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THE PRIMORDIA CIRCLE

THE PREHISTORIC ROCK ENGRAVINGS OF REDAN, VEREENIGING

INTRODUCTION AND MOTIVATION

Rock engravings or petroglyphs, as they are also called, occur principally in e inland
semi-arid plateau of southern Africa. Unlike paintings, they are not found on ¢ s
of caves and shelters, but on isolated rocks, on :e-standing boulderS, on the andesite
glacial pavements of river beds and on rocky outcrops. The greatest number of sites

occur on andesite basement pavements and on Karoo dolerites. Sites are also found on

dolemite, granite, gneiss and occasionally on sandstone. Most of the sites occur in the

Karoo, in Namibia, in the Orange-Vaal basin and in the Limpopo and upper Vaal
basins. Only one major site occurs in Gauteng (previously the Transvaal): Rer 1 near
Vereeniging in the Vaal triangle. Before the re-zoning of the provinces in South Africa,
the Bosworth site near Klerksdorp and Doomn: ruit in the Magaliesberg, were also
"Transvaal' sites. These three sites occur in a radius of 120 km. Re 1issit ed in the
Klip River valley, approximately six km north of Vereeniging at the Redan inter ange
of the R59. Approximately one km north of the Redan post office there is a large,
isolated outcrop of Ecca sandstone; on the uneven surface of this outcrop atc  of 273
enigmatic images have been incised into the rock faée. A small number of these images
are recognisable as representing living creatures; these will be refer1 to as
representational images. The majority of the engravings do not hc :ver appc  to
represent any recognisable object or creature from the natural world; they are
geometrically constructed and are predominantly circular in shape. They will be

referred to as non-representational images (see TERMINOLOGY). A second lesser




known and much smaller site is situated on a sma island on the farm Leeukuil, north of
the Ascot Bridge. Before the construction of a barrage int area, the site  ould have
consisted of a low sandstone outcrop in close proximity to the m¢ flow of the Va

River. The seasonal flooding of the Vaal has dislodged and partly submerged entire
boulders and consequently the terrain is presently extremely uneven a  difficult to
access. In the course of the present research a few images could be identified as

representing animals; no non-representational images could be traced.

Although both sites were already known in the nineteenth century and were pr. ly

visited by G.W. Stow in 1872, the engravings elicited little interest and rer ned
relatively obscure. The non-representational engravings are mentioned in a number of
written reports dating from the early twentieth century (Péch 1908; Johnson 1910;
Leslie 1926), invariably in disparaging terms. In the early 1920s t rock er  /ing
sites of Vereeniging were brought to the attention of C. VanR  Lowe; Ri ve
became a major influence in the promulgation of rock art in South Afri Due to his
efforts Redan became a protected site in the 1950s and was eventually declared a
national monument in 1971. In spite of these developments, the engravings at 1
aroused very little public interest. This may have been due to the inexplicable nature of
the non-representational images. In the eyes of the public these images compared
poorly with engravings and paintings in v :h animals and people are portrayed in a
life-like manner. The site was situated on council grounds but was administered by the
H:  rical Monuments C' nission (HMC) which was responsible for cc wurred.
In the ensuing years the maintenance and control of the site was intermittently discussed
and negotiated by the Vereeniging Town Council (VTC) and the HMC, but no single
body was either prepared or in a position to take full responsibility. Redan became

progressively neglected and forgotten. After 1995 both the official plaque and the fence
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Dissenting voices are rare. An awareness of form (as distinct from iconography and
context) is largely absent in this approach. Formalism is not concerned with narrative
and verisimiltude but seeks meaning in the analysis of form. It is especially useful
where no historical or cultural context can be positively identified. The non-San (and
probable Khoekhoe) origin of the rock engravings, also precluded the use of a model
based on the exclusive trance experience of the San shaman. A more inclusive and
integrative approach was indicated. It was apparent that a range of disciplines 1 1
have to be consulted, including those more closely aligned to the hmﬁan

history of art and the allied fields of psychology of art, philosophy of art. 1d art
Adherence to only one area of research would impose a homogeneity on the study and

restrict interpretation.
METHODOLOGY

A significant dimension was added to the understanding of the formal pr erties of art

by Rudolph Arnheim (1956, 1970, 1986, 1988). Arnheim applies the principles of

gestalt psychology to explain the nature of art, the purpose of art and its significance.
He refers to prehistoric art infrequently; his overriding concern is with e mind's
cognitive dealings with the external (and internal world), and the role of art in this
endeavour. The basic tenet of his thesis is that e mind is equipped * h two cognitive
procedures, intuitive perception and intellectual analysis. The co-operation between
these two proce’” s is demonstrated « p 5. F7 wing f £
striving ards the most regular and symmetrical shape, e res. ing image

probably be a simple geometric shape, frequently a circular shape. This is especially
true of the visual expression of preliterate and prehistoric societies, and young children.
Art, like science, begins not with attempts to duplicate nature, but with highly abstract
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context for the rock engravings of Redan, it was therefore necessary to review the
prehistory of the southern Highveld against the backdrop of the Stone and Iror  ges
in South Africa. Every available source was examined; a synt sis of this
information appears in chapters 3 and 4. The problem of authorship is exacerb :d
by the 1ict that a number of different ethnic and cultural groups cohabited on the
southern Highveld during this period. However, the historical record (Cope (ed.)

1977) points to a predominantly Korana-Khoekhoe presence on the so ern

Highvi 1 during the 1800s. This probable Khoekhoe authorst

engravings of southern Africa (and by implication Redan) was further « \firmed by
the recent research of Smith and Ouzman (2004).

Copy and recording methods do not develop independently, but within a particular
historical and ideological framework. Chapter 5 reviews this progress fi 1 early
beginnings in the nineteenth century, to the advanced copy methods of the twen
first century. The contribution of Willcox and Pager is gratefully acknc le¢ ed and
has proved indispensable, particularly as regards the location of individual
engravings. A description of the site and a photographic survey of a representative
number of the engravings is included. The services of a skilled rofessi al
lecturer/photographer were acquired and, in the course of his de led and
meticulous work, a substantial number of new engravings were discovered; a new
and more comprehensive map of the site was 0 drawn up.

Interpretative issues are addressed in chapter 6. This includes a discussion of the
extreme bias and lack of understanding with which non-representation imagery in
rock art has been perceived historically an a critical examination of prevalent
models and their applicability to the rock engravings of Redan. The majority of

these models have been developed within an archaeological and anthropological




framework, and rely heavily on factual data obtained from ethnogr hic studies of
San communities far removed both spatially and temporally from the Vaal-Klip

valley. Alternative approaches more closely aligned to the various humanit ; are

explored in chapter 7. This chapter also surveys emerging interpretative trends in

South Africa. The final chapter attempts to interpret the rock engravings of Redan
by applying the principles of 'visual thinking', as developed by Arnheim (1956;
1966; 1970; 1986; 1988), and augmented by the phenomenological ap; jach

(Norberg-Schulz 1971; 1975; 1979).
TERMINOLOGY

Early travellers and researchers were at a loss how to correctly describe the incised and
pecked images they encountered on the rocks and boulders in southern Africa. Clearly
these were the work of a 'primitive' race and therefore European nomen iture would
have been inappropriate. G.W. Stow, travelling in South Africa in the late nineteenth
century, referred to rock chippings and Bushman chippings and became an ardent
spokesman for their preservation. Lucy Lloyd, renowned scholar of the Bushman
language, and correspondent of Stow preferred the term Bushman etchings 3 oeman
1997:109). E. Holub devised a more cumbersome name, -eingemeisselte
Buschmannzeichnungen - roughly translated as 'chiselled Bushman engravings' (cited in
Van der Walt 1987:48). At the turn of the century, with the advent of the influential
French cleric the Abbé Henri Breuil, the study of rock art became a re e ible
occupation. Breuil introduced the nomenclature of European art history and gave
preference to the term rock engraving. In South Africa the first legislation affording
protection to prehistoric artefacts was promulgated in 1911 and the generic term

Bushman relics was used to describe artefacts including rock art. The term petroglyph
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was introduced in South Africa as early as 1910 by the enterprising British geologist
J.P. Johnson (1910) and was subsequently preferred by a succession of South African
researchers until the late 1970s (Goodwin 1936; Willcox 1963; Schoonraad 1987). ~ ¢
term is derived from the word pefro mea 1g rock or stone, and glyph mean an
incision. The older term engraving refers to the process of carving, cutting or etching,
without stipulating the material. Van Riet Lowe argued that the term petro_ ph was a

more suitable term as 'the vast majority are pecked or chipped out of the rock with no

semblance of incised or engraved work in the te nique.’ (Van Riet Lowe 197 254).

In spite of the fact that the term petroglyph is more descriptive of the techniq a
material involved, the majority of South African researchers continue to give preference
to the term engraving (Wilman (1933) 1968; Van Riet Lowe 937; Dowson 19¢ 1 :k

& Fock 1984; Morris 1988; Butzer 1989; Deacon & Deacon 1999; Ouzman 1995).

Within the broad area of engraving sites occurring in the Oran Vaal basin, 1 >
categories of imagery can be identified: images that are unrecognisable and do not
appear to relate to the natural world, and images that are immediately recognisable as
animals, people and objects. The first category has proved problematic as far as
nomenclature is concerned; the second category has presented few problems. © e term
naturalistic is widely used by a range of disciplines including archaeology and art
history, to describe images that imitate the appearance of the natural wo 1 (Schoonraad
1987; Combrich (1979) 1984; Davis 1990). In art praxis the term naturalism = ; had
various meanings since its introduction as an art term in 1436, but y nir th
century the term had taken its current meaning of referring to art that is 1
representational, and associated by analogy with the empirical procedures of science.
This naturalism refers to the rendering of appearances through minute observation of

the natural world ....' (Duro & Greenhalgh 1992:201). The term figurative is also used
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by researchers when referring to images that are clearly mimetic (Bahn 1998:224).
However, this term can lead to confusion as it is also associated with the depiction of
the human form. More obscure terms such as iconic images (Lewis-Williams 1988 3)
have proved less popular; the term is derived from the Latin icon and te  eikon,
meaning that it resembles that which it designates. However, because of its as : iion
with the representation of a sacred Christian personage its ambiguity is problematic.

The most straightforward and unambiguous term used to describe the natur stic

representation of animals, people and objects from the natural world, is the term

representational. The term is instantly un rstood and is used by both art historians
and archaeologists (Willcox 1963; Read 1955; Balla 1969; Duro & Greenhalgh 1992;

Van Rijssen 1994; Guenther 1994; Whitley & Annegarn 1994).

The first category of images, nameiy those that do not relate to the natural world and do
not appear to have any mimetic function, is more problematic. Such images car ave a
pronounced geometric and symmetric structure, or be irregular and indeterminate in
structure (both these sub-divisions are found at Redan). In the literature a vast arr.  of
terms has been devised to describe such images. A number of researchers use terms
that describe only the more geometric images such as geometric designs (Johnson
1910); geometrical patterns (Wilman (1933) 1968); schematic designs (Fock 1979);
geometric motifs (Campbell er al. 1994). The term amorphous was introduced by
Willcox (1984) to describe the indeterminate images, and although it is an acceptable
term, it has never been widely :d. A number of alrear ¢ v
heuristic content and cannot be used for obvious reasons, such as mystic symbols and
Bushman emblems (Stow (1905) 1964), cosmic signs and ideographs (Slack 1962),
entoptics (Lewis-Williams & Dowson 1989), mandalas (Kriiger 1995), and entoptic
abstractions (Smith 1994). More obscure terms such as sematographs (Van Rijssen
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1994) have been introduced recently, shov 1g quite clearly that res -chers have not
reached consensus regarding the choice of a term to describe images in rock art that are
clearly not representational. After some deliberation it seemed obvious that the term
non-representational most clearly and succinctly describes these enigmatic and
inexplicable images. Not only does the term encompass both geometric and

indeterminate images, it is also sufficiently objective to allow for wide >plication.

Throughout this text the two terms representational and non-representational are

juxtaposed; this reinforces the antithetical visual appearance of the two categories of

images that are found at Redan.

For several hundred years the indigenous hunter-gatherer and herding people of South
Africa were described by the early colonists of the Cape of Good Hope respectively as
the Bushmen (or Bossiemans) and the Hottentots. Both these names gradually gained
negative connotations and their continued use was seriously questioned. W ereas the
hunter-gatherers have no word in their language to describe themselves, e herding
people of South Africa refer to their hunter-gatherer neighbours as the i — meaning
people who do not own stock, are foragers, and are, by implication, inferior 1d of a
lower status. The name San therefore has more negative connotations than the word
Bushman. In the current literature both these names are used; according to Smith et al.
(2000) the people themselves prefer to be ca :d Bushmen. As opposed to e perceived
inferior status of the San, the herding p¢ »>le considered themselves e  people' -
the Khoekhoen, although they used their various clan names when r :rring
themselves. The word Khoisan was coined as a generic term to describe these two
indigenous races who are biologically similar and both speak click languages, and to
distinguish them ﬁom their black neighbours (Deacon & Deacon 1999:129-130;

Boonzaaier et al. 1996:1-2; Smith ef al. 2000:2-3).






