
27 

Southern African Field Archaeology 1:27-32. 1992. 

FINGER PAINTINGS IN THE HARTS RIVER VALLEY, 
NORTHERN CAPE PROVINCE, SOUTH AFRICA* 

TIIOMAS A. DOWSON & GEOFF BLUNDELL 

Rock An Research Unit, Archaeology Depanment, 
University of the Witwatersrand, 

P 0 Wits, 2050 

and 

SIMON L. HALL 

Archaeology Depanmem, University of the Witwatersrand, 
P 0 Wits, 2050 

* Accepted for publication March 1992 

ABSTRACT 

Finger paintings from the Harts River valley, northern Cape are reported. These paintings will soon be 
submerged as a result of the construction of a dam near Taung. A great deal more research is required on 
this genre of rock art before the question of authorship is broached and more detailed interpretations offered. 
None the less a few interesting aspects about these paintings are briefly pointed out. 

INTRODUCTION 

Over the years there have been some comprehensive 
reports covering the rock art of the northern Cape, which 
forms part of the greater area known as the Thirstland. 
Although these accounts show a much greater 
concentration of engravings in this area (Van Riel Lowe's 
sub-region 5, 1952), numerous painting sites also exist 
(Wilman 1933; Goodwin 1936; Rudner & Rudner 1968; 
Fock & Fock 1984, 1989).There is a great diversity in 
style and content of the engravings, but the paintings are 
strikingly similar throughout this sub-region. 

The northern Cape paintings are predominantly 
simple geometric designs that have been painted with the 
finger. The designs include grids, combs, dots, circles, 
ladders, crosses, crass-in-circles, and sets of parallel 
lines. At a very few sites, the well known Wonderwerk 
Cave for example, animals are also painted (Rudner & 
Rudner 1968:81; Fock & Fock 1984). These animals also 
appear to have been made with a finger. They include 
eland, gemsbok, elephant and ostrich. Human figures are 
rarely painted. The predominant colours used for these 
paintings are varying shades of maroon and red, but 
black, white and ochre were also used. None of the 
painting sites described by Rudner and Rudner (1968) or 
Fock and Fock ( 1984, 1989) have paintings of 'modem 
objects' such as wagons or cattle. 

Van Riet Lowe (1952:8-9) suggested this art was 
made by Bushmen and that it belonged: 

to the final and artistically decadent, restless 
phase of the Post-Bantu Period. . . . The 
impression it gives one is that it is recent work 
of an artist folk driven from their mountain 
fastnesses into the wilderness where a precarious 
existence afforded little if any leisure for artistic 
pursuits. It is , as it were, the end ofthe story. 

For Van Riet Lowe (1952:8) the fact that the artists were 
living out their last days in this area explained why there 
should be "less than two dozen very scattered" painting 
sites. 

Today, however, we know the Bushmen were 
not driven out of the more mountainous regions, like the 
Drakensberg, and into the less hospitable areas of the 
northern Cape. The Bushmen were not moving from an 
area where their art flourished to an area where their 
artistic skills deteriorated. Because there are no • great', 
or classical paintings in the northern Cape, we do not 
believe that the concentration of these finger paintings 
here represents an evolutionary decline of painting from 
the more spectacular shaded polychrome paintings of the 
Drakensberg to simpler, finger paintings. Further, 
because the finger paintings do not seem to have much in 
common with the engraving tradition in the area (Fock & 
Fock 1989:155), it also seems unlikely that the finger 
paintings represent a development of this tradition. 

Although van Riel Lowe considered the region to 
be sparsely painted, the Rudners and the Focks have 
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added many sites to the list. In the future, painting sites 
will continue to be found in this region, and these 
discoveries will challenge earlier ideas about the 
distribution, density and social context of this rock art 

style. In this paper we report some recently discovered 
finger painting sites in the Harts River Valley. 

SITE DESCRIPTIONS 

The sites, seven in all, are soon to be submerged as a 
result of the construction of a dam northeast of Taung, 
on the Harts River (Figs I & 2). The sites are in a 
narrow part of the valley running east-west (Figure 3), at 
the base of rocky cliffs. 
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Fig. I. Places in the northern Cape mentioned in this 
report. 

Fig. 2. Location of the rock art painting sites. The 
inset shows the dam wall and the extent of maximum 
flooding. 

Unlike this small scale rescue project, Parkington 
and his co-workers have demonstrated good links 
between paintings and deposit. Both correlate with 
regional changes in settlement pattern that is consequent 
upon the arrival of pastoralists in the south western Cape 

Fig. 3. View of Harts River valley showing the 
location of five sites. 

(see, for example, Manbire et al. 1983; Parkington 
1987). Some of the sites in out study area do have 
occupational debris. But, in such a limited, small-scale 
rescue operation, we cannot assume that the occupation 
debris found in the shelters necessarily relates to the 
painting episode(s). A more extensive rescue of the 
archaeological material at these sites has been undertaken 
by the Archaeological Resource Management team, 
University of the Witwatersrand. 

Sites I, 2 and 3 are in a narrow tributary off the 
main valley. They contain only painted crosses: in site I 
there are nine red crosses (Fig. 4) and one black cross 

Fig. 4. Red cross from site I (scale in em). 

placed at intervals around the shelter wall. Their height 
above the floor ranges from 0.5 m to 2 m. The size :>f 
the crosses also varies from 25 mm x 16 mm to 14 mm 
x 12 mm. Most of them are faded, but two, done with 
thick paint, still appear very 'fresh'. Sites 2 (Fig. 5) and 
3 are in smaller recesses on the opposite side of the 
ravine from site I. Site 2 bas four red crosses, and site 
3 has two. Site 3 also has areas of very faded, 
indistinguishable red paint. 
The paintings in site 4, a shallow overhang, include 
riders on horseback (Figure 6), a 'scene' of riders on 
horseback apparently chasing an elephant (Figure 7), and 
two geometric patterns (Figure Sa). All these paintings 



Fig. 5. Site 2. Two painted red crosses can be seen. 
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Fig. 7. Black painting at site 4 (scale in em). 

are done in black. A number of black lines have been 
added on top of the elephant. Site 5 is a much larger 
overhang with stone walling in front of it. Here the black 
paintings are very simple and so badly preserved that it 
is impossible to discern what they depict. 

Sites 6 and 7 are on the southern side ofthe Harts 
River. Site 6 (Figure 9) is a slight overhang, whereas site 
7 is a small cave (Figure 10). The paintings in both these 
sites are red geometric patterns (Figure 8b, c, d, e). At 

I\\ \\\1\~ 
Fig. 6. Black painting at site 4 (scale in em). 
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Fig. 8. Compilation of geometric patterns. A: site 4, 
black; B: site 6, red; C: site 7, red; D & E: site 6, red 
(scale in em). 

Fig . 9. Site 6, figure SD & E being traced. 

site 6 it is still possible to see the ridges in the paint that 
in all probability resulted from a finger smearing paint 
over the rock surface (Figure II ). The comb-like pattern 
(Figure 8b) has been placed in such a way that it comes 
off the edge of a right angle in the shelter wall. Site 7 
bas only a grid-like geometric pattern with some small 
finger smears near it. 

Fig. 10. Blundell inspecting figure SC. 

Fig. 11. Smear of red paint showing ridges left by the 
movement of the finger . 

DISCUSSION 

The interpretative line of enquiry that has characterised 
rock art research over the last two decades bas paid little 
attention to finger paintings such as these. And it is still 
not possible for us to offer detailed interpretations of 
these paintings. Even though our intention is simply to 
report sites that are soon to be destroyed, the paintings 
none the less raise four interesting points. 

First, the geometric paintings from the sites are 
much like the schematic art found throughout Southern 
and Central Africa (see, for example, Philipson 1972; 
Willcox 1984). In particular, geometric patterns found at 
site 4 (Fig. Sa) are remarkably similar to paintings in the 
western Cape, northern Malawi and northern Zambia 
(Clark 1958). The significance of this similarity, 
however, remains uncertain. 

Secondly, the exclusive occurrence of the crosses 
in three secluded feeder kloof shelters is perhaps not 
coincidental (Fig. 2; sites I, 2 & 3). Only crosses are 
found in these sites, while crosses are not found in the 
more exposed aspects along the main Harts River cliff 



line (Figs 2, 3; sites 4, 5, 6 & 7). This implies that 
crosses and the specific context of their production and 
consumption determined a more secluded locale. 

Thirdly, one of the most intriguing features at 
these sites is the way the painter of the geometric pattern 
illustrated in figure 8b has taken cognizance of the rock 
face. This use of right angles and facets closely 
resembles those found among the engravings (Dowson 
1992). The way in which artists exploited natural features 
and interacted with the rock face has recently been 
discussed using pamtmgs from the south-eastern 
Drakensberg and the south-western Cape (Lewis-Williams 
& Dowson 1990; Yates & Manhire 1991) and engravings 
from the southern Transvaal and northern Cape (Dowson 
1992). Whether or not these interpretations are as 
applicable to the finger paintings or not is still to be 
demonstrated. 

Lastly, neither the Rudners' nor the Focks' have 
reported subject matter that explicitly relates to farmers, 
herders or white colonists. As far as we are aware, the 
painted horses found at site 4 (Figs 6 & 7) are the first 
reported finger paintings of more modern themes from 
the northern Cape. Although not denying these themes 
could only appear after European contact we move away 
from labelling these depictions 'contact period' paintings. 
This label creates a false category by excluding themes 
that do not explicitly relate to 'contact' (see also Dawson 
1992a). The paintings of horses and the painted elephant 
provide a possible age bracket for the painting of these 
images. 

Although Van Riebeeck introduced horses to the 
Cape when he arrived, they were few in number (Skead 
1980:362). But by 1810 horses were definitely in the 
northern Cape, owing to the travels of early explorers 
and missionaries (see for example Campbell 1815). 
Maingard (1932:116), citing historical sources and eye
witness accounts, shows that the Koranna arrived in the 
Taung area after 1780, having moved from the Cape. 
Although there is no mention of their having horses, it is 
highly likely that they did. 

Skead (1980:213-215) has collated early 
travellers' sightings of elephant in the northern Cape. 
None of the references refer to the area around Taung, 
but these accounts none the less suggest that elephant had 
disappeared from Kuruman by c.l835, and from 
Danielskuil by c.l839 (Backhouse 1844:450), which are 
not far away from Taung (see Fig. 1). 

While this historical information does not give an 
exact date for the paintings of the elephant and the horses 
at site 4, they do provide a fairly tight and reliable age 
bracket; the painting could not have been made much 
before 1780 or after 1840. This age bracket confirms 
earlier researchers' views that these paintings belong to 
a very recent tradition (Clark 1958; Rudner & Rudner 
1968; Fock & Fock 1984, 1989). But, as we have 
shown, this does not mean that they are the result of the 
end of a decline in artistic styles. 

A further, more general comment is the question 
of authorship. There is no reason to assume, as van Riet 
Lowe did, that these paintings were made by Bushmen. 
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As with the interpretation, a great deal more research on 
them is required before suggestions can he offered. But, 
more specifically, it is worth considering that the crosses 
in sites I, 2 and 3 were produced by people with a 
different world-view to those that produced the paintings 
at the other sites discussed in this report. These brief 
remarks point to some interesting questions that require 
attention if we are to understand the social and historical 
context underlying geographic and stylistic differences in 
southern African rock art. 
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