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Modianyewe.

The m odianyewe  (pi. medianyewe) is the conical 
s traw  hat typ ica lly  connected w ith  the South 
Sotho. Today its trad itiona l sym bolism  is being 
lost and it is w orn  by anyone and even sold to 
touris ts . But it was once the hat of royalty, 
sym bolising the power of the Basotho nation, 
and to the trad itiona lis t it is s till a very special 
hat. M odianyewe  means "he  w ho  executes 
judgem ent in co u rt."  It was the prerogative of the 
older men to give judgem ent in the ch ie f's court, 
w h ich  they did w ith  great eloquence. Therefore 
on ly  o lder men, ch ie fs  and k ings wore 
medianyewe. They did not wear the hat w h ile  
going about everyday matters, but only when 
going to court or attending im portant trad itiona l 
feasts (national feasts). A  man w earing a 
modianyewe  revealed him self as a true Mosotho. 
It gave him fu ll self-confidence as a M osotho 
man and the belief tha t nobody could w iths tand  
his eloquence in the debates of the court. 
According to T y rre ll1 the num ber of "h a nd le s " on 
the apex of a m odianyewe  are said to indicate a 
m an's status, but M r Edwin M ohatlane, guide- 
lecturer at the National Museum , has never 
heard anyth ing about this.

A  " tru e "  M osotho displays a m odianyewe  
p rom inently  in his home, ind icating to all w ho 
see it tha t he is an upholder of trad ition  and that 
he acknowledge his politica l ties w ith  his chief 
and his bonds w ith  his ancestors. It also serves to 
protect his home against danger and evil 
in fluences. For these same reasons M r 
M ohatlane s fa ther keeps a m odianyewe  on the 
shelf below the back w in d ow  of his car.

Today th is  hat has an honoured place on the 
national flag of Lesotho, w h ich  consists of a 
w h ite  modianyewe  on a blue background w ith  
red and w h ite  stripes on the left hand side. 
Lesotho postage stamps are waterm arked w ith  a 
repeating pattern of medianyewe. A  design of the 
hat is also used to indicate Lesotho on the 
num ber plates of cars registered in tha t country. 
The Basotho Hat curio  shop in Maseru is in the 
form  of a m odianyewe  and is the firs t obvious 
landm ark one sees upon entering Maseru. 
According to M r M ohatlane the shape of th is 
build ing symbolises tha t here one is entering 
trad itiona l Lesotho.
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The orig ins of m odianyewe  are obscure. A  
s im ila rly  shaped hat was once found among the 
Cape Malays and Tyrrell states tha t it is said to 
have been adopted from  them. According to 
Am brose2 the oldest known records of a 
m odianyew e -shaped hat in the in terior is 
Burchell 's report of such a hat being made by the 
Bangwaketse of Botswana in 1812. Am ong the 
Basotho the m odianyewe  is as old as anyone can 
remember. According to M r M ohatlane it came 
into use at the time of the founding of the 
Basotho nation, as the hat of royalty and a 
unify ing symbol fo r the diverse peoples under 
Moshoeshoe, but nobody knows anyth ing about 
it before tha t time.

The other com m on type of ha tfound  in Lesotho is 
the mosetla, (pi. mesetla), a s traw  hat w ith  a 
brim . It has no special significance. It may be 
loosely woven w ith  holes, to serve as a sun-hat, 
or tigh tly  woven as a ra in -hat. M r M ohatlane 
was adam ant tha t the conical bat (modianyewe) 
is not a ra in -hat as some authors m aintain. The 
mosetla  is w orn  by all ages and both sexes, but 
M r M ohatlane says tha t he has never seen it 
w orn  by a young wom an. Older wom en may 
wear hats, but young wom en trad itiona lly  go 
bareheaded to sh o w  off the ir fora-m angetse, tha t 
is the beautifu l designs into w h ich  the ir hair is 
plaited. T rad itiona lly sekema (white clay) or 
letsoku  (red ochre) was used on the hair when 
making these designs, g iving the hair a 
characteristic w h ite  or red colour.

This ha t is comm only known as MOSETLA, but it  is more 
precisely the w ider brim m ed MOKOROTLO.

The m okorotlo  (pi. m ekorotlo) is s im ila r to the 
m osetla, only fla tte r and w ith  a w ider brim . The 
term  tsetse is used fo r the brim  of a hat, w h ile  
katiba  (pi. dikatiba) sim ply means a hat. The 
kuw ana  (pi. dikuwane) is a bonnet-type hat made 
from the skin of a w ild  cat, and is norm ally only 
w orn  by the younger men. The kgaebane (pi. 
dikgaebane) is s im ila r to the kuwane, but 
som ewhat larger. It is w orn  by any man, but 
m ostly by older men. To show  respect to another 
man, a man doffs his kgaebane, and if the other 
man is of h igher status, he keeps it off in his 
presence. According to M r M ohatlane, s traw  
hats can be made by anyone, male or female, 
w ho has the necessary skill. Various grasses, 
such as teele (w h ich  is also used fo r large 
granary baskets), kgahla  and lethepu  can be 
used, but the most common is lod i (Cyperus 
m arfinatus). Moseha  grass is used to s titch  or 
bind the lod i w h ich  usually fo rm sthe fram ew ork .

This hat is comm only know n as MOSETLA, bu t it  is more 
precisely the wider brim m ed MOKOROTLO.

A utho r's  note: The scanty references in the 
literature to Basotho hats are both confusing and 
c o n tra d ic to ry , e s p e c ia lly  w ith  regard  to 
term inology. Therefore th is  article is based 
alm ost entire ly on in fo rm ation  provided by M r 
Edw in  M oha tlane  w ho  g rew  up am ong 
trad itiona lis ts  and w as very c ritica l of the data in 
the available literature. ©
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