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Lockdown-2: The kingdom of Mapungubwe– Summary 1   

IMPORTANT READING 

Heritage sites 

Heritage sites are places of importance in our history as a nation or as humankind. When a place is 
declared a heritage site, it means it has to be preserved for current and future generations to learn from it. 
We have previously listed 8 places in South Africa, which have been declared as World Heritage Sites, 
forming part of more than 936 such places in the world. Now we are going to study one of them, 
Mapungubwe, in a bit more detail. 

Mapungubwe – An African kingdom long ago in southern Africa (1220-1300) 

Grade 5 Revision: 

• In Grade 5 we learned that the first African farmers arrived in southern Africa from around 250 AD. 
These Bantu speaking people were coming from the northern parts of Africa.  

• More than a thousand years ago, the first African farmers lived in homesteads or in small villages.  
 

 
 

• The farmers grew crops and kept livestock. They lived in one area for a long time because they did 
not need to be nomadic: they produced their own food. They were subsistence farmers, growing 
enough food to feed themselves and their families. If they produced a lot of food they traded them 
for what they needed.  

• They made tools out iron, hence this period was known as the Iron Age. 

New information- southern Africa in the first millennium: 

• We focus here on African farmers who had settled along the Limpopo Valley.  

• By 900 AD, the African farmers had settled in small villages over different parts of southern Africa. 

• In villages, people had different ranks in society, social hierarchy, with some being more important 
than others. e.g. 

  
• Older people were more important than younger people; men more powerful than woman, etc. 

• Between 900 AD and 1300 AD, the farming communities started becoming more complex: bigger 
and more organised. 

Chief

Advisors

Ordinary people

A man could have more than one wives. 

Household – a house where a wife and her children lived 

Homestead – a group of households (belonging to the same man with many wives) 

Village – made up of many homesteads   

A village or groups of villages were under the rule of a chief. 

 

Millennium = one thousand years 

1st millennium is from year 1 to year 1000 AD 



 

K2 and Schroda settlements in the Limpopo Valley, before Mapungubwe 

• Archaeologists found evidence (artefacts) that tells us how people in these settlements lived.   

• Around 900 AD, African farmers had settled at K2 and Schroda (names given to two of the three 
Archaeological sites where evidence was found).  

• Evidence such as ivory bands, glass beads, clay pots, cowrie shells, remains of buildings 
(foundations of huts) and many others led the archaeologists to piece together the kind of life 
these communities lived. 

• K2 and Schroda were smaller settlements: about 500 people in Schroda and about 1500 in K2. 

• The people of K2 and Schroda hunted elephants and traded the elephant tusks (ivory) for glass 
beads from the East. It is believed that K2 replaced Schroda as the main settlement. 

• It’s believed that as the settlements grew bigger, many farmers from K2 and Schroda moved to 
Mapungubwe Hill, also located in the Limpopo Valley.  

                     

 Source A: Location of the Limpopo Valley (Ranby P, and  P. Moeng, Clever Social Sciences) 

• Mapungubwe became a bigger and more complex society or state from around 1220 AD. The first 
state in southern Africa. There were about 5000 people living in Mapungubwe.  

• The king of Mapungubwe moved to the top of the Hill, while ordinary people lived at the foot of the 
hill. Mapungubwe means “Hill of the jackal”  

• The king was a sacred leader, in charge of many important ceremonies and rituals such as rain 
making. He was believed to be closer to the ancestors. 

• Mapungubwe Hill was believed to be sacred and people were not allowed to look at it directly. They 
had to climb the hill backwards. 

• There were distinct (separate) social classes in Mapungubwe with the king at the top and ordinary 
people at the bottom. 

• Kings and members of the royal family were buried at the top of the hill with golden objects.  

• Some of the artefacts found in the graves at the top of Mapungubwe Hill include: 
- The Golden Rhino (carved out wood and covered with gold sheets) – in Venda tradition, the 

black rhino was a symbol of strength and power. 
- a golden scepter (symbol of leadership) 
- hundreds of gold beads. Gold was a status symbol of power and importance.  

• The people of Mapungubwe traded with the Swahili traders (merchants) along the East coast: 
- The people of Mapungubwe sold gold, ivory and tortoise shells in exchange for glassware, 

beads, cloth and carpets from the Swahili merchants, who in turn got these items from the 
Arab merchants. The Arabs sailed across the Inidan Ocean in ships called dhows, getting 
goods from places like India and China and bringing then to the East coast of Africa to trade 
with the traders from inland. 

- Through trade Mapungubwe was connected to other parts of the world. This was the 
beginning of globalisation. 



 

Activity 2 – Mapungubwe 1 

2.1 Match the columns                                                                                    

Examples of the evidence that was found by archaeologists at Mapungupwe are in column A. Match them 

with the possible conclusions in column B. Write the correct numbers in column B. 

A Evidence B Conclusions 

1. The remains of homes made of rock and soil 
were found on top of the hill. The walls were 
plastered with clay. 

 There was mining in the area and they 
were skilled in iron-working and 
metalwork. 

2. There were large amounts of bone and ivory.  They controlled trading routes to the 
east coast. 

3. There were many homesteads in the area 
surrounding the hill. 

 Elephants and rhinoceroses were 
hunted for ivory and bone. 

4. Glass beads from North Africa, India, China 
and Persia, as well as porcelain, were found 
in excavations on Mapungubwe Hill 

 The rulers had the power to get 
ordinary people to carry stones up the 
hill and build houses and walls. 

5. There was no evidence that lots of cattle 
were kept at Mapungubwe itself. 

 Society consisted of different classes. 
There were once as many as 5 000 
people living in Mapungupwe. 

6. Copper ornaments were found in burial 
sites. 

 Rulers and wealthier people lived on 
top of the hills. 

7. The homes and burial sites at the top of the 
hill were very different to those in the valley. 

 Cattle was farmed in the surrounding    
areas. 

             [7] 

2.2 Underline the correct answer. 

 2.2.1 In which province is the city of Mapungubwe? 

  a)  Gauteng 

   b)  Mahikeng 

   c)  Limpopo 

   d)  Mpumalanga                           [1] 

 2.2.2 What does Mapungubwe mean? 

  a)  It means “Mountain of the Jackal”. 

  b)  It means “Hill of the Jackal”. 

   c)  It means “Hill of the fox”. 

  d)  It means “Hill of the Coyote”.               [1] 

 2.2.3 Name the 2 symbols of authority for the leader of Mapungubwe. 

  a)  The crocodile and the golden rhinoceros. 

   b)  The crocodile and the white rhinoceros. 

  c)  The alligator and the black rhinoceros. 

  d)  The crocodile and black rhinoceros.                [1]       

           Total marks: [10] 


