


Collecting or mining metal ore was 
done following rituals. When ore had 
to be mined (rather than collected from 
the surface), this meant that miners 
crossed a boundary and went into the 
spirit world. It was important to get 
permission to go there. Failure to do this 
could mean that the spirits ‘hid’ the ore, 
or withheld ore of the right quality. 
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Smelting ore to produce metal 
was considered a dangerous 
transformation. This is because a 
transformation means that there is a 
stage that is ‘in between’ – when a 
substance or a person was neither one 
thing nor the other. Boys undergoing 
initiation, for example, are sent 
into the bush because crossing the 
boundary between childhood and 
manhood is dangerous, and must not 
threaten the rest of the village. 

Archaeologists found that smelting 
often took place in the bush, away 
from the villages. Smelters believed 
that the furnace was a woman. A 
woman had to go to a private place 
away from others to give birth. 
The furnace was like a woman and 
producing metal was a symbolic 'birth'. 
This is why some furnaces were built 
with moulded breasts and female body 
decoration. 
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 A cultural view gives us an 

‘insider’ understanding of what 
people believed and based their 

rituals on.
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Indigenous metal production required 
a number of ingredients to be 
successful. Metal workers looked for 
metal ores, charcoal (fuel) and clay 
(for making furnaces and blow pipes).
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The process of metal production or 
smelting began with placing ore and 
charcoal inside clay furnaces or ovens. 
Burning the charcoal provided heat, 
while air was pumped in using bellows 
to get the fi re to the right temperature 
for chemical reactions to occur. These 
reactions reduced the 
ore, transforming 
it into usable 
metal. Other 
reactions, 
like oxidation, 
produced a waste 
product called 
slag.
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A scientifi c view gives a more 

general ‘outsider’ recipe of 
chemical and physical principles 
that governed metal production.
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To the right: A 
musuku copper 
ingot made in a mould

An African tin mine looked like this. Men sorting ore for smelting.

These furnaces are shaped like women. Chemical reactions in the furnace.

Men smelted iron in the bush away from the village. Iron hoes found at a 300 year-old Sotho village.

Only men made charcoal for the furnace. Different types of ore.
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