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Archaeology: 
Listening to the past

Human figures 
painted on a 

cave wall in 
the Cederberg 

Mountains, 
Western Cape. 

Photo: © Neil Rusch

intro to SA Rock Art

South Africa has many rock paintings 
from ancient times found in caves, on rock 

overhangs and on boulders. People used 
to express their creativity and beliefs for 

thousands of years in this way. 

Archaeologists are scientists 
who learn about the past 
by studying such paintings 

along with any buried 
items found at these sites.



You will need: 
   Sc issors

  � Cardboard or any f irm mater ial  l ike plast ic .   � Penc il  or marker
  � Paper punch or sharp pencil

  � Str ing,  about 50cm   � A st ick to t ie  the str ing to (opt ional)

Punch or poke 

a hole towards 

the one end of 

the oval.
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Thread the string 

through the hole and 

tie it to the oval on 

the one end.

3 Tie the string to a 

stick, if you choose to. 
4

Make a bullroarer 

What’s Happening Here? 

A bullroarer is a simple 

instrument that makes a sound 

when spun through the air. 

Archaeologists believe that 

bullroarers and other spinning 

disks like “woer-woers” were 

used by ancient people to 

communicate over long distances, 

announce important rituals or 

just to make some music!

Draw and cut out an oval shape from your 

cardboard or plastic. It could be about 

10cm-15cm long and 5cm-8cm wide.
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Swing the 

bullroarer 

above your 

head or in 

front of 

you. Listen 

to the 

music of 

the past. 

5

Spinning the bullroarer produces a sound as the object vibrates 
through the air. 

The shape and the weight of the spinning disk will influence the 
sound you hear. Try to make your bullroarer heavier by cutting 

and pasting an exact copy of the shape to it. Listen to the 
difference in the sound it makes. 



curriculum  
links

� �Gr 10 Physical Science:   Waves, Sound and Light; Sound waves

� �Grade 5 Social 
Sciences:   
Hunter-gatherers and herders of southern Africa; Rock art

Pieces of the puzzle

Careers

Sometimes when archaeologists are really 
lucky, they find evidence in excavations that 
matches pictures painted on cave walls. 
Recently, a researcher at the University of the 
Witwatersrand, Joshua Kumbani, discovered 
“bullroarers” in excavated materials in the 
Cape. These musical instruments matched 
those painted on nearby cave walls by ancient 
artists.

Joshua and his fellow 
researchers at the University 
of the Witwatersrand study the 
sounds and music of ancient 
people of South Africa. He 
also takes the past into the 
future with the OpenHeritage 
project. This project uses 
software to digitise and publish 
archaeological sites and 
artefacts, making it available 
for generations to come.

Above: Joshua Kumbani (left) excavating at Klasies River Mouth Joshua Kumbani

Matjes River artefacts. Photo: © Neil Rusch

Archaeology offers exciting 
career opportunities like 

doing research or working at 
a cultural heritage site. 
Some archaeological sites 
allow tourists to visit and 

explore the environment and 
heritage of the area. Career 

opportunities at such heritage 
sites include guides, museum 
curators and educational 

officers.



   

We want your 
feedback!Do you want to start a science club at your school? Send us the 

following information, and Science Spaza will contact you.

School: ���������������������������������������������������������

Name: ����������������������������������������������������������

Telephone number: �����������������������������������������������

Email address: � ��������������������������������������������������

Physical address: � ������������������������������������������������

���������������������������������������������������������������

Visit www.sciencespaza.org, email info@sciencespaza.org, SMS or WhatsApp us 
on 076 173 7130 or write to us at PO Box 22106, Mayor’s Walk, 3208. 

Start your own Science Spaza

Science Spaza is an initiative of research communication specialists Jive Media Africa in partnership with the 
Yazi Centre for Science and Society in Africa, a registered Non-Profit Company and Public Benefit Organisation. 
This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International 

License. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/.

PUZZLE YOUR MIND

I would love to see photos 
of your bullroarers. Please 
share your pics!  
Visit THE Science Spaza page  
on Facebook, or WhatsApp 
your pictures TO  
076 173 7130. 

Which piece of the puzzle will complete the picture? Match the correct letter with 

each number card to complete the term. 

1

VALUABLE THINGS 

PASSED ON TO FUTURE 

GENERATIONS. IT 

COULD BE TRADITIONS, 

LANGUAGES OR PLACES.

HERIT

2

THE STUDY OF 
HUMAN HISTORY BY 

LOOKING AT REMAINS 
OF THE PAST.

ARCHAE

3

TO CAREFULLY REMOVE EARTH FROM AN AREA TO FIND BURIED REMAINS.

EXCA

OLOGY
VATE AGE

A B C

The Department of Science and Innovation 
contributes to increased well-being and prosperity 
through science, technology and innovation.  
For more information visit: www.dsi.gov.za.

OpenHeritage is a non-profit organisation 
specialising in digital heritage projects and 
systems. We have built various national 
heritage software platforms in Africa and 
train, promote and develop skills and digital 
technologies which improve free and open 
access to heritage data.

The South African Agency for Science and Technology Advancement (SAASTA) 
is a business unit of the National Research Foundation (NRF).The NRF is an 
agency of the Department of Science and Innovation (DSI) which falls within 
the Ministry of Higher Education, Science and Innovation.


