
RITE OF PASSAGE
A rite of passage is a ceremony marking the passage from 

one social or religious status to another. This includes 
changes such as coming of age, marriage, birthing, 
commencement exercises, accession to high office, 

recruitment into secret societies or military formations, 
ordination, and mortuary processes etc. They can be seen in 

our archaeological and historical records and are even 
present in our modern society.

Other ceremonies are not that formal or 
compulsory, but can still be regarded as rites 
of passage because they mark a transition. 
Some examples include the Matric Ball, 21st 
Birthday Party, “hazing” rites for new 
students in certain high schools and 
universities. Can you think of any other 
non-compulsory rites of passage?

Rites of passage can be formal, and 
compulsory to transition into a new stage, or 
be included into a group. These are marked by 
a ceremony, often followed by a celebration. 
Examples of formal rites of passage in South 
Africa exist in many religions (bar/bat 
mitzvah in Judaism, baptism/confirmation in 
Christianity), cultures (circumcision rites for 
males in many traditional Bantu societies) 
and professions (bar and board exams, 
graduation, ordination). 

In the 1960s, a young boy discovered strange pieces of pottery eroding out 
of a gully in Lydenburg, Mpumalanga, South Africa. Most pieces were found 
and reconstructed to make up seven clay heads – collectively known as the 
Lydenburg Heads. They were made about 1000 years ago. 

Although we don’t know for certain that the heads were used in rites of 
passage, it seems plausible because the heads have specific imagery related 
to the change from child to adult. This includes the depiction of the removal 
of teeth, the animal motifs used in mythology, the holes on the small heads 
that are perfect for use for suspension on a pole, the size of the big heads 
that could fit over the head of a young person, and the fact that the heads 
were purposely broken and buried (this is done once the ritual is complete 
and the individual has migrated from one state of being to another).

LOOKING A HEAD
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List your own cultural, religious or 
social rites of passage:

Lydenburg Head #7

Lydenburg Head #1
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The Lydenburg heads were broken and buried in a pit after use. These objects had a temporary 
use for one event, and they were used and disposed of together as a set. Transitions are often 
symbolized by wearing/using something new, and/or destroying items associated with the 
previous stage, or the initiation rite. For example:

Which different life stages are involved in the following transitions, or rites of passage?

  21st Birthday Party  From  ADOLESCENT to ADULT
 Matric Ball   From  ______________ to  ______________
 Birthing   From  ______________ to  ______________

Have you disposed of any items which would be inappropriate to use in your current life stage? 
Which items are they? 

Which items/objects do you associate with the following life stages:

Infancy : _________________________________________________
Childood : _________________________________________________
Adolescent : _________________________________________________
Marriage : _________________________________________________
Elder  : _________________________________________________

Share your Rites of Passage experience - post 
three photos of a ceremony you participated in 
which marked an important transition in your 

life.  Write a short description for each 
photograph and tag us #IzikoMuseums 

#LookingAHead.

Wedding dresses are 
traditionally worn by the 
bride on the wedding day, 
but never again. Instead 
she is entitled to wear a 

wedding band. 

Xhosa male initiates burn the hut 
they lodged in during their 
seclusion, wash off the mud 

body-covering of initiates, and burn 
the blankets they wore as clothing. 

They are then entitled to wear 
traditional formal wear indicating 

their status as adult men. 

Alternatively, 
share your written stories on 

our LIVING MEMORY BANK on 
the Iziko website. Your 

contributions may form a part 
of our exhibition when it opens 

at the Iziko
South African Museum!
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