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ROCK-PAINTINGS NEAR MIDDELBURG, TRANSVAAL* 

H. C. WOODHOUSE 

1, Buckingham Avenue, Craighall Park, Johannesburg 

Introduction 
In December 1968, Dr E. P. Friede received a 

report of rock-art to be seen near the Olifants River 
in the Middelburg district of the Transvaal. As a 
consequence Dr Friede and the writer paid two visits 
to the area, the first being unsuccessful, but the 
second more fruitful. On each occasion we were 
accompanied by Willie Paul Susman-a keen 
archaeologist despite the fact that he was then still in 
primary school. 

The Sites 
Two sites were found, the first on the east bank of 

the Olifants River on the farm Bezuidenhoutshoek 
(site 2541S 2918E) and the second on the south bank 

* Accepted for publication December 1970 

of the Wilge River about 16 kilometres north-west on 
the farm Booy Zyn Kraal (site 2535S 2910E). We have 
been unable to trace any previous record of either 
site with the exception of the entry Booysenskraal 
under Middelburg in The Distribution of Prehistoric 
Rock Engravings and Paintings in South Africa 
(Van Riet Lowe, 1952). The Rock Art Recording 
Centre at the South African Museum in Cape Town 
gives the co-ordinates for this site as 2535S 2911 E 
(Leeuwenberg, 1969), which puts it about 800 metres 
further east, and states that the district should be 
Witbank. We have not yet checked to see whether 
there is another site in this position but the co-ordinates 
are so close as probably to refer to the same site. 

In this area the Olifants River flows through a steep- 

Fig. 1. Animals and birds (?) at Bezuidenhoutshoek. The larger animals measure approx. 250 mm nose to tail. 
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sided valley which becomes a gorge in some places. 
The rock is a hard, red sandstone horizontally bedded 
and weathering into blocks. The first site has a very 
shallow overhang and is virtually a cliff face but the 
second is a true shelter over 30 m long and up to 7 m 
deep. The front of the shelter is about 5 m high and 
the roof slopes down to the back in some places 
while remaining horizontal in others. The floor of the 
shelter is littered with fallen rocks but there was 
plenty of space for permanent occupation although 
no obvious cultural evidence of it. 

On one of the rocks Willie Paul found a piece of 
white material considered to be chalk by an American 
postgraduate student in the Department of Geology at 
the University of the Witwatersrand. It showed signs 
of having been burnt. 

The Paintings 
The paintings at both sites are painted in white in a 

rather crude style. They are not typical 'Bushman' 
paintings but more reminiscent of those at sites in the 
north-western Transvaal and occasional caves in the 
Matopos which one suspects to be the work of Bantu. 
Unlike 'Bushman' paintings the edges are not sharp 
and clear but somewhat fuzzy. The legs of animals are 
not elegant but stumpy and incomplete. Despite this, 
however, they have some artistic interest, especially in 
regard to composition of the groups and alertness of 
some of the individual animals. 

Bezuidenhoutshoek 
The main frieze consists of thirty-one animals and 

seven birds (?) on an area of rock-face about 85 cm 
wide by 45 cm high. The right-hand half is stepped 
forward about 15 cm from the left-hand half. To the 
left of all the animals is a single human figure 10 cm 
high. The arms and legs of this figure are short in 
relation to its body and it gives the impression of 
being swathed in a cloak, kaross or blanket. (See 
Plate 1.) 

To the right is a horizontal line 28 cm long thickened 
towards the right-hand end and with two very faint 
projections from the thickened section. 

Twenty of the animals have horns and some of the 
others may originally have had them but they may 
have been weathered away. 

The seven paintings classified as birds (?) are 
grouped to face a painting that has not been included 
among either animals or birds but which, at this stage, 
can only be described as animal-like. (See fig. 1.) 

All animals and birds (?) face to the right. The 
larger ones are about 25 cm from nose to tail, the 
others smaller in proportion. 

Two of the larger animals have well-defined humps 
on their backs above their forelegs. One other has a 
less rounded projection in the same place. One of the 
smaller animals has tusks rather than- horns. 

The white paint has not been applied evenly but is 
thicker towards the outlines of at least three of the 
larger animals and is in vertical stripes on one of the 
large and one of the small. 

Further along the cliff-face to the left of the main 
frieze is a group of three animals with distinctive 
forward-bent horns painted one above the other. 
Each is approximately 19 cm from nose to tail. In the 
same area are one or two other very faded and even 
cruder paintings. A little further left and lower is an 
elephant-like animal approximately 25 cm from trunk 
to tail. 

In the same vicinity is a small buck-like animal 
(10 cm) in a pronking position. Further left is another 
animal with head raised, two much cruder animals 
and a rough parallelogram (10 x 20 cm) with two 
interior lines dividing it vertically into three equal 
spaces. 

Booy Zyn Kraal 

The most distinctive group of paintings in this 
shelter is a long line (220 cm) of twenty-three animals 
nose to tail each with arched back and each about 
10 cm long. All face to the right and have forward-bent 
horns. At the head of the line is a human (?) figure 
facing to the left with arms outstretched from the 
shoulders. The leading animal is painted across it at 
the waist and the legs are very faded. This scene is 
painted at approximately the deepest part of the 
shelter, high on the back wall, just under the roof. The 
style of painting is similar to that at Bezuidenhouts- 
hoek. (See fig. 2.) 

Time did not permit of a complete recording of the 
paintings at this shelter but the following were also 
observed, and photographed, to the right of the frieze 

w-- -i ;~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~----- 
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Fig. 2. A distinctive row 2 200 mm long of 23 animals nose to tail and a human figure facing them. In a rock 
shelter at Booy Zyn Kraal. 
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just described. 
(a) A fish-like painting approx. 31 cm nose to tail. 
(b) A goat (?) approx. 40 cm kneeling with tail 

raised being approached from behind by a male figure 
(38 cm tall) with erect penis. 

(c) A number of lozenge shaped paintings each 
about 8 cm long some with a central unpainted strip. 
These paintings are distributed horizontally, vertically 
and diagonally in an area of about 50 x 25 cm. 

Discussion 
The presence of the single human, unarmed, 

behind one group of animals at Bezuidenhoutskraal 
raises the question of whether he could be herding 
them. This seems likely as they all face away from him 
to the right. If so, what species of animals are they? 
Most of them might be goats-which according to 
Sanderson (1955) 'are of considerable range of shape 
and have a wide variety of horn structure'. The 
animals in the paintings certainly have the form and 
proportions appropriate to goats and all the larger 
ones have horns which are of medium length (approxi- 
mately the same as the length of the muzzle) and curve 
slightly backwards. On the other hand, it is arguable 
that one or two of the animals, particularly the one 
with a hump on its back, are more like eland while one 
has the appearance of a zebra although among the 
smaller of the paintings. 

The animal-like painting towards which the birds 
are facing might represent a carcass - in which case 
the birds might well be vultures although the form of 
the heads is more like that of the hamerkop. One 
might almost write unmistakably so if Roberts did 
not describe the hamerkop as 'generally solitary' 
(McLachlan & Liversidge, 1963). 

A further possibility, and perhaps the most likely is 
that a flock of guinea-fowl is represented. The general 
form of both head and body is appropriate to the 
crowned guinea-fowl if it is accepted that the heads are 
somewhat exaggerated. These birds are common in the 
area and probably have been for very many years. 

Two animals with round torsos, short legs and 
elongated necks provide a puzzle. They are different 
from all the other paintings but are part of the 
general composition. Possibly they represent sheep 
with necks outstretched which would fit the herding 
hypothesis. 

The separate group of three animals with sharply 
forward-bent horns may represent reedbuck or 
mountain reedbuck whose horns have this tendency, 
although not so sharply as in the paintings (Austin 
Roberts, 1951). 

The forward-bent horns recur in the line of twenty- 

three animals at Booy Zyn Kraal. These animals are 
all in a pronking attitude and the horns are large. 
Trying to define their species presents problems as the 
number is too large for reedbuck, which tend to be 
solitary animals. Mountain reedbuck, on the other 
hand, do congregate in large numbers but their horns 
are rather small. The pronking attitude is typical of 
springbok and it is just possible that the forward- 
bending of the horns is an attempt to portray the lyre 
shape of springbok horns. In this case the number 
would not present a problem. 

The human figure which faces these animals might 
well be wearing an animal-head mask (Woodhouse, 
1967), but it is assumed that this is not the case. Its 
arms are stretched sideways at shoulder height and it 
is in close association with the first two animals 
almost as though bestowing a blessing upon them. 
This close association again raises the question of 
domesticity and whether the animals could be goats. 
The possibility receives some support from the 
painting listed at the end of Booy Zyn Kraal above 
which appears to depict sodomy involving a man and 
an animal resembling a goat. Sodomy is known 
among many African tribes and sometimes has ritual 
significance (De Rachewiltz, 1964). Certain tribes 
favour the goat for the purpose, which is not sur- 
prising as the goat is a common domestic animal 
throughout the continent. 

Conclusions 

No final conclusions are offered but it is suggested 
that these two sets of paintings are of Bantu origin and 
that in addition to the other subjects specifically 
mentioned they depict goats being herded. 
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