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F gure39c. 

Walton "African tillage " 1956 

Figure 40 b.

Duggan-O onm  T he  Bantu Tribes 
of South Africa — tne Xhosa and 

Thembu" 1G39

Figure 40c

This s tudy  has not as yet been able to ret: rd at first hand the  co ns truc t io n  
and s truc tu re  of the  Xhosa beehive. Walton, in nis b o o k ; does g ive both  an 
h is tor ia l accoun t by Seba and the record  o* an overview co nd uc te d  by hirr, 
in 1951 w ith  an old Xhosa n a n  both  of w nich  are seem ing ly  in agreemen- 
w ith  each o the r  These ind ica te  that the Xhosa beehive d if fe red  from  the 
Zu lu  and Swazi in the  basic f ram e w o rk  w h ich , if a ny th ing  resembled that 
of the  Hotten to ts , p rev ious ly  described. P ic to r ia l ev idence  fro r r  the 
D ug g a n -C ro n m  G allery seems to show  that l i t t le  if any d if 'e re nce  ex is tec 
between the  tha tch ing  m ethods  of the  three qroup?

The N gun i beehive is today  ie ld o m  1 ever found  in its o rig .nd i anc 
trad it iona l fo rm  as show n by early  p ic to r ia l ev idence and w rit ten  records 
Even in cases w here  the o ld  fo rm u la  has been fo l lo w ed  to the fu ll, one 
basic innova t ion  is invar iab ly  in t roduced  being the trea tm en t of the 
doo rw ay. O r ig in a l ly  a reed mat was secured by m eans of a "bar", w h i rh  
spanned  across the doo rw a y  Today however th is m ethod  has large ly  
fa llen by the w ays ide  and o n ly  tw o  such exam ples have been recorded 
cu rren t ly .  Instead the s t ruc tu ra l  s tao i l i ty  of the f ram ew ork  has Deen 
sacrif iced  to the m odern  need for a m ore  co m fo r tab le  en trance  This has 
part ly  been resolved by c rea t ing  a t imber l inte l over the  entrance, 
sunoor ted  by t im be r posts on  e ither s ide from  w h ich  the doo r  is hung  w ith  
h inges, the sap l ing  arches be ing  dow e i led  into the l in te l T his can and 
o ften  does c reate  a p rob lem  fo r  huts pos it ioned  on a m ore  than s l igh t 
inc line, caus ing  the s t ruc tu re  to u lt im a te ly  de fo rm  and s lide fo rward .

The Tact that o f all the beehive fo rm s tnis is the on ly  one  to survive to any 
large exten t in to  the present day  is tes t im on ia l to both  th e e f f ic ie n c y  o f the 
house fo rm  itself and the ab i l i ty  of the Zu lu  housebuilde r. Seven d if fe ren t 
types of grasses are necessary to bu i ld  the t rad it ion .  I beehive, each one 
being put to a fu n c t io n  best su ited  to its ab il ity  to p e r fo rm  a spec if ic  task in 
the s tructure . Such a h igh  degree  of spec ia l iza t ion  cou ld  un ly  be possib le  
in a soc ie ty  w h ich  has the a b i l i ty  to unders tand  the nature  of the  materia ls 
availab le to  ihe m  and accep t the ir  l im ita tions. The Z u lu  have proved to  be 
such a soc ie ty  and the degree  o f adap tab il i ty  of the ir  -ural h c i s e  rc ~  
ev ident from  its r ichness and variety
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a. Bc-ehive dome Ndalini, KwaZulu.
b. Beehive dome T igela Ferry KwaZulu
c. Detail cf apex: Ndalini, Kw
d Beehive dome under cor i district of

Bergville.
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C H APTE R  8 : THE BEEHIVE D O M E ON C YL IN DER

The D om e on C y l in d e r  house fo rm  is l inked d irec t ly  to that of the beehive 
dom e th ro ug h  a co m m on  s truc tu re  wh ic !. ,  in the !atter's case, is p laced 
d irec t ly  o n to  the g round , w h i ls t  in thu former, the fram ework  is elevated 
on to  a c ircu la r  d rum  w h ich  may vary in he igh t f rom  6l T mm to 1,500 m. 
A l th o u g h  th is house  fo rm  is l im ited  a lm ost exc lus ive ly  to the  Zu lu , s im ila r  
deve lopm ents  have been 'e co rd ed  am ong som e Swazi g roups  in the 
d is t r ic t  of Pongo la  w h ich  n e ighbou rs  nor the rn  KwaZulu . A lso, houses 
w h ich  a pp roached  the aesthet ic  of the beehive bu t did no t share in its 
basic s truc tu re  were recorded in the Ciskei and in the N o rthe rn  Cape.

The d eve lopm ent o f the dom e on cy l in d e r  p ro bab ly  resulted as a response 
to the fo l lo w in g  socia l and env ironm en ta l  pressures:

a Greater dens it ies  of se tt lem ents  increased fire  hazard and the  a is ing 
o f the  tha tch  o f f  the g ro un d  w ou ld  to a certa in  extent m in im ise  fire  
spread.

b. A h ighe r  daga kerb im proved  surface  ra in -w a te r run -o ff  exc lus ion  and 
increased s truc tu ra l  s tab i l i ty

c W ith  subsequen t re - tha tch ings , a system of eaves deve loped  w h ich  
kept ra in -w a te r  o ff the cy l ind e r  walls

d. Increas ing  p op u la t io n  densit ies  have led to a shortage o f  g ses 
su itab le  for cons truc t ion .

e. G reater  so ph is t ica t ion  of l i festy les may have led to a dem and fo r  
dw e l l ings  o f fe r ing  greater c o m fo r t  o f entry, h igner interna l head room  
and increased l igh t and venti la t ion .

The s truc tu ra l l im ita t ions  of the  Z u lu  beehive fo rm  cou ld  not a ffo rd  e ithe r 3 
b igger doorw ,. /  no r  w ind ow s  set in to  the hut sides However, by ra is ing 
the s truc tu re , all o f  these th ing s  cou ld ,  to a greater or lesser extent, be 
achieved.

Th is  m eant that the low  kerb used in m ore  trad it iona l c o n s tru c t io n  but
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Figure46

w h ich  was never a rea lly  e ffective  s truc tu ra l e lement, was deve loped  to 
p rov ide  a raised base from  w h ich  the main s truc tu re  cou ld  take off. The 
concep t of a raised kerb  had been used in the beehive d o m e to s t re n g th e n  
the base and im prove  the hut's  water exc lus ion . This it did, but it also 
s tif fened the s t ruc tu re  to  an exten t w here  it ham pered  norm a l m ovem ent 
and s truc tu ra l  sh if ts  lead ing  in its tu rn  to c rack ing  o f  the base thus 
a llow ing  w ater penetra t ion . A lso the kerb  once  raised in te rna l ly  cou ld  on ly  
go up  to a l im ited  he igh t before  it was fo rced to fo l low  the inw ard  curve of 
the s truc tu ra l  dome, a deve lopm en t w h ich  is ineff c ien t in an earth -w a il  
techno logy .

The co nce p t  of a ra ised kerb was there fore  rep laced by one of a raised 
drum, a cy l ind e r  w h ich  cou ld  serve the  same fu n c t io n s  as the g ro un d  by 
tak ing up the lateral th rus t  of a herispher ica l s truc tu re  w h i ls t  at the  same 
time ra is ing  it. A ll s im i la r i ty  w ith  a kerb however ceases there. Qu ite  c learly  
the mass requ ired  o f a m o n o l i th ic  packed earth  kerb w ou ld  make its 
co ns truc t io n  h ig h ly  ine ff ic ien t.  Thus the  drum b eca m ean  ex tens ion  o f the 
mam s truc tu re  being g iven an internal t im be r f ram e w o rk  to  w h ich  the 
dom e frame was secured w h i ls t  the earth  pack ing  served as an in f i l l  panel 
and s truc tu ra l s t i f fener

H ouse fo rm s in th is  grouD fall in to  tw o  m ajor types:

The beehive dom e on m in o r  cy l ind e r

The d rum  is fo rm ed  of a series of t im be r  posts  set in to  the g ro un d  in a c irc le  
of the desired radius. Sap lings  are then usua lly  f ixed to the in terna l and 
externa l per im e ter of the posts paralle l to the g ro u n d  or, as in the exam ples 
recorded in the d is t r ic t  of Pongola . woven as in a basket to g ive an a lm ost 
solid t im be r screen. T h e s a p l in g  dom e s truc tu re  is fixed to  the t im b e rd ru m  
and tha tched  in the norm a l m anner as descr ibed  in a p rev ious  chapter. The 
drum  Is then packed w ith  earth and p lastered over w ith  daga, a m ix tu re  of 
mud and cow  dung. Ex terna l ly  tha d rum  may be expressed o r  it may be 
covered over w ith  w oven graso or reed m att ing  to sa feguard  it f rom  water 
eros ion  In one exam ple  in the d is t r ic t  of Pongola , the dw e l l ing  had 
u ndergone  . 'u m b e r  of season ’ t h a tc h in g s  w h ich  had crea ted  a system 
of eaves w ide enough  to  keep the ra inwate r o ff the cy l inder. In th is  type  the 
d rum  will  usua lly  io t  exceed 900 mm  a lthough  some as low as naif this 
he igh t have beei, recorded.

The beehive dom e on m a jo r  cy l ind e r

The m a jo r  d if fe rence  between th is type  ana the  p rev ious one lies in the 
height o f the d rum  O d d ly  enough  it s not real I /  poss ib le  to b ring  them 
both toge ther  under  one gener ic  t i t le  fo r  two m am  reasons:
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I There is no real even g radua t ion  in d rum  heights. Usua lly  the d ru m  is 
e ither abou t 900 mm or about 1,500 mm  h igh  w ith  very few if any 
exam ples fa l l ing  in between those  two

2. The D om e on M a io r C y l in de r  beg ins to have s truc tu ra l p rob lem s 
w h ich  are not present in its smaller fo rm  and w h ich , rem a in ing  
unresolved, u lt im a te ly  serve to  ca tapu lt  it in to  the next s truc tu ra l 
deve lopm ent and hence house form.

G enera l ly  however there is l itt le  to  separate the "m a io r"  from  the "m in o r"  
cy ' in de r  in terms of s truc tu re  and cons truc t ion .

Many o f the  d w e l l i n g  o f th is  type recorded  tended  to fail in tw o  m a jo r 
areas of th e ir  cons truc t ion :

Beehive framework being 
built on a low drum: district 
of Vryheid.
Thatched framework on 
timber drum: Ndalini, Kwa­
Zulu.
Dwelling of headman: 
Mpembe. KwaZulu. 
Dwelling: district of Berg- 
ville.
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a. The dome fram ework is not suited to the form ing of w ide eaves and this 
becomes expecia liy  pronounced in the m ajor cy linder where they are 
unable to afford any great measure of pro tection  to the increased wall 
surface area. Thus in most recorded cases serious erosion of the wall 
had occurred necessitating constant m aintenance work

b. Whik* the drum  is in itself a fa irly  stable structure, once raised to the 
height of a m ajor cy linder and toppad by a beehive dome, the point of 
junc tion  between the two is not resilient enough to take the structural 
m ovem ent w h ich  does occur and thus fa irly w idespread cracking of 
the dagga w alling was recorded at th is point

G enerally this was not found to bean e ffic ien t house form and a num ber of 
sidents questioned on this expressed both a d issatisfaction w ith  it arid a 

desire to  build a coneon  c y lin d e rfo rm a s th e irn e x th o u s e  Thus w hilst not 
w ishing to d irec tly  suggest that any structura l link does in fact exist 
between this form  nrd  the cone on cylinder, it would appear that in a 
h ierarchy of human desires and need for living space, the two are in fact 
closely connected. In terms of structure however, the dome on maior 
cy linder does represent a partial advance in that a lthough the roof is still 
tied to the now ineffic ien t form  of a beehive dome, the wall has made ar 
appearance in a visual, if not entire ly in a structura l sense.

A m ajor development that does take place in th is house form  relates to 
door and w indow  openings The doorway which was greatly im proved by 
the added height given oy the m inor cy linder has now become almost 
com fortab le  requ iring  the caller to only stoop rather than crawl in on 
hands and knees, in order to enter, as was the case previously. W indows 
up to this po in t were v irtua lly u rknow n  but, a lthough still rare, are now 
made possible, only a few isolated examples being recorded in the 
Bergville d isV ict of Kwa2u!u

In one txa - io le  recorded in KwaZulu, d is tric t of M elmoth. acy lindersom e 
1.400 m high was constructed by placing tim ber posts in a c irc le  6.0C0 m in 
d iam eter .vith saplings being fixed ho rizon ta lly  from post to post, 
in terna lly  ano externally. The cavity thus form ed was filled  w ith earth 
packing and both internal and external //a ll surfaces were plastered w ith 
daga. S-.:olings were fixed w ith in  the wail and then bent over in tho form  of 
the trad itiona l beehive dome Tne roof was th a tc f °d and sewn down w iih  
grass ropes in the usual trad itional manner

I  fortunate ly, wh-le the cy linder was rig id  and well-braced due to the 
m onolith ic  earth packing the roof s tructure  was not and considerable 
cracking had occurred A /he re  it was fixed inside the wall Despite the

Figure 48 d

Figure 49
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ite rna l tim ber supports — the "iz ins ika" of the beehive dome — the roof 
Iso sagged badly. Also, the walls showed considerab le erosion from  ra in ­

water and surface water run-off.

Two o ther structures recorded in the same homestead were sim ilar in that
the same method of wall construction , of roof s tructure  and thatch ing
were used. Howevei, n like the previous example the roof structure had
not been fixed w ith in  the daga wall but had been allowed to rest upon the
tim ber posts of the wall fram ing. In the one, the roof fram e stopped at the Figure si. Unit 7.
posts nd only the thatch cover was allowed to overhang and provide a
type o f eaves. Rain-water erosion of the walls had nevertheless occurred.
In the other, the roof frame had been allowed to ove rtnng  the wall Figure 5 1 .  Unit 6 
structure  and provide the thatch a measure of support.

Two o ther ‘house form s' should be m entioned in this chapter although 
they are discussed more fu lly  elsewhere

The beehive dome on "pseudo" cy linder

Essentially th is is a beehive dome which, through the exac ;erated raising 
of its earth kerb has, tc  all casual and outward appearances taken on the 
aspect of a dom e on cy linder The structure  and construction  however 
firm ly  place this type in to  the group of the beehive dome previously 
described.

The "la lse" dome on cy linder

This has been recorded in various d iffe ring  forms in the Ciskei and the 
Northern Cape. In each case however the structure was found to be of the 
cone on cy linder type, the outw ard appearance o f a dome being achieved 
by the thatch ing technique These w ill be discussed in subsequent 
chapters.

Finally it is w orthw hile  noting that a lthough the form  of the beehive dome 
on a cy linder of whatever size is usually unm istakeable, especially in a 
Zulu context, no h istorica l or p ic toria l records of the dome on m ajor 
cy linde r have to date b^en found that predate the 1950's. It w ould appear 
therefore that the development of the dome on cy linder is of com paratively 
recent d ;ite and because of th is perhaps, its techno log ica l shortcom ings 
are as yet unresolved.
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CHAPTER 9: THE CONE ON CYLINDER

Burchell Travels in the Interior of 
Southern Africa" 1822.

Campbell "Travels in South Africa"
1813.

"igu re  56

Figure 54 a.

This is possibly the most universal of Southern A frica 's house forms, being 
found in such geograph ica lly  dis >arate areas as Venda in the north 
th rough to the Ciskei in the south H istorica lly  it not easy to determ ine 
exactly when it began to  in filtra te  a region that had h itherto  been 
dom inated by the beehive hut. Records from  the likes of Burchell and 
Cam pbell during the early years of tne nineteenth century indicate that the 
Tswana who inhabited parts of present-day northern Orange Free State 
and south western Transvaal were by that stage bu ild ing verandah houses 
in the form of a cone on cy linder. It may well be that, as a result of the 
D ifaqane in 1822 which led to wholesale m igrations of people o;i the 
H ighveld plateau, such groups as the Sotho, Swazi and Zulu came into 
contact w ith the new dw elling  form  and absorbed it into the ir own cultures 
and settlements.

If this were to be tne case, then we could assume that during the post- 
Difaqane years the cone on cy linde r spread from  the H ighveld into the 
coastal plains at an even rate supplan ting the beehive dw elling in the 
process. We know  however that th is was not so for w hilst the beehive hut 
had fallen out o f general use 'n such areas as Lesotho, Ciskei and the 
Transkei by the early years of th is century, their northern ne ighbours have 
s tubborn ly  stuck with trad ition  and it would appear that only today a 
com bination of factors finnny b ring ing  the existence of the beehive to a 
conclusion in KwaZulu and in Swaziland.

Perhaps therefore th > absorp tion  of the cone on cy linder as a house form 
into the Southern A frican region was due to factors more com plex than 
just a sim ple "cu ltu ra l con tam ina tion". For want of better records let us 
assume that the northern groups of Tswana and Venoa were bu ild ing cone 
on cylinder dw ellings by the years of the Difaqane. As a result of the 
D ifaqane such groups as theT hong aand  pe ' os the Pedi came under the 
in fluence of the Tswana/Venda and began 10 build in tne ir style, the 
Thonga being especia lly singled out as they use many o f the Duilding 
techniques of the Venda. and w hich  the Venda pointed ly claim  as their 
own,
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a. Reconstruction of Tswana 
iron age bilobial dwelling: 
after Maggs (Iron Age Com­
munities o f the Southern 
Highveid 1976).

b. "Section of Barclong hot” 
Eugene Casalis (The 
Basutos 1861).

c "Barolong village” : Eugene 
Casalis (Tiie Basutos 1361).






















