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H O U S E  O F 

After the harvest, in the dry season, it is time for the 
women of the Matobo, in Zimbabwe, to work on their art, 

the walls of their homesteads their canvases

W O R D S  B Y  N A R I N A  E X E L B Y

P H O T O G R A P H S  B Y  A N D R E  V A N  R O O Y E N  A N D  N A R I N A  E X E L B Y
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beneath the eaves of a thatched roof, the deep ochre-coloured 
walls have been dotted with white ash and decorated with bold 
flowers. The patterns are repeated on her sleeping hut. ‘I have 
always painted my house,’ she says. ‘Every year, after the rains, I 
paint my house. Every year, I do something different.’

It’s part of the cycle of life here: the rhythm of Africa conducted 
by seasons. The rains wash away the art painted on clay walls and 
once the rain has ceased and harvesting is complete, women have 
time to maintain and decorate their homes, just as they have done 
for generations.

‘In our society, when it comes to division of labour, what pertains 
to the soil is the domain of women, and anything to do with wood 
is the domain of men,’ explains cultural historian Pathisa Nyathi. 
‘Men will build the framework of a house, and the women will 
then plaster it with clay and thatch the roof. Because the walls 
have a mud or clay surface, only the women will get involved 

with that expressive form of culture, 
decorating the walls.’

COLOUR BY SANDS
The Ndebele of the Matobo are 
relatives of the Ndebele in South 
Africa, whose bright, geometric-
patterned houses in Mpumalanga 

Sand puffs around hooves as cows saunter between the 
rocky domes of the Matobo. It’s late in the dry season 
– the rains are just a few weeks away – and the African 
landscape is all shades of dust, earth and acacia trees. 
The heat is building; with it comes the promise of rain 
but while it will replenish the soils and bring new life to 

the area, the rains will also destroy the visual expressions of hopes 
and dreams and fears created by women who have lived among 
these hills all their lives.

The Matobo area – south of Bulawayo – might be revered for 
having the richest collection of rock art in the world (there are 
more than 3,000 known sites), but through the dry season each 
year there’s a different form of art that dominates the landscape: 
painted houses. At homesteads throughout the rocky hills, 
thatched huts boast walls decorated with tendrils of flowers, with 
animals, patterns, organic shapes and earthy lines painted by 
hand. It’s an art form handed down 
from mother to daughter, a source 
of immense pride for the Ndebele 
women of this region.

‘Come in! Come in!’ Gogo 
Margaret calls across her just-swept 
yard. She stands in her kitchen 
doorway and on either side of her, 

ABOVE AND RIGHT

Only natural materials – mostly soils – are used to create 
the paints. Some designs are drawn freehand while 
others, usually the more geometric patterns, are created 
with a template or guides to ensure the pattern is as 
neat as can be. Most of the designs – no matter the size 
– tend to be held within a frame or border

S
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House hunting
There are surprisingly 

few guided tours to see 
the painted homes. If you 

have your own vehicle 
you can explore the 

area yourself (there are 
some lovely homes just 
south-east of Matobo 

National Park) or arrange 
for someone from the 

Amagugu Heritage 
Centre, which is involved 

with the My Beautiful 
Home competition, to 
go with you as a guide. 
amaguguheritage.org

One of the founders 
of the competition, 

Veronique Attala, offers 
one-day or multi-day 

cycling tours to see the 
painted houses. Prices 

vary depending on 
whether you have your 
own bicycle and how 

many days you will ride. 
zouero@gmail.com

Amalinda Lodge 
organises bicycle 
tours for guests. 

amalindacollection.com

Colourful cousins
South Africa’s Ndebele 
women started to use 

entire walls as a canvas 
for coloured paints in 

the 1940s, when square 
cinder-block houses began 
to be built. Before that, the 
Ndebele’s round houses 
were made from mud; 

women decorated the base 
of the walls with layers of 
mud, using their fingers to 
etch patterns taken from 
the Ndebele’s traditional 
beaded aprons. Once the 

women started to use paint, 
the geometric style evolved 

and the meaning behind 
symbols and patterns 

mostly dropped away. The 
women would paint the fine 
edges of lines with chicken 
feathers, and took pride in 

never using a ruler.

have become icons of South African art and style. But although 
they share the same roots, when it comes to painting homes 
their art these days couldn’t be more different. While the South 
African houses are a beautiful riot of colour and angles created 
with store-bought paint, the Matobo homes are softer and more 
organic, painted only with natural products. White paint is made 
when ash from the leadwood tree is mixed with water. Black 
comes from burnt maize stalks mixed with mealie meal and water. 
Almost-black paint is made with soil dug from under decaying 
leaves; grey comes from sand taken from ant heaps. Sand that is 
collected in different places – hilltops, riverbeds, fields, beneath 
boulders – provides different shades of yellow, brown and ochre, 
and women create their own colours by mixing the sand, soil and 
ash. Some even call on distant relatives to send a bag of sand – a 
shade not found locally – via bus.

Once they’ve prepared the walls by applying a base coat over 
last season’s work, the women can spend up to a week drawing 
on their new designs. Some draw freehand while others create 
guidelines and stencils using plates or pieces of wool stretched 
between two points. When the preparation is complete, the 
women apply paint with the palms of their hands, with their 
fingers or with toothbrushes, depending on the size of the area 
and the pattern they are creating.

‘In earlier times the chevron design – which represents fertility 
– would have been very prominent on the houses,’ says Nyathi, 
who has a special interest in the interpretation of African symbols. 
‘These patterns carried messages for the entire society, stories 
about peoples’ world view, but now these messages have been 
lost. The patterns, however, remain.

‘Our art used to be largely geometric but now flowers and 
animals mark a new development in house painting, and that’s 
okay because an art form is never stagnant. It evolves; it recreates 
itself over time – that’s how it ensures its continued life.’

REBIRTH
As with their southern relatives, the Ndebele’s tradition of 
painting houses was on the verge of dying out, but in 2014 an 
annual competition called My Beautiful Home was initiated 
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to encourage women to paint their homes again. Charmed 
by the prospect of winning wheelbarrows, water tanks, metal 
pots, kettles, plates and other useful household items, women 
in the Matobo area are now reigniting their creative spirits and 
scores of homesteads have become works of art. It’s not just the 
external walls that are decorated: borders are sometimes built 
and then painted around the base of trees; plants are potted in 
painted tins or plastic containers; in 
many homes extraordinary shelving 
systems that store and display cutlery 
and crockery have been created 
from clay and then decorated.

‘The competition has increased 
the care and the amount of time 
women devote to painting their 

homes,’ says Veronique Attala, one of the founders of My Beautiful 
Home. ‘It has given them more reason to carry on their art and 
also – this is extremely important – recognition from all the family, 
especially their husbands.’

The array of designs painted on to the houses is vast. Many 
women paint borders around the base of the huts and the doors; 
some paint just one shape on a wall while others cover the entire 

surface of the hut. Thulisa Ndlovu, 
who won the competition in 2016, 
turned her entire homestead into a 
bold jigsaw puzzle of ochre, black, 
yellow and white pieces.

‘The women want to show their 
feelings, to express their emotions, 
love and also fear,’ says Attala. 

LEFT AND BELOW

In previous years Queen Ncube has won prizes in the My 
Beautiful Home competition but in 2017 her daughters 
painted the homestead with flowers – their organic 
design is seen on the opening page. There are no rules 
when it comes to painting houses; some women will tell 
a story with their art, others will create graphic patterns
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FIND IT AT BA.COM  British Airways flies daily to Harare 
from Jo’burg.

HR E

Do it yourself
Esther Mahlangu, famed 
for  raising the profile of 
Ndebele art in the wider 

world, is set to open 
her own academy in 

Mpumalanga this year. 
The ‘grandmother of 

South African art’, wants 
to pass the secrets of 
her craft on to the next 

generation. For details visit 
esthermahlangu.co.za

‘One dry season Uzile painted a lion because her father had been 
eaten by one. On a smaller hut she painted Osama Bin Laden 
because he was a famous person, and on her main house, she 
wanted the doves of the Bible. Patience feared an eagle, so she 
painted one, while Zodwa loved flowers. Duduzile and Thulisa 
were masters in geometric designs. One year Queenie painted the 
granite elephant backs that are so typical in the Matobo and the 
following year she painted the most exquisite flowers.’

From year to year the designs might change totally, or not at 
all. There are no rules, just art.

It’s in July, after the harvest is complete, that women begin 
to paint their homes and judging for the My Beautiful Home 
competition usually takes place in August. However, late in the 
dry season last year, the organising committee decided not to run 
the competition. By early October, just weeks before the rains, 
word had not yet reached many areas and that highlighted the 
value the women place on the prizes and the prestige that comes 
with being recognised as one of the winners: the walls of some 
houses remained plain, meticulously prepared for painting, but 
with no decoration yet. The women from these homesteads had 
been waiting to hear the date that judging would take place 
before they created their fiercely guarded designs, for fear of 
giving away their ideas.

Queen Ncube is not one of these women and, by the time 
the dry season had settled in, her homestead was a magnificent 
display of floral tendrils and seeds framed between floor and 
thatched roof by bold borders of lines and pattern. As a previous 
runner-up in the competition she has confidence in her ideas 
and abilities, and has now passed her house-painting skills on to 
her two daughters – one of whom this past dry season drew the 
patterns that the other painted. ‘It is now my turn to rest,’ laughs 
Queen as she shows off the certificates she’s received, ‘but I keep 
watch over what my daughters do. This is our tradition. It has 
always been this way.’ 

ABOVE

If an error is made while 
painting the design, the 
women will simply reapply 
the surface coat to the 
area they want to erase

Where to stay
The Bulawayo Club is 
a stately colonial-style 
building in the centre 
of Bulawayo. Labelled 
a gentlemen’s club, the 

restaurant and bar are open 
to women too and the grand 
old building also has hotel 

rooms. If you don’t stay, pop 
in for a G&T and roam the 
halls, which are filled with 

Zimbabwean memorabilia. 
From $65 to $125 a room a 
night. bulawayoclub.com

Amalinda Lodge (above) is 
spectacularly built around 

the boulders of the Matobo. 
It’s on the edge of the 

Matobo National Park, and 
each room is tucked into and 

around the rocks – a very 
special way to experience 
the area. Amalinda offers 

guests bicycle tours through 
nearby villages. From 

$776 per room per night. 
amalindacollection.com

Maleme is in the Matobo 
National Park. It offers 
a range of self-catering 
accommodation from 
bed-only chalets with 
shared bathroom and 

kitchen facilities to lodges 
that sleep five people. The 

online booking system 
was not working at time of 
going to press, but you can 
book via email: bookings@
zimparks.org. It is best to 
go to the Zimbabwe Parks 
office in Bulawayo to book 
the accommodation, but 

this is not ideal if you’re on a 
tight schedule. Many of the 
chalets have been recently 

renovated and, while simple, 
are comfortable and well 
kept. Chalets are priced 
from $40 to $250 a night 

($20 to $135 for Zimbabwe 
residents). zimparks.org


