
An African Valentine: The Bead Code of the Zulus

Overview : Visitors create a traditional Zulu valentine, called an ibheqe, from
perler beads.

Objective : Visitors learn the Zulu bead code, associate the code colors and
shapes with their meanings, and correctly interpret the code by making an
appropriate valentine for someone.

Related Exhibits :
Totems
Coat of Arms
Instant Messaging
Messages for Motorists

Format Options :
Table top walk-up
Make and Take
Content for class

Age Appropriateness : Families; Grades Pre-K and up with adult assistance;
Grades 6 and up on own.

Staffing Prerequisites : 1-2 people

Vocabulary :
Code: the usage of characters or words to represent words, sentences, or
ideas; a system of symbols.

Ibheqe: a beaded necklace made by Zulu females as gifts to males; often
referred to as Zulu Valentines or Zulu love notes.  The ibheqe is a narrow
beaded band with a small, postage stamp-sized square that rests in the hollow
of the throat of the wearer and carries a coded message about the giver’s
feelings toward the receiver.

Materials Provided :
Zulu Bead Code keys

Additional Materials Needed :
1. Triangular perler bead pegboards
2. Perler beads



3. Iron
4. Waxed paper or perler bead paper
5. String

Demonstration Notes :
In western culture, someone might offer flowers to a prospective mate. In
Africa's Zulu culture, the equivalent is a beaded necklace called an ibheqe.
Just as different kinds of flowers mean different things, different patterns in
the ibheqe have different meanings to the Zulus.

The Zulu bead code is quite sophisticated. The basic form is a triangle, pointing
down for a man and up for a woman.  The three points of the triangle
represent the family: mother, father, and child.  Placement of the triangle
indicates gender and marital status.  Seven colors of beads are combined in
various ways, and each color (except white) has either a positive or a negative
meaning.  When a color is used next to white, it takes on its positive meaning.

Young girls learn beadwork and the meaning of the symbols and colors used
from their older sisters.  Men depend on female relatives to explain the code.

Beaded necklaces (other than ibheqe) are also worn to show various kinds of
information about the wearer, such as whether he or she is looking for a mate,
whether or not he or she has brothers, sisters, spouse, or children, and the
wearer's place of origin.  Women may make necklaces for themselves, but a
man can only receive a necklace from a female outside of his family.  All
necklaces have some romantic connotation, so it is considered taboo to receive
a necklace from a mother, sister, or daughter.

We are going to use an extremely simplified version of the Zulu bead code to
make our valentines.

To Do:

1. Examine the Zulu bead code key to identify the symbols and colors to use in
your valentine.  We’re going to cheat a bit and allow men and boys to make
valentines, too!

2. Choose the perler pegboard in the shape you need.
3. Add perler beads to the pegboard until you’ve completed your valentine.
4. Ask the activity attendant to iron your perler beads.

! Cover the design with waxed paper.
! Use a dry household iron on the medium setting to gently iron the beads

in a circular motion for 10-20 seconds to fuse the beads evenly.
! Once cool, peel off the waxed paper.  Remove the design from the

pegboard and flip over.
! Cover with fresh waxed paper and iron the other side.



5. Thread string through an opening in the perler bead shape to create a
necklace.

For more information on Zulu beads:
http://minotaur.marques.co.za/clients/zulu/
http://minotaur.marques.co.za/clients/zulu/bead.htm

Perler Bead source: http://www.koolstuff4kids.com/



Zulu Bead Code

Shapes:  Use the shape that represents the person to whom you are giving the

valentine, not the shape that represents you!

  Unmarried girl or woman Unmarried man or boy

    Married Woman               Married Man

Colors:

Positive Meaning Color Negative Meaning
Marriage, rebirth Black Death, sadness

Faithfulness, request Blue Hostility, dislike

Wealth, garden Yellow Badness, thirst, withering

Contentment Green Discord, illness

Promise, high status Pink Poverty, laziness

Love, strong emotion Red Anger, heartache

Spiritual love, purity White None

Sample Color Combinations:
A blue band beside a white band means fidelity, and is commonly used to show that
someone is engaged.

Blue, white, and black bands are a standard combination to show marriage.

Red, white, and blue together make a good valentine.  Red next to white means, “I
love you.”  Blue next to white would mean request, or in this case, “Will you be my

valentine?”


