
SOUTH AFRICAN ZULU/TSONGA CEREMONIAL STAFF SNUFF BOX
A RARE SOUTH AFRICAN ZULU/TSONGA CEREMONIAL STAFF SNUFF BOX THE BOWL FORMED FROM TWO PIECES OF

WOOD POKER-WORKED AND BOUND WITH ALTERNATING STRANDS OF FINE WIREWORK 
POSSIBLY ONCE HAVING A STOPPER

SMOOTH GLOSSY SILKY PATINA
19TH CENTURY

SIZE: 65CM LONG - 25½ INS LONG

 
LITERATURE

IT IS BELIEVED THAT TOBACCO WAS INTRODUCED TO SOUTHERN AFRICA IN THE 15TH AND 16TH CENTURIES BY THE
PORTUGUESE AND THAT CANNABIS CAME FROM ASIA LONG BEFORE THAT. BOTH WERE HIGHLY VALUED COMMODITIES

AND AS A CONSEQUENCE WIDELY TRADED, ALTHOUGH TOBACCO WAS MORE POPULAR BY THE 19TH CENTURY WHEN ITS
USE EITHER FOR SNUFF OR SMOKING HAD BECOME WELL ESTABLISHED. APART FROM THE WOMEN OF THE EASTERN
CAPE, TOBACCO WAS MOSTLY SMOKED BY MEN AND TAKEN AS SNUFF BY WOMEN. IT WAS THOUGHT THAT TOBACCO

'CLEARED THE HEAD' ALLOWING THE VOICES OF THE ANCESTORS TO BE HEARD, AND TOBACCO WAS PREPARED AND
DISTRIBUTED ON ANY OCCASION AT WHICH THE ANCESTORS WERE TO BE HONOURED. E.J. KRIGE IN ‘THE SOCIAL
SYSTEM OF THE ZULUS’ (LONDON 1936) STATED THAT ‘ZULUS SELDOM MEET WITHOUT TAKING SNUFF’. THE ZULUS

WOULD PLACE MEAT, BEER AND SNUFF ON A ‘UNSAMO’, A SMALL RAISED PLATFORM UPON WHICH THE ANCESTORS SIT,
FOR THE VISITING SPIRITS CONSUMPTION.

THE USE OF TOBACCO PLAYED A PART IN MANY MAJOR CEREMONIES AND RITES, AND IT WAS THE HIGHEST RANKING
MEMBER OF THE COMMUNITY WHO WAS THE ONE EXPECTED TO SUPPLY THE SNUFF. THE ACCEPTED METHOD WAS FOR

HIM TO POUR A LARGE QUANTITY INTO HIS LEFT HAND AND THEN TO HOLD IT OUT FOR PEOPLE TO TAKE WITHOUT
LOOKING AT THEM. ‘IF HE IS RICH AND LIBERAL HE HELPS HIMSELF AND THEN TOSSES THE BOX TO THE REST TO DO THE
SAME’ KRIGE 1936:60. IT IS CERTAINLY POSSIBLE THAT THIS UNUSUAL AND LARGE SNUFF BOX STAFF HAD A VERY SIMILAR

FUNCTION.

 


