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central courts of other early nineteenth-century Tswana capitals, such as at Marothodi,
the capital of a Tlokwa chiefdom in the present-day Pilanesberg-Rustenburg region
(Anderson 2011: 78). Itis of interest that three monoliths, placed alongside each other,
are found in the court area of a smaller homestead close to the primary chiefly ward
complex (Fig. 8)."" It is not possible at this stage to associate this homestead with a
specific historical figure, but it could have been the abode of a senior headman with royal
connections or perhaps of a son or brother of the chief. It is possible that, among the
Tswana, rhino horn clubs and monoliths could have served as leadership symbols on
different hierarchical levels of political organisation and authority. It should be borne
in mind that the same high level of political centralisation and the elaborate trappings
of sacred leadership, as manifested in the Zimbabwe culture or among the Venda (Van
Warmelo 1971: 357), were absent among the Tswana. Moreover, leadership has many
facets besides political authority and military prowess that could all be symbolically
referenced by monoliths. Huffman (1996: 155, 160) has noted that in the Zimbabwe
culture, monoliths could variously symbolise protection, fertility, male status, defence
and justice. At Marothodi, for example, monoliths are embedded in stone circles which
enclose the remains of iron-smelting furnaces (Anderson 2011: 208-9). Iron-smelting
is a transformative process and its metaphorical association with child-birth, as well
as the initiation of young boys, is well attested (Hall et al. 2008: 81-2; Anderson 2011:
224). Any archaeological study of the symbolic meaning of monoliths should, therefore,
duly take into account their spatial location and cultural context.

CONCLUSIONS

Altogether the evidence suggests that notions about the nature of leadership and the
symbolic meaning of the African rhinoceros were widely shared among southeastern
Bantu speakers and had considerable time depth. Leadership has many attributes, and
in patrilineal Eastern Bantu-speaking societies was intertwined with the well-being of
the community and associated with political power, military prowess, defence, security
and fertility. Such symbolism extends back many centuries and marked not only the
institution of sacred leadership as expressed in the Mapungubwe kingdom, but also
applied to lesser-stratified Sotho-Tswana chiefdoms of more recent times. In general,
the fortunes of a community depended on the political wisdom of its leader and
his intercession with his chiefly ancestors. The chief had to defend his subjects, lead
them in military campaigns, adjudicate in court cases, and oversee the performance
of the necessary ceremonies and rituals to ensure good rains and harvests, as well as
the enculturation of the youth. While the evidence for the leadership symbolism of
the black rhino is unambiguous, the symbolic load of the white rhino is less evident.
Nonetheless, several strands of evidence suggest that, at least during the late precolonial
and early historical period, African farming communities drew upon both the black
and the white rhino in their conceptualisation of the essence of leadership.

The cultural and symbolic significance of the African rhinoceros manifested itself in
numerous ways. We can now affirm the somewhat tentative observation that the iconic
golden rhinoceros from Mapungubwe “was most likely an emblem of royal power”
(Hall & Stefoff 2006: 35; see also photo caption in Huffman 1996: opposite p. 103).
Rhino figurines were also used as didactic tools during initiation ceremonies in which
knowledge about values, laws and mores was imparted. Rhino horns were employed
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as receptacles for rainmaking medicines, whereas rhino bones, especially foot and leg
bones, became important elements of rainmaking rites. Rhino horn clubs functioned
as markers of chiefly status and the epithet ‘rhinoceros horn’ served as an honorific
title for a leader. Meat cut from the breast of a rhinoceros was the preserve of a chief
and was received as tribute from his subjects. The presentation of a cut-off rhino
head to a defiant leader or a subject chief conveyed a clear message that subordination
would not be tolerated and that magic would be applied to restore the political order.

The cultural significance of the rhino is also borne out by Tswana nomenclature
and folk taxonomy. Besides the generic term #shukudn, Tswana speakers had no fewer
than five different names for the black rhino and two for the white rhino. These names
were coined mainly to distinguish between variants of each species on the basis of
horn and body size. The rhino metaphor also features prominently in praise poems of
Tswana chiefs. In this regard, too, there is a strong emphasis on rhino horns as the key
anatomical trait that epitomised the danger, aggression, authority, protection and military
success of a leader. The front horn was not only a weapon of attack and defence, but
its cutting action symbolised the final authority and decision-making responsibilities
of the chief. It is argued that this metaphorical association found material expression
in monoliths that functioned as rhino horn/leadership referents and adorned the
walls and entrances of Venda and Zimbabwe culture palaces, as well as the courts of
nineteenth-century Tswana capitals. Rhino horns and monoliths are phallus-like objects
and, as such, could also symbolise male status, fertility and procreation.

In sum, this study reaffirms the enduring nature of cultural principles and the
relevance of ethnography as a source and framework for probing culturally informed
behaviour in the deeper past. Ethnography remains a key interpretative tool in African
archaeology, enabling us to gauge how underlying perceptions of the natural world and
systems of belief about people and society were materially and symbolically articulated.

NOTES

In December 1843, for instance, the Swedish naturalist Johan August Wahlberg recorded that one of
the Rustenburg Fokeng chief Mokgatle’s hunters had been charged by a white rhino. The rhino had
thrust his horn into the hunter’s leg just above the knee and tossed him high up in the air (Craig &
Hummel 1994: 115).

Interestingly, a “Blicqouas or rhinoceros dance” was also recorded among a mixed group of Kora-
Tlhaping in 1779 by Hendrik Jacob Wikar, who described it as follows (Mossop 1935: 171). “The
women are the singers and usually stand in two rows clapping their hands and singing; then the men
approach as they dance and at the same time two of the best dancers among the women come forward,
simulating two rhinoceroses. Still dancing, these two supposed rhinos seek to make thrusts at the men,
the hunters, who show their skill in the dance in evading and escaping them.”

If the Mapungubwe gold rhino does indeed portray a white rhino rather than the black variety, as has
been suggested by Clive Walker, it could possibly represent the ‘cold’ and impotent older king who
was more stable and less susceptible to the dangers of witchcraft and pollution that could affect his
responsibilities for rain control (Gavin Whitelaw pers. comm., May 2014).

Tswana has a seven-vowel system and, to ensure correct pronunciation and thus meaning, it is essential
to distinguish between the close vowels /e, 0o/ and the mid-open vowels /&, 6/ respectively. While
diacritics, such as the circumflex, are not used in ordinary publications, they are retained in dictionary
entries and in discussions of linguistic aspects. Like most Bantu languages, Tswana is a tone language
and, where known, the applicable tone pattern has been listed (L= Low Tone; H = High Tone) (see
Cole 1995: 42, 65). The names are therefore to be pronounced as follows: #shukndu (HHL), bodile 1.LHH),
bodilényane LHHLL), kgéthva (L), kenenyane (HHILL), makgalé, théma, mogihn (IL1LH) and &dbadba ?1L.HHL).
In the case of these two terms for black rhino, two forms of the noun appear in Tswana praise poems,
namely makgala/ makgalé and théma/ thémé. In the distant past, a distinction used to be made in Tswana
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between the form of a personal noun when addressing or referring to someone; for example, the

original final vowel -« changed to -¢ as in Mr Kgama (vocative form) versus Mr Kgansé (reference form)

(from kgama = hartebeest). The final vowel also changes when animal names are personified as in folk

tales; for example Mmutla becomes Mmutlé (Mr Hare) (Cole 1955: 73, 398).

No standard Tswana orthography existed at the time and eatly explorers rendered the name gez/wa in

a variety of corrupted forms such as ‘keitloa’, ‘seikloa’, ‘jekckloa’, “ketloa” and ‘kietloa’ (Rookmaaker

2008: 1240, table 40). Early recorders evidently grappled with the velar fricative g, which commonly

occurs in Tswana words and is pronounced as ¢/ in Scots English /och (cf. Cole & Moncho-Warren

2011: 23-30 for a discussion of Tswana phonology).

7 Stow (1905: 409, 566) lists the Bahaole as a Tswana ‘tribe’ that venerated the rhinoceros. No such
tribal or totemic grouping is mentioned in other historical or ethnographic accounts. His suggestion
that “-haole’ means rhinoceros could also not be confirmed. In Southern Sotho the word lebaole (plural
mabaole) refers to a “man or animal castrated when grown up” (Paroz: 1988: 106). A white resident of
Sekhukhuneland informed Schofield (1938: 343) of the so-called “Shukudo” (Tshukudu) people who
venerated the rhinoceros and were known as the “Barokas”. However, the Roka ‘bina’ (dance) the scaly
anteater or duiker as totem (M6nnig 1963: 170).

8 The Penny Magazine, 17 March 1838, p. 101.

It could also be argued that “the tick bird-rhino metaphor is strongly ideological in that it obscures the

real nature of the mafisa system, which is that it creates relationships of debt and dependency, rather

than mutuality, so binding subjects to lenders” (Gavin Whitelaw pers. comm., June 2014).

1 The ruling lineage of the Lete claims to be of Ndebele (Nguni) descent (Ellenberger 1937: 33-4).

Our first impression was that the two white stones constituted broken parts of a single monolith, but

on closer inspection it appeared that all three stones were separately secured into the ground against

the court wall. It is noteworthy that some black rhinos have a third small horn, probably an atavistic

remnant (Prof. Kobus Bothma pers. comm., May 2014).
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