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MAPUNGUBWE OBLATES                                                      CHAPTER 4 

 
Only three celadon shards were excavated on Mapungubwe hill, but thousands of glass 

beads were found. Together with the gold beads and other gold artefacts excavated in the “royal” 

graves on the hill, it places the Mapungubwe excavations in the realm of great finds in Africa. 

Discovering the provenance of the beads will be a great advancement in recreating the pre-

colonial history of South Africa and provide a better understanding of the origin of the African 

bead tradition. 

Dr. Philippe Colomban and his research group have studied ancient artefacts (glasses, 

porcelain, enamels, etc) extensively and have accumulated databases of Raman spectra, 

representative of production technologies used in the Antique, European, Mediterranean, Islamic 

and Asian worlds. I used the procedures developed by his group to study the “Mapungubwe 

Oblates”, which is the largest group of beads in the Mapungubwe collection. A detailed profile 

of the characteristics of the beads have been compiled, but so far the provenance could not be 

established, as the combination of all the characteristics does not exactly match any of the known 

bead technologies of the ancient world. We are continuing to analyse the other beads in the 

collection and plan to expand the study to other bead collections in Africa and hope eventually to 

discover the origin of the beads. 

 

The work was presented as a poster at the 20th International Conference on Raman Spectroscopy 

held in Yokohoma, Japan, 20-25 August 2006 and the full results published in the Journal of 

Raman Spectroscopy. It forms chapter 4. 

 

Linda C Prinsloo and Philippe Colomban, “A Raman spectroscopic study of the Mapungubwe 
oblates; glass trade beads excavated at an Iron Age archaeological site in South Africa”.  
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