russell Kapumha.



Community Collaborations and Social Biographies of Museum Collections from Colonial Contexts  ■  19

As part of the collaborative ethnographic research that took the form of dialogue with community 
members in KwaNongoma, we used decolonial approaches benchmarked by inclusivity in which the com­
munity had a higher degree of participation and agency in the interpretation of the beadwork. Therefore, 
framed in this way, collaborations give communities the agency to have control and to be involved in 
decision-making from the outset, contrasted with hegemonic curatorial ways of the past that were exclu­
sionary. By way of collaborating with this community, we became facilitators of conversations that were 
built upon understanding the social biographies of the beadwork. Permission to carry out this research was 
obtained from the local traditional leadership and all collaborators gave us consent to engage in dialogue 
with them. We use the real names of community collaborators in this article because we were given the per­
mission to do so by them. Collaborations are at the center of decolonial methodologies since they promote 
engagement over doctrine and multivocality over connoisseurship (Boast 2001: 11). This is exactly what 
we experienced in undertaking the research as we democratized ways in which knowledge is produced 
within authorized curatorial practices at Manchester and Ditsong museums. Therefore, by collaborating 
with the KwaNongoma community, we acknowledge community agency by ensuring that they are not 
frozen passive audiences of didactic and authoritative forms of knowledge production but are implicated 
in an ongoing process of knowledge production and debate as active co-producers (Butler and Lehrer 
2016; Danbolt 2019; De Palma 2019; Hansen et al. 2019).Through equitable sharing practices, Indigenous 
perspectives from the KwaNongoma community were marshaled on the meanings of the beads. Collabo­
rative approaches like these constitute the broader agenda for decolonizing museum practices in that they 
confront long-standing imbalances regarding who makes decisions and who benefits (Chipangura et al. 
2020). We agree with Margaret Bruchac (2014) who argues that a decolonizing agenda that is informed by 
community collaborations counters the dominance of colonial ideologies and improves the accuracy of 
Indigenous representations. Within African worldviews and cosmologies, Indigenous perspectives have 
continuously challenged dominant narratives of settler communities and universalism (Wynne-Jones and 
Fleisher 2015). For example, in African archaeological theory scholars, such as Felix Chami (2015), Joost 
Fontein (2015), and Peter Schmidt (2017), have argued that a practical decolonial perspective is one that 
decenters authority by allowing for an investigative process in which decision-making about knowledge 
and objects of the past is a shared responsibility. In the same vein in our own museum curatorial work, 
we agree with Eisha Stephen Atieno-Odhiambo (2002) who posits that decolonial work in Africa entails 
knowledges produced locally and primarily in Indigenous languages by individuals and communities 
“believing in their past, producing and giving themselves their own pasts which have meaning, authority, 
and significance for the local population.” Thus, we have actioned our decolonial work in this research by 
integrating diverse perspectives in the interpretation of the beadwork from KwaNongoma.

What was more defined in this decolonial work was how we collaborated with KwaNongoma com­
munity members whose knowledge and ways of knowing the beadwork shaped the co-curation of an 
exhibition at MM that incorporates their voices. In this regard, it can be argued that through truth telling, 
transparency, and by opening to communities what we did in Nongoma, we allowed the people to rewrite 
narratives, change our curatorial practices and to share their own cosmologies to decolonize (Soares and 
Witcomb 2023). However, it has been argued that collaborations can be a breeding ground of neocolonial 
tendencies in which hierarchies of power are maintained in asymmetric relationships between museum 
curators and community members (Boast 2011; La Salle 2010. Similarly, Sumaya Kassim (2017) has argued 
that museums are not neutral, and it is not possible to decolonize them through collaborations. She looked 
at the Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery (BMAG), zeroing in on the Past Is Now: Birmingham and 
the British Empire exhibition, which was co-curated by six women of color with diverse heritages, who 
were external to the museum (Kassim 2017; Minott 2019). The exhibition was an experiment exploring 
how to decolonize and democratize the museum by adopting collaborative models. However, the whole 
project was fraught with tensions as some of the key exhibition decisions were made without consulting 
the external co-curators. This somewhat resonates with the argument made by Sarah Linn and colleagues 
(2024: 3) that in some contexts, collaborations are designed internally to suit the needs of museums and 
funders wherein collaborators are seen as contributors and not partners. Thus, the desire by colonial 
museums to become inclusive and/or to act democratically does not take away all the vestiges of discrim­
ination (Lynch 2017). During the process of undertaking this collaborative research with KwaNongoma 
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community members, we were conscious of the possibility of uneven power relations that could potentially 
stifle voices of this community in what Bernadette Lynch (2017) characterizes as “museum empowerment 
lite.” Such forms of tokenistic engagements often patronize communities, and their knowledge is often 
appropriated and extracted in the absence of any meaningful benefits (Chipangura 2023; Morse 2022). 
What perhaps was different with the Zulu beadwork collaboration was that we allowed the community to 
take the lead in deciding which stories they wanted to tell in the exhibition for themselves, by themselves 
(Chipangura 2023).

Decolonizing Zulu Beadwork and Representations in Colonial Museums

Since the beads at MM and Ditsong were collected at the height of colonization, they have been presented 
as static, stagnant materialities in the absence of biographical information. Many ethnographic museums 
in the Global North, such as Manchester, were built on the foundations and legacies of the empire and are 
still entwined in museological discourses of extraction and misrepresentation (Linn et al. 2024; Longair 
and McAleer 2012). Similarly, museums in the Global South, such as Ditsong, were established during 
the colonial era that celebrated settler domination, while the voice of the oppressed communities were 
deliberately excluded. Within their foundations, these institutions were influenced by the political and 
social contexts of the colony and perpetuated the colonial paradigm of domination. From the outset, the 
formation of museums in Africa was a by-product of colonization (Chipangura and Mataga 2022) and 
a European imagination that was heavily influenced by the need to represent cultures of the “other” as 
timeless, frozen, and static. Therefore, our research with community members in KwaNongoma aimed 
at co-opting Indigenous worldviews and forms of knowledge in decolonizing the beads that were viewed 
as representations of cultures of the “other.” To decolonize in this sense meant that decisions, objectives, 
and outcomes of our research were in the hands of and developed in partnership with the KwaNongoma 
community. Within this decolonial process, community members were valued as experts who brought 
with them lived experiences as a form of knowledge that challenged dominant cultural representations 
enshrined in colonial museums. To decolonize the beadwork empirically, the “other” shared their voices 
and contested hegemonic narratives presented in colonial museums (Soares and Witcomb 2023). It is on 
the same basis that Bruno Soares and Andrea Witcomb (2023) argue that decolonization and repairing 
of past injustices starts with the people through their involvement in museum practices that previously 
marginalized them.

From the outset, our decolonial approach was premised on critiquing the colonial gaze as we were 
all aware that one cannot decolonize a museum without delinking its colonial matrix of power since the 
practice of collecting and classifying beads is deeply embedded in colonialism itself, which created the 
museum institution as we know it today (Abungu 2019; Mignolo 2011; Vawda 2019). By being reflexive, 
we were able to be critical of the colonial foundations of these two institutions by admitting that authority 
can no longer be premised on curatorial expertise but instead ought to be informed by knowledge-sharing 
and intercultural exchanges (Soares and Witcomb 2023). In doing this decolonial work on the beadwork, 
we concurred with Soares (2023: 54) who argues that the museum is a politically determined instrument 
of colonialism and is still very much embedded in coloniality. By deploying decolonial methodologies in 
conducting this research, the scientific ethos used by the two colonial museums was questioned as we took 
an interest not only in the beads as things but also in the people and their practices and belief systems 
that lend the beads meaning (Golding and Modest 2019). For us, decolonizing Zulu beadwork empirically 
was an act of active listening to the community, their beliefs and allowing their voices to be heard in a 
co-produced exhibition installed at MM last summer.

Elsewhere, Soares (2023: 14) argues that decolonization is not only something that is apprehended in 
museum manuals as a theory but rather must also be regarded as a movement and an ongoing process 
toward liberation and political and social change. Reflecting on the collaborative Zulu beadwork research, 
we agree with Soares (2023: 5) that to “decolonise refers to open practices and bottom-up approaches that 
allow community members to change museums’ authorised narratives in a critical appropriation of cultural 
heritage.” The continuing presence of coloniality in museums has influenced current debates about what 
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decolonization should look like as “an ongoing process that involves restitution, rehumanisation, notably 
through the sharing of knowledge and by encouraging mutual understanding” (Soares and Witcomb 
2023: 1).

Zulu Beadwork Biographies beyond the Material

The anthropological category of objects is traditionally defined as any portable or non-portable elements 
of the material world including objects, artifacts, ecofacts, sediments, features, and places (LaMotta 2012). 
These are all summed up as materialities produced by repeated sets of human actions but most importantly 
they also exhibit their own specific inherent behavioral characteristics and act beyond human control 
(Gosden 2005; Hodder 2000). This is because objects use human muscles and skill to bring about their 
own reproduction thereby gaining agency by being embedded in social relations with people (Henare et 
al. 2007). Similarly, in thinking about Zulu beads as materialities, we argue that these are not “objects” in 
a colonial museum but rather are living cultures that speak, offer suggestions, make demands, and pose 
problems. “Living cultures” is a concept that encompasses many different traces of life such as agency, 
animism, spirituality, subjectivity, and intelligence (Muller and Langhill 2022). We therefore critique the 
anthropological category of “objects” that project the makers, users, and owners as anonymous, wherein 
the meanings behind these objects are obscured (Minott 2019). This is part of the material turn that seeks 
to dismantle binary divisions between human/non-human, nature/culture, object/subject, and importantly 
respecting epistemological worlds of Indigenous people (Bormpoudakis 2019).

We also underscore that in an African context, objects such as beads have potency and are treated by 
communities as living beings that they can use, touch, smell, and taste. They have individual biographies 
and carry with them important meanings connected to their ritual and cultural functions located in so­
cieties of origin. Chris Gosden (2005: 198), thus argues that “the form that the objects take in terms of 
morphology and decoration are crucial to the influences they have on people.” In the same vein, Jody Joy 
(2009: 540) thinks of objects not as just products of society but as living entities with personalities similar 
to their makers. This relationship between people and objects can be properly elucidated using what she 
calls the biographical approach underwritten by following the life of an object from its birth (creation) 
to death (disposal). The biography of an object can be characterized by eight processes: procurement, 
manufacture, use, maintenance, reuse, cultural deposition, reclamation, and recycling (LaMotta 2012: 71; 
Walker and Lucero 2000). At the center of our inquiry during this engagement in KwaNongoma were the 
beads themselves that served as contact zones for dialogue bringing the community together in creating 
equitable forms of relations and constellations of co-produced knowledge (Bennet 2010). Thus, concept of 
the contact zone formulated by James Clifford (2007) and Mary Louise Pratt (1991) has allowed colonial 
museums to evolve beyond easily definable, geographical arenas of interaction into becoming places for 
dialogue and intercultural exchange that bring people in contact with each other and establish ongoing 
relations. According to Laura Peers and Alison Brown (2003: 5), “artefacts function as ‘contact zones’ as 
sources of knowledge and as catalysts for new relationships—both within and between these communities.” 
Objects as contact zones bring communities together who were formerly spatially and politically separated 
from them by colonialism. During these engagements we presented to the community photos of traditional 
Zulu beads (see figure 2) that are imprisoned in collections stores at Manchester and Ditsong colonial 
museums away from home, as we sought to pick the meanings, memories, and stories that they contain.

Museum objects like the beadwork illustrated above used to be regarded as passive and inert materials 
to which things happen and things are done. However, meanings are not carried by objects but are identical 
to them in that they also possess social agency much like the people who made them (Hoskins 1998). 
Objects may acquire a wide range of meanings during their manufacture and use as they pass through the 
hands of individuals, embedded in different social strategies and networks (Appadurai 1986; Gosselain 
1999; Hoskins 1998; Lucas 2012). Hence, colonial museums have to transcend empirical practices in which 
they operate as object archives or repositories of dead collections. Furthermore, there is a dialectical re­
lationship between people’s behavior and objects which is generally referred to as Actor Network Theory 
(ANT) (Alberti 2016; Faulkner 2010; Haber 2016; Latour 2005). ANT, in short, elaborates the ways in 
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which nonhumans (objects) guide or steer humans (subjects) to do something even when the latter is not 
aware. People and materials are interwoven in extensive networks of activities, social relationships, and 
practices. Within these relational networks, agency is decentered from the human subject and distributed 
among a network of people and things (Lucas 2012; Preucel and Meskell 2007). Thus, there is a radial 
symmetry of interactions between humans and nonhumans which breaks the divide between the object 
and the subject (Alberti 2016; Olsen 2012). Similarly, museum objects become more extraordinary when 
they connect with people in active curatorial relationships and meaning-making. This we refer to as rela­
tional curatorship, which we embraced as a decolonial practice during this research in Nongoma. From 
Manchester and Pretoria to Nongoma, we took pictures of the beadwork to the community to create new 
connections, meanings, and knowledge together (Chipangura 2023). In relational curatorship, objects are 
not treated as frozen nor ordered in a timeless past but are reordered as living beings connected to the 
present and future in continuous ongoing relationships (Golding and Modest 2019; Muller and Langhill 
2022). These objects connect people, places, and events. Equally, they represent histories of continuity 
and change. Material culture is thus also primarily concerned with “the study of beliefs, values, ideas, 
attitudes and assumptions of a particular society or community at a given time through the examination 
of their objects” (Wobst 2000: 6). By using relational curatorship as both a theory and method during the 
research in Nongoma, we reimagined a curatorial practice that is more inclusive and open to views from 
communities that were subjected to different forms of colonial violence and regimes of global ordering 
(Chipangura 2023).

Figure 2. Sangoma healing gourd from the Collier Collection of 1915. 
Manchester Museum. Photo: © Manchester Museum/Njabulo Chipangura.
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Meanings Embedded in Traditional and Modern Zulu Beadwork 

Traditional beadwork from Nongoma is known to have distinctive diamond-like diagonal rows of triangles 
in red, green, blue, black, and white (Morris and Preston-White 1994: Gatfield 2019). Isigege is a traditional 
beaded skirt (Gatfield 2019). This type of beadwork, as argued by Stan Schoeman (1983: 147), was made 
primarily for communication purposes between individuals of the opposite sex on the sensitive subject 
of marital relations. However, Rowan Gatfield (2019) also argues that apart from communicating love 
messages, traditional Zulu beadwork denotes age, group, or family status while color combinations show 
regional and ethnic identities. Over time these regional ethnicities have been renegotiated, which has led 
to the emergence of hybrid styles in the beadwork (Gatfield 2019). Some of these styles that have been 
developed since the 1930s include the Eshowe with bars of red, yellow, royal blue, and green beads on a 
white field; the Ndwendwe and Natal styles, which are similar with multicolor dotting on a black field; the 
Maphumulo style with a striped motif in green, black, navy, royal blue, orange, or pink on a white field; 
Msinga with a variety of motifs that include isishunka style with seven colors, umzansi style made from 
navy, green, white, and opaque red beads, and Msinga isimodeni style with large letterforms in orange, 
black, and green (Gatfield 2019: 130). The isimodeni style emerged as an aesthetic modern blend of the 
Nongoma style and the Msinga traditional style known as isinyolovane with dotted multicolored beads on 
a black field (Gatfield 2019; Jolles 1993). Therefore, it is also important to emphasize that traditional Zulu 
beadwork is not stagnant as it has been evolving and changing over time. 

Isimodeni is local Zulu parlance for modern-day beadwork. In Zulu traditional cosmologies, white 
is the only color that does not have adverse value as it denotes purity of love, good luck, happiness, and 
children (Schoeman 1983). Used in a positive representation black is for marriage and regeneration, while 
blue beads would be associated with fidelity in marriage, yellow with wealth, and fertility, green with 
contentment and domestic bliss, pink with an oath or promise, and red with strong emotions and love 
(Schoeman 1993: 150). However, some color codes can also carry with them negative connotations, for 
example, black is associated with death or misfortune; blue for ill feeling and hostility; yellow for thirst and 
withering away; green for illness and discord; pink is for poverty and laziness; red for anger and heartache 
(Jolles 1991, 1993: 45; Schoeman 1983: 150). Color combinations are also widely associated with regional 
and ethnic differences with red and yellow identified with communities from the Mtunzini district; green 
and blue beads are from Nkandla; red and blue are from a region between Ulundi and Msinga; green and 
yellow for Empangeni; while red and green represents Nongoma (Schoeman 1993: 151). Several scholars 
have argued that isimodeni beads do not necessarily represent authentic traditional Zulu materialities 
(Gatfield 2019). Rather, the authenticity is staged as a way of appealing to international tourists in Durban 
who will be looking for “real beadwork” to take back home (MacCannell 1973). Therefore, isimodeni 
as a new modern style of beadwork was conceived for white tourists with an appetite for colorful Zulu 
authenticity (Gatfield 2019: 144).

However, outside the tourism consumption zone, Gatfield (2019) argues that isimodeni style reflects 
innovative beadmaking by the communities who still draw inspiration from the past, which is very much 
connected to their present. Our very own ethnographic engagements with some community members 
in Nongoma also revealed that although they are now making isimodeni beads mostly for selling to tour­
ists, ever-present ancestors are viewed as the motivation factor in developing new styles (see figure 3). 
MaNtshangase (Qalazile Nsele), after she had seen images of traditional beadwork at Manchester and 
Ditsong museums, revealed that “in the South African philosophy of life, they value ubuntu—which simply 
denotes humanness, and this speaks to how the Nongoma community understand that a person is a prod­
uct of other persons.” 

Ancestors are viewed as a part of humanity and, not withstanding their immateriality, are ever-present 
in all facets of life. She went on to say that “ancestral beliefs are actively connected to the ancestral world 
and, here in Nongoma, beads that we make are not just regarded as material objects, but the styles and 
designs were bequeathed to us by our ancestors.” The idea of the ancestor as portrayed by MaNtshangase is 
co-interpreted here to show that ancestors have an active presence in everyday life, and we cannot separate 
current beadwork techniques that MaNtshangase and other community members are still practicing be­
cause the techniques were imparted to them by the same ancestors who lost the beads to colonial museums. 
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Other communication codes embedded in beadwork include love letters in the form of short, beaded 
necklaces used during the courting process and given by the young women to their lovers (Morris and 
Preston-Whyte 1994). The other variant of traditional beadwork was used by sangomas/traditional healers 
for ritual and other purposes (Jolles 1993; Schoeman 1983). Manchester and Ditsong museums contain 
several beaded gourds that were used by sangomas (see figure 4). The problem with the gourds at MM, both 
from the Collier and Speaks collections, is the inaccurate and derogatory colonial labels that they still carry. 
The work that we have been doing to decolonize the labels entails removing terms like “witch snuff boxes” 
and accurately replacing them with correct terms such as ishungu/medicine containers used by sangomas. 
Baba Nsele, another community member who we engaged with in Nongoma, is himself a sangoma, and he 
said that his knowledge in administering traditional healing practices cannot be separated from beadwork. 
He said, “the making of beads and amulets is essential to the practice of ubungoma [traditional healing] as 
beads are worn as a protection against evil spirits and misfortunes.” Protection can be in the form of ritual 
interventions, often mediated by trance or in the form of amulets made of beads. Taking beads not just as 
objects waiting to be explored in colonial museum storage rooms via biographical accounts like these by 
communities showed us that beadwork is still a specialized knowledge practice in Nongoma.

During the same dialogue, Baba Nsele recounted how he was given a round neck bead when he was 
young. He said that “the story of love and affection was expressed using beads as means of communica­
tion between intimates.” He went on to mention that “the quantity, types and combinations of beadwork 
ornaments worn convey information about an individual’s age, gender, courting or marital status.” During 
the same conversation, MaNtshangase (Qalazile Nsele) added that “when a young woman decided that she 

Figure 3. MaNtshangase explaining isimodeni and connections to traditional styles, 
Nongoma, South Africa, 2022. Photograph by Njabulo Chipangura.
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wanted a young man to be her sweetheart she would use beads not words. She would give the man who she 
wished to be with a string of blue and white beads known as ucu as an indication that her heart was full of 
love. This string of beads was a testimony of love shared between two people bounded together just like the 
beadwork.” According to Schoeman (1983: 151) the ucu is a standard item in the form of a white beaded 
string some five meters in length, and its function can be equated to that of an engagement ring within 
Western societies. However, he observed that in the event that a girl was jilted by the boy she would make 
a ucu using black beads and proceed to place it around the neck of any dog that she came across. That was 
done as a bold expression of anger over failed affection (Schoeman 1983).

The other open dialogue on the meanings of beadwork was with MaMagwaza who reflected on symbol­
ism and said, “white beads are regarded as pure and beautiful—in Zulu, white stands as a sign to show that 
you are no longer a girl, but now you can have a boyfriend. It’s for peace, purity and love, white beads are 
also commonly used by sangomas.” MaMthalane also interjected and explained that “if you do traditional 
beadwork for a certain customary function then you use different colors. Most meanings lie in the black, 
red, and white beads and some designs are for rituals like the wedding, the umemulo ‘coming of age,’ young 
female’s ceremony that celebrates their journey into womanhood.” She was adamant that beadwork displays 
messages as with “a virgin she must wear an isigege short Zulu skirt made of white beads,” believing that 
“you can separate the colors according to what stage or level of life you are making beads for.” She also said, 
in her opinion, modern beadwork is done just to “look good.” However, she went on to say, the negative 
meaning of black means bad luck; “you wear it if someone has died—it indicates something bad.” Black 
generally represents evil, disappointment, and misfortune. The other colors and their symbolic meanings 
as explained by MaMagwaza and MaMthalane are: “Blue—yearning; Brown—useless; Gold—as beautiful 
as the sunrise; Green—peace of mind or spirits, a soft spot for someone; Pink—poor, Sky Blue—clean as 
the sky; Yellow—house, household, relatives, a grand occasion—where everything is fine.”

Figure 4. The ishungu/medicine container used in traditional healing practices. 
Anthropology collection. Photo: © Ditsong Museum/ Motsane Seabela.
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Beads can talk, but in colonial museums, they are mute objects. We gathered this during our conver­
sation with Thokozani. She said she was able to make her beadwork “talk” in the example of the HIV and 
AIDS beadwork that she specializes in. She explained that when she makes the AIDS symbol using beads, 
it is a message to the community in solidarity with families who have lost their relatives to the disease over 
the last three decades. She also said that “I have learned a lot about how to protect oneself from the disease, 
and I can conscientize others through the beadwork.” Putting the HIV symbol on the beadwork is also a 
means to eradicate social stigma and discrimination often experienced by persons affected by this disease. 
MM has in its collection similar beadwork that was collected between 1991 and 1992 and purchased from 
Professor Frank Jolles (Banks 1992). At the time of undertaking this engagement, isimodeni beads at MM 
were reduced to bare aesthetics and the talking aspect mentioned by Thokozani in reference to HIV and 
AIDS beadwork was conspicuously absent.

Curatopia, Dialogic Collaborations, and Co-curatorship

As can be deduced from stories gathered around meanings of the beadwork, dialogic collaborations can 
transform museums from being purveyors of lopsided knowledge and global isolators that once displayed 
“others” into becoming locations of cultural revitalization, community voice, and empowerment (Onciul 
2019). We therefore posit that the Nongoma dialogue was also conceptually informed by the notion of cura­
topia, which explores the ways in which mutual, asymmetrical power relations and scientific entanglements 
associated with the ordering of objects can be transformed into more reciprocal, symmetrical forms of 
cross-cultural curatorship in the present (Schorch et al. 2019: 2). As a concept, curatopia looks at the active 
reciprocal relationship between communities and museums. Its application and use during this research 
gave us the opportunity to develop future closer working relationships with the Nongoma community. 
Subsequently, we also challenged our own positionalities as curators with anthropological knowledge into 
facilitators of dialogue rather than being undisputable champions of authorized knowledge production. 
Therefore, it can be argued that curatorship has evolved from being a strict, specialized connoisseurship of 
individuals to being a public service that attends to problems in contemporary communities (Schorch et al. 
2019). The outcome of the dialogue with Nongoma community members is a co-curated exhibition called 
Stories of Zulu Beadwork that was installed at Manchester in August 2023. A collaborative approach to 
exhibition production is also reflective of shared authority between the community and museum curators 
(Chipangura 2019). This is because exhibitions have become more than just sites for the manifestation of 
preconceived curatorial theory but are increasingly sites of collaborative research and knowledge produc­
tion (Butler and Lehrer 2016). They have shifted from the status of merely presenting concluded results 
into important active venues for analyzing social issues and producing relevant knowledge (Dahre 2019; 
Hansen et al. 2019).

Conclusion

In this article, we discussed colonial collecting practices of anthropological objects at Manchester and 
Ditsong museums. We specifically looked at Zulu beads that were brought into these museums by differ­
ent collectors during the twentieth and twenty-first centuries and what it means to hold them and how 
to deal with new forms of knowledge production through dialogue and collaborations with originating 
communities. Underlying our decolonial position from a curatorial perspective drawn from inclusive 
care, we demonstrated how we engaged community members in KwaNongoma allowing them to tell their 
own stories on the meanings of the beadwork. The article also looked at modern-day beadwork known 
as isimodeni being made in Nongoma, which is closely related in style to traditional forms representing 
cultures of the “other” in the colonial museums under discussion. Methodologically, our field research in 
Nongoma took the form of open dialogue, conversations, and shared authority as we sat down together 
with community members showing them images of mute, stagnant beads locked in drawers at Manchester 
and Ditsong museums without biographical information. Therefore, from the outset, we acknowledged 
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that these two institutions were established as sites of knowledge production and for a while remained 
heavily burdened by colonial legacies that contributed to the ordering of the world through the practice 
of classifying and categorizing objects from “other” distant cultures. Decolonizing such practices for us 
took the shape of dialogic engagements and multivocal conversations with communities as they shared 
their own Indigenous knowledge that informed the co-curation of an exhibition at MM called Stories of 
Zulu Beadwork.

Acknowledgments

This research was supported by the John Ellerman Foundation through its Protea International Cura­
torial Exchange. Both authors were selected as fellows in April 2022 and our ethnographic research on 
the beadwork in Manchester, Pretoria, and KwaNongoma was made possible by funds received from the 
foundation. We thank Georgina Young (Head of Exhibitions and Collections at Manchester Museum) 
and Steven Walsh (Head of Fundraising and Development at Manchester Museum) for helping us with 
the foundation application. Our sincere appreciation goes to KwaNongoma community members whose 
Indigenous knowledge systems and practices made the exhibition and this article possible. We also want 
to thank Ndukuyake Ndlovuu, Mabofokeng Hoeane, and Thembinkosi Mncube for assisting us during the 
ethnographic research in KwaNongoma.

	■	NJABULO CHIPANGURA is an assistant professor of African Anthropology at the National University 
of Ireland, Maynooth, and until recently was Curator of Living Cultures at Manchester Museum at 
the University of Manchester. Njabu is also a visiting research fellow at the Centre for Urbanism and 
Build Environment Studies at the University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg. He has interests 
in empirical ways by which museum practice can be decolonized through epistemic and aesthetic 
disobedience particularly looking at African collections and their representations. His first co-written 
book, Museums as Agents for Social Change: Collaborative Programmes at the Mutare Museum, was 
published by Routledge in 2021.

	■	MOTSANE GETRUDE SEABELA is currently Curator of Anthropology and acting director at the Ditsong 
Museums of South Africa based at its National Museum of Cultural History. She recently completed 
her PhD in Heritage and Museum Studies at the University of Pretoria. Seabela has keen interests in 
oral histories and researches the mute narratives pertaining to Black people in museums rooted in col­
onization in post-apartheid South Africa. She has contributed to books and journals researching the 
colonial legacies of public museums in a democratic South Africa. Her recent creative work includes 
a co-curated exhibition entitled Inherited Obsessions. 

	■	REFERENCES

Abungu, George O. 2019. “Museums: Geopolitics, Decolonisation, Globalisation and Migration.” Museum 
International 71 (281–282): 62–71.

Alberti, Benjamin. 2016. “Archaeologies of Ontology.” Annual Review of Anthropology 45: 1–17.
Appadurai, Arjun 1986. The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press.
Ariese, Csilla, and Magdalena Wróblewska. 2022. Practicing Decoloniality in Museums: A Guide with Global 

Examples. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press.
Atieno-Odhiambo, Eisha Stephen. 2002. “From African Historiographies to an African Philosophy of History.” 

In Africanizing Knowledge: African Studies Across the Disciplines, ed. Falola Toyin and Jennings Christian, 
13–25. New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction.

Banks, George. 1992. “A History of The Manchester Museum Ethnography Collection.” Unpublished paper.



28  ■  Njabulo Chipangura and Motsane Getrude Seabela

Bennet, Jane. 2010. Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.
Boast, Robin. 2011. “Neocolonial Collaboration: Museum as Contact Zone Revisited.” Museum Anthropology 

56 (1): 65–70.
Bormpoudakis, Dimitrios. 2019. “Three Implications of Political Ontology for the Political Ecology of Conser­

vation.” Journal of Political Ecology 26 (1): 545–566.
Bruchac, Margaret M. 2014. “Decolonization in Archaeological Theory.” In Encyclopedia of Global Archaeol-

ogy, ed. Claire Smith, 2069–2077. New York: Springer.
Butler, Shelley Ruth, and Erica Lehrer. 2016. “Introduction: Curatorial Dreaming.” In Curatorial Dreams, ed. 

Shelly R. Butler and Erica Lehrer, 3–26. London: McGill-Queen’s University Press.
Chami, Felix. 2015. “The Problem of Equifinity in Archaeology” In Theory in Africa: Africa in Theory: Locating 

Meaning in Archaeology, ed. Stephanie Wynne-Jones and Jeffrey Fleisher, 38–48. London: Routledge.
Chipangura, Njabulo. 2019. “The Archaeology of Contemporary Artisanal Gold Mining at Mutanda Site, 

Eastern Zimbabwe.” Journal of Community Archaeology and Heritage 6 (3): 189–203.
Chipangura, Njabulo. 2023. “The Benin Tusk and Zulu Beadwork; Practicing Decolonial Work at Manchester 

Museum’ through Shared Authority.” Museum Anthropology 46 (2): 106–116.
Chipangura, Njabulo. 2024. “The Anticolonial Museum: Reclaiming Our Heritage by Bruno Brulon Soares, 

London: Routledge. 2023.” Museum Anthropology 47 (1): 37–39
Chipangura, Njabulo, Patrick Bond, and Stephen Sack. 2020. “Critical Representations of Southern African 

Inequality: Transcending Outmoded Exhibition and Museum Politics.” Development Southern Africa 
36 (6): 767–787.

Chipangura, Njabulo, and Jesmael Mataga. 2021. Museums as Agents for Social Change: Decolonisation at 
Mutare Museum. London: Routledge.

Clifford, James. 2007. “The Quai Branly in Process.” October 120 (3): 3–23.
Dahre, Ulf. J. 2019. “On the Way Out? The Current Transformation of Ethnographic Museums.” In Museums 

and Communities: Diversity, Dialogue and Collaborations in an Age of Migrations, ed. Viv Golding and 
Jane Walklate, 61–87. Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars Publishing.

Danbolt, Mathias. 2019. “Exhibition Addresses: The Production of publics in Exhibitions on Colonial History.” 
In Curatorial Challenges: Interdisciplinary Perspectives on Contemporary Curating, ed. Malene V. Hansen, 
Anne F. Henningsen, and Anne Gregersen, 65–79. London: Routledge.

De Palma, Maria. C. 2019. “Selfies, Yoga and Hip Hop: Expanding the Roles of Museums.” In Museums and 
Communities: Diversity, Dialogue and Collaborations in an Age of Migrations, ed. Viv Golding and Jane 
Walklate, 230–259. Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars Publishing.

Faulkner, Phillip. 2010. “Theorising Technology.” Cambridge Journal of Economics 34 (1): 1–16.
Fontein, Joost. 2015. “Anthropology, Archaeology and African Studies: Some Thoughts on Theory, Stuff and 

the Possibilities of a new Afro-centrism.” In Theory in Africa: Africa in Theory: Locating Meaning in Ar-
chaeology, ed. Stephanie Wynne-Jones and Jeffrey Fleisher, 280–290. London: Routledge

Gatfield, Rowan. 2019. “The Isimodeni Style: Traditional Beadwork, Zulu Trinket or South African Sartorial 
Tradition on Durban’s Golden Mile?” Anthropology Southern Africa, 42 (2): 127–148.

Golding, Viv, and Wayne Modest. 2019. “Thinking and Working through Differences: Remaking the Ethno­
graphic Museum in the Global Contemporary.” In Curatopia, Museums and the Future of Curatorship, ed. 
Phillip Schorch, Conal McCarthy, and Erica Durr, 90–106. Manchester: Manchester University Press.

Gosden, Chris. 2005. “What Do Objects Want.” Journal of Archaeological Method and Theory 12 (3): 193–211.
Gosselain, Oliver P. 1999. “In Pots We Trust: The Processing of Clay and Symbols in Sub-Saharan Africa.” 

Journal of Material Culture 4 (2): 205–230.
Haber, Alejandro. 2016. “Decolonising Archaeological Thought in South America.” Annual Review of Anthro-

pology 45: 469–485.
Hansen, Malene. V., Anne F. Henningsen, and Anne Gregersen. 2019. “Introduction.” In Curatorial Challenges: 

Interdisciplinary Perspectives on Contemporary Curating, ed. Malene V. Hansen, Anne F. Henningsen and 
Anne Gregersen, 1–16. London: Routledge.

Henare, Amira, Martin Holbraad, and Sari Wastell. 2006. “Introduction.” In Thinking through Things: Theo-
rising Artifacts Ethnographically, ed. Amira Henare, Martin Holbraad, and Sari Wastell, 1–19. London: 
Routledge.

Hodder, Ian. 2000. “Agency and Individuals in Long Term Processes.” In Agency in Archaeology, ed. Marcia A. 
Dobres and John Robb, 21–33. London: Routledge.

Hoskins, Janet. 1998. Biographical Objects: How Things Tell the Stories of People’s Lives. New York: Routledge.
John Ellerman Foundation (JEF). 2023. Protea International Curatorial Exchange Program Report. 

Unpublished.



Community Collaborations and Social Biographies of Museum Collections from Colonial Contexts  ■  29

Jolles, Frank. 1991. “Comments on Bead Literacy: Based on Items Collected in the Msinga and Maphumulo 
Regions of KwaZulu (South Africa).” Southern African Humanities 3 (10): 55–77.

Jolles, Frank. 1993. “Traditional Zulu Beadwork of the Msinga Area.” African Arts 26 (1): 42–53.
Joy, Jody. 2009. “Reinvigorating Object Biography: Reproducing the Drama of Object Lives.” World Archaeol-

ogy 41 (4): 540–555.
Kassim, Sumaya. 2017. “The Museum Will Not Be Decolonised.” Media Diversified 11/15: 1–14.
La Salle, Marina J. 2010. “Community Collaboration and Other Good Intentions. Archaeologies.” Journal of 

the World Archaeological Congress 6 (3): 401–422.
LaMotta, Vincent. M. 2012. “Behavioural Archaeology.” In Archaeological Theory Today Second Edition, ed. 

Ian Hodder, 62–92. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Latour, Bruno. 2005. Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor Network Theory. Oxford: Clarendon.
Linn, Sarah, Olivia Hall, Caitlin Nunn, and Jennifer Cromwell. 2024. “Participatory Museum Projects with 

Refugee Background Young People.” Museums & Social Issues, 1–20. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
15596893.2023.2294196.

Longair, Sarah, and John McAleer. 2012. “Introduction: Curating Empire: Museums and the British Imperial 
Experience.” In Curating Empire: Museums and the British Imperial Experience, ed. Sarah Longair and 
John McAleer, 1–16. Manchester: Manchester University Press.

Lucas, Gavin. 2012. Understanding the Archaeological Record. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Lynch, Bernadette. 2017. “Migrants, Museums and Tackling the Legacies of Prejudice.” In Museums in a Time 

of Migration: Rethinking Museums’ Roles, Representations, Collections and Collaborations, ed. Christina 
Johnson and Pieter Bevelander, 225–242. Falun, Sweden: Nordic Academic Press.

MacCannell, Dean. 1973. “Staged Authenticity: Arrangements of Social Space in Tourist Settings.” The Ameri-
can Journal of Sociology 79 (3): 589–603.

Mignolo, Walter. 2011. “Museums in the Colonial Horizon of Modernity: Fred Wilson’s Mining the Museum 
(1992).” In Globalization and Contemporary Art, ed. J. Harris, 71–85. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell.

Minott, Rachael. 2019. “The Past Is Now: Confronting Museums’ Complicity in Imperial Celebration.” Third 
Text 33 (4–5): 559–574.

Morris, Jean, and Eleanor Preston-Whyte. 1994. Speaking with Beads: Zulu Arts from Southern Africa. London: 
Thames and Hudson.

Morse, Nuala. 2022. The Museum as a Space of Social Care. London: Routledge.
Muller, Lizzie, and Caroline Seck Langhill. 2022. “Introduction: How Lively Objects Disrupt Disciplinary 

Display.” In Curating Lively Objects: Exhibitions Beyond Disciplines, ed. Lizzie Muller and Caroline Seck 
Langhill, 1–23. London: Routledge.

Nongoma Tourism Booklet. 2022. “Nongoma: Nongoma Local Municipality.” https://nongoma.gov.za/ (ac­
cessed 15 August 2024).

Olsen, Bjørnar. 2012. “Symmetrical Archaeology.” In Archaeological Theory Today, 2nd edn., ed. Ian Hodder, 
208–228. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Onciul, Bryony. 2019. “Community Engagement, Indigenous Heritage and the Complex Figure of the Curator: 
Foe, Facilitator, Friend or Forsaken.” In Curatopia, Museums and the Future of Curatorship, ed. Phillip 
Schorch, Conal McCarthy, and Eveline Durr, 159–175. Manchester: Manchester University Press.

Pratt, Mary, Louis. 1991. Arts of the contact zone. Profession 91, 33–40
Peers, Laura and Brown Alison. 2003. “Introduction.” In Museums and Source Communities, ed. Laura Peers 

and Alison Brown, 1–17. London: Routledge.
Preucel, Robert, and Lynn Meskell. 2007. “Knowledges.” In A Companion to Social Archaeology, ed. Lynn 

Meskell and Robert Preucel, 3–23. Victoria: Blackwell Publishing Ltd.
Schmidt, Peter. 2017. Community Based Heritage Management in Africa. London: Routledge.
Schoeman, Stan. 1983. “Eloquent Beads: The Semantics of a Zulu Art Form.” Africa Insight 13 (2): 147–152.
Schorch, Philipp, Conal McCarthy, and Erica Durr. 2019. “Introduction: Conceptualising Curatopia.” In 

Curatopia, Museums and the Future of Curatorship, ed. Philipp Schorch, Conal McCarthy, and Erica Durr, 
1–16. Manchester: Manchester University Press.

Soares, Bruno Brulon. 2023. The Anti-Colonial Museum: Reclaiming our Colonial Heritage. London: Routledge.
Soares, Bruno, and Andrea Witcomb. 2023. ‘Introduction: Towards Decolonisation” Museum International 74 

(295–296): 1–8.
Taiwo, Olufemi. 2022. Against Decolonisation: Taking African Agency Seriously. London: C. Hurst and Co. 

Publishers Ltd.
Vawda, Shahid 2019. “Museums and the Epistemology of Injustice: From Colonialism to Decoloniality.” 

Museum International 71 (281–282): 72–79.



30  ■  Njabulo Chipangura and Motsane Getrude Seabela

Walker, William, and Lisa Lucero. 2000. “The Depositional History of Ritual and Power.” In Agency in Archae-
ology, ed. Marcia Dobres and John Robb, 130–147. London: Routledge.

Wobst, Martin. 2000. “Agency in (Spite of) Material Culture.” In Agency in Archaeology, ed. Marcia Dobres and 
John Robb, 40–50. London: Routledge.

Wynne-Jones, Stephanie, and Jeffrey Fleisher. 2015. “Theory in Africa: Africa in Theory.” In Theory in Africa, 
Africa in Theory: Locating Meaning in Archaeology, ed. Stephanie Wynn-Jones and Jeffrey Fleisher, 3–19. 
London: Routledge.




