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ABSTRACT 

Paintings of fat-tailed sheep have recently been found in the Limpopo River valley, thus extending the 
range of known sheep paintings in the region. Subregional distribution of sheep paintings shows that fat
tailed sheep depictions are found in eastern Botswana, the Mak:gabeng and the L impopo River valley, 
while in the Soutpansberg only paintings of thin-tailed sheep are found. Historical distribution and 
migration/diffusion patterns of Stone Age and Iron Age peoples are suggested to account for this 
phenomenon. The j uxtaposition of sheep depictions with ' non-real' images points to ritual trance as tile 
inspirational force behind these paintings. 

INTRODUCTION 

During the course of a survey of rock art sites in the 
Limpopo River valley, two shelters containing depictions 
of fat-tailed sheep were found on the properties Hilda and 
Edmondsburg in the Venetia Limpopo Nature Reserve 
(Eastwood & Fish 1995). These sites are situated several 
kilometres south of the confluence of the Shashi and 
Limpopo Rivers and are the first record of sheep 
paintings in the Limpopo valley (Fig.l). 

The distribution of sheep paintings in southern Africa, 
archaeological excavation as well as ethnographic and 
linguistic evidence have been used to demarcate the 
migration routes of Khoekhoen pastoralists moving 
southward from Mashonaland or further north (see Cooke 
1969; Walker 1991; Barnard 1992). 

The Khoisan of the Shashi-Limpopo area have a long 
history of interaction with Bantu-speakers, and this would 
imply a certain amount of acculturation. The introduction 
of sheep into the area would certainly have had 
implications for the San, probably including those of a 
ritual or symbolic nature. 

Much of southern African rock art has been shown to 
be inherently religious and to have ritual connotations 
(e.g. Vinnicombe 1976; Lewis-Williams 1981). Although 
there is a marked degree of uniformity in the sub
continental art, there are also regional differences (Lewis
Williams 1995:5). Despite these differences several 
researchers have suggested that the shamanistic 
explanation advocated by Lewis-Williams (1981), who 
worked in the Kwazulu-Natal Drakensberg, can be 

extended to interpretations of the art elsewhere, for 
exampEe the south-western Cape (Maggs & Sealy 1983; 
Yates et a/. 1985; Deacon 1988), Lesotho (Ouzman 
1995), the Free State (Loubser 1993; Ouzman 1995), 
Namibia (Kinahan 1991) and Zimbabwe (Huffman 1983; 
Garlake 1987a, 1987b, 1989, 1990). Most of these 
researchers applied this paradigm to limited samples of 
regional art. 

The similarities between the religious beliefs and 
rituals of all San groups in southern Africa whose 
ethnographies have been documented, and certain traits 
in widely distributed rock art images have led to a widely 
accepted hypothesis that, although these motifs are 
polysemic, the art is essentially shamanistic in origin 
(Lewis-Williams 1995:5). However, a simple and direct 
transposition of this hypothesis to intei]>ret all the 
Soutpansberg and Limpopo valley art is not tenable, since 
a large proportion of the images do not appear to be 
trance-related. 

Huffman (1983) extended this shamanistic model to 
include the rock art of Zimbabwe. He described a panel 
of sheep and human figures where he iUustrated that 
sheep are a likely component of a trance scene and are 
thus exploited as religious symbolism. Some paintings of 
domestic sheep in southern Africa have been suggested 
by Manhire et al. (1986:26, 28) to be shamanistic in 
conception and the product of stressful conditions 
initiated by competing immigrant groups. 

In this paper we speculate on the reasons for the 
exclusive depictions of the thin-tailed sheep in the 
Soutpansberg and fat-tailed sheep in the Limpopo River 
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Fig. I. Map showing the distribution of thin- and fat-tailed sheep paintings. 

valley. Although the main focus of the paper deals with 
interaction and the distribution of sheep paintings, we 
have also shifted to the unrelated realm of ritual and 
belief because of the associations of the sheep paintings 
with other subjects. The juxtaposition of sheep depictions 
with other figures such as polychrome humans and 
geometric abstracts, the feature of an additional limb on 
a giraffe, and the remarkable postures and floating aspect 
of some of the human figures, all point to ritual trance as 
the inspiration behind this component of the art. 

AN INTERACTIONARY PLEXUS 

The presence of sheep paintings in the Soutpansberg· 
Limpopo area points to interaction between hunter
gatherers and pastoralists. A brief review of protohistoric 
and historic data of such interaction in the subregion is 
provided as a theme within which the distribution pattern 
of thin- and fat-tailed sheep paintings may be explained. 
The relationship between the theme of interaction and the 
shamanic associations of the sheep motifs is tenuous and 
problematic owing to the paucity of ethnographic material 
on the ritual and belief systems of the San in this region. 
However, the universality of the healing dances among 
diverse groups of hunter-gatherers has led us to consider 
the sheep and associated images as interactive ritual 
representations. 

Dornan (1925:66) lists two groups who occupied the 
L impopo and Shashi areas. The first was known as the 
Mapani Masarwa who inhabited the mopani woodland 
area on the border between the Bechuanaland Protec-

torat,e (Botswana) and Southern Rhodesia (Zimbabwe) 
and included the Hietchware San. The second group were 
known as Baduruwane, who inhabited the country on 
both sides of the Crocodile River. Early travellers and 
writers mention the "Vaalpens", a name given to 
indigenous Bush peoples inhabiting the Waterberg and the 
area from the Soutpansberg to the Limpopo. These 
groups were categorised as either hunter-gatherers or as 
being clients of the Tswana (Van Schalkwyk 1985). 

The extant San in eastern Botswana are now 
categorised as the Eastern Khoe-speaking San. This 
includes the Hietchware or Tshwa San of eastern 
Botswana (Barnard 1992: 117-119). The characteristic of 
these "Eastern" groups is their association with herding 
peoples and their high degree of cultural and spatial 
hybridisation (Barnard 1992: 117). 

The most unusual feature of the Eastern Khoe San is 
the practice of circumcision and the existence of 
totem ism which indicates some cultural flow. Totem ism 
is widespread among San groups in the Okavango and 
Kalahari fringe areas suggesting an early origin and is 
considered to be aboriginal to both San and Bantu
speakers (Cash dan 1979, in Barnard 1992: 126). 

Dornan (1925:54, 136-137), who despite confusing 
custom and group in many instances, described an "Eland 
Bull Dance" which according to Barnard (1992: 130) 
refers to an Eastern Khoe San medicine dance. This is 
the only evidence we can find of any reference to trance 
dancing indicating the possibility that the Eastern Khoe 
maintained some measure of independent 'ideology. More 
ethnographic research on the ritual practic·es of the Shashi 



San and related groups would be useful in determining 
the extent of cultural flow. The Eland Bull dance of the 
Kalahari !Kung and Naron is detailed by Lewis-Williams 
(1981:43-53) and is a girl's puberty ritual performed 
during her first menstruation. In this dance the women 
and older men dance around the girl who is secluded in 
a hut, imitating the movements of mating eland. In 
contrast to this Doman's description closely resembles 
ethnographic accounts of the healing dances of Kalahari 
San (cf Guenther 1976; Katz 1982). Despite the paucity 
of ethnographic data on the Shashi San, other Khoe
speaking San groups such as the Nharo (Barnard 1979) 
and G/wi (Silberbauer 1965) are reported to perform 
trance rituals for the purposes of healing. 

Very little is known of the ideology and cosmology of 
the Shashi San. However, Cashdan has completed 
extensive research further to the north in the Botletli 
River area on territoriality (1983; 1984), competition 
between San foragers and Bantu-speaking food producers 
(1986) and trade (1987). Extensive evidence exists of 
interaction between the San and Bamangwato, Kalanga 
and Tswana in the region (Doman 1925; Barnard 1992; 
Cashdan 1983, 1984, 1986, 1987; and others). Apart 
from trade the Eastern Khoe have contractual hunting 
arrangements with Bantu speaking agro-pastoralists and 
to avoid such matters as stock theft the practice of 
"mafiso" was adopted, whereby the San herded stock in 
exchange for animals of their own. According to Venda 
and Sotho infonnants this practice was also evident in the 
western Soutpansberg between pre-Singo groups and the 
San (Prins, pers. comm.). 

Apart from a brief mention by Dornan (1925:66) the 
Shashi San are not discussed in the literature. Alec 
Campbell (pers. comm.) confirms this paucity of 
information and maintains that the Shashi San have been 
completely assimilated by the local Tswana and only a 
few of the older people still speak their ancestral Khwe. 

Generally, the San of the Kalahari fringe have not 
been recently acculturated and possess a hybrid culture of 
some antiquity, beginning over 1000 years ago (Denbow 
& Wilmsen 1983). Early contact is also suggested by in 
situ finds of LSA associated artefacts in Early Iron Age 
sites (see Maggs 1980, 1984; Mason 1986; Whitelaw 
1993; Fish 1995). Further evidence for close interaction 
is the description of an Early Iron Age skeleton 
excavated at Happy Rest in the western Soutpansberg 
which shows both negroid and Khoisan characteristics. 
The manner of its burial indicates a person of high social 
status (Steyn et al. 1994). A human burial excavated by 
Whitelaw (1993) at Nanda in Kwazulu-Natal described by 
Morris (1993) exhibits Khoisan features in a 
predominantly negroid specimen. 

The existence of the Khoekhoen in the Limpopo 
valley has been postulated by Ehret (1982:163) using 
linguistic research. Their existence has been inferred 
from loan words in proto-Southeast Bantu ancestral to the 
Sotho, Tsonga and Venda languages amongst others. 
Further evidence for a Khoekhoen presence in the 
northern or central Transvaal (Northern Province) is 
derived from sets of loan words in proto-Shona. The 
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spread! of Shona into, Zimbabwe can be attributed to 
settlers moving from the Transvaal at the end of the 
Early Iron Age (Huffman 1978), and contact is thought 
to have occurred in the Limpopo valley. Suggested 
approximate dating place the Khoekhoen in the Limpopo 
area at about the beginning of the first millennium AD 
(Ehret 1982:166). 

The linguistic theories of Ehret (1982) regarding the 
Khoekhoen in the Limpopo valley are, however, not 
backed up by any archaeological evidence. Bambata 
pottery, for example, has been argued to indicate a 
Khoekhoen presence in the Matopos, but Huffman 
(1994:3-9) convincingly showed it to have originated in 
mixed farmer contexts. 

SUBREGIONAL DISTRIBUTION OF 
FAT-TAILED AND TIDN-TAILED 

SHEEP PAINTINGS 

Apart from the Limpopo valley records, fat-tailed sheep 
paintings are found at five sites in the Makgabeng area in 
the Northern Province (Boshier 1972) and at two shelters 
in the Thuni-Motloutsi River ;;trea of eastern Botswltna 
(Walker 1991) (see Fig. 1). 

Both San and Khoekhoen are reported to have 
inhabited the Blouberg-Makgabeng area (Boshier 1972). 
Khoe-speaking San groups such as the Hietchware are 
found in eastern Botswana and in the Shashi-Limpopo 
area. Flocks of fat-tailed sheep can still be seen in the 
Makgabeng and in the Maramani Communal Land which 
lies adjacent to the Limpopo and Shashi Rivers in south
western Zimbabwe. 

Paintings of thin-tailed sheep are found at five out of 
twenty sites in the western Soutpansberg, namely Goro 
II, Salt Pan, Sand River I, Leek and Aintree 11. Sheep 
were thus an important component of the western 
Soutpansberg art (Eastwood & Cnoops 1994:48). 

The San in the Soutpansberg are reputed! to have lived 
harmoniously with pre-Singo groups but were displaced 
with the unification of proto-Sotho, Mashona and 
VhaNgona by the Singo roughly 300 years ago 
(Eastwood & Fish 1996:5; and see Loubser 1991; 
Hanisch 1994 for a description of early Venda history). 
Records kept by early European travellers and hunters do 
not specifically mention the presence of San groups in the 
Soutpansberg. It is thus reasonable to assume that 
depicti.ons of thin-tailed sheep in the western 
Soutpansberg date to the precolonial period and probably 
to before Venda unification under the Singo. 

Although Early Iron Age migration routes are thought 
to have traversed areas of the Limpopo River valley 
(Huffman 1989: 161), to date no such settlements have 
been found there. Early Iron Age sites are known from 
the Soutpansberg for example at Happy Rest (Voigt & 
Plug 1984; Steyn er al. 1994), Klein Afrika (Prinsloo 
1981) and Nandoni (Fish 1996). Early Iron Age 
migration brought with it domestic sheep and ovid 
remains were recovered from Happy Rest in the western 
Soutpansberg dated to 350 AD (Voigt & Plug 1984). 

This link between Early Iron Age sites and thin-tailed 
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sheep paintings on the one hand, and evidence for a 
Khoekhoen presence and fat-tailed sheep depictions on 
the other, may indicate from whom the different San 
groups acquired their stock. This idea is reinforced by 
Epstein (1971 Vol. 2:156, in Voigt 1983:51) who 
mentions the possibility that early Bantu-speaking peoples 
obtained fat-tailed sheep froiii contact with the 
Khoekhoen but that they initially possessed only the thin
tailed variety. 

This would seem to explain the distribution of 
depictions of thin-tailed and fat-tailed sheep in the far 
Northern Province. Other factors lead us to believe, 
however, that this scenario is much more complex than 
it would initially appear. No osteological differences have 
been found between the two varieties of sheep, so 
identification of one variety as opposed to the other from 
faunal samples recovered from an archaeological context 
is impossible at this stage. Scientists are currently 
researching DNA samples from sheep populations and it 
appears as if both thin- and fat-tailed sheep were present 
in southern Africa for roughly the last 2000 years (Plug, 
pers. comm.). 

Another avenue which may have clarified this issue is 
the possibility that distribution of the two varieties of 
sheep may have been a function of differential feeding 
strategies. However, there is no evidence for veld-type 
preferences (Kiisel , pers. comm.). 

DESCRIPTION OF THE PAINTINGS 

The Limpopo Valley sheep 
Edmondsburg Sheep Sheller is found high up on an 

east-west trending ridge consisting of a lower Clarens 
Member and capped by a Tshipise Member of the JKaroo 
sediments. These formations have been metamorphosed 
by intrusions of dolerite dykes. The shelter is c. 36 m 
long and is fairly shallow and faces north. The paintings 
are found on two adjacent panels and are illustrated in 
Figures 2A, 2B and 2C. 

The right-hand panel depicts four fat-tailed sheep and 
two human figures . The large human figure to the left is 
wearing a loin-cloth or apron and carries a bow (Fig. 
2A). The left-hand panel shows an antelope and a group 
of seven human figures, presumably all male, four of 
them with head extensions or headdresses and three 
painted in red and white bichrome. An elongated figure 
with robust calves in the centre of the group is shown in 
a kneeling posture (Fig. 2B). To the left of the group of 
men is a large animal, presumably an elephant, faced by 
the smaller figure of a bunter with bow and arrow (Fig. 
2C). This rather amorphous animal was identified as an 
elephant because of its similarity to clearer depictions 
found in many parts of the area, usually having a black 
or white body and a distinct red dorsal stripe. This stripe 
can clearly be seen at the top of Figure 2C. 

Although these two panels are adjacent it does not 
necessarily mean that all the motifs are linked specifically 
to the sheep. However, Cooke (1969:106-107) mentions 
the connections between sheep paintings in Zimbabwe 
with unusual images of humans painted in more than one 

colour, and they are rarely depicted carrying weapons. 
Another interesting feature is that bichrome human 
figures are not found at any of the 90 siites seen by the 
authors in the Limpopo valley, nor recorded in the field 
notes of Harald Pager in his survey of Limpopo sites in 
the E960s and 1970s (Pager n.d.). 

Three of the human figures in this shelter are painted 
in red and white bichrome, and the kneeling figure 
appears to be painted in the same dark red pigment as the 
sheep. The styles of each panel differ, but the left hand 
panel shows several styles: for example the monochrome 
yellow antelope and humans; the bicbrome figures with 
headdresses; the elongated red monochrome figure and 
the hunter with the polychrome 'elephant'. 

The Hilda I site is situated in a large shelter consisting 
of cream-coloured Tshipise sandstone. Figures 3A and 
3B are from the same panel. The depictions illustrated in 
Figure 3A consist of a row of human figures either 
holding hands or carrying objects between them, and all 
have aprons or loin-cloths. Below this is a clear depiction 
of a fat-tailed sheep. To the left is another incomplete 
painting of a fat-tailed sheep which appears to have 
abnormally long hind legs (Fig. 3B). At the extreme left 
is a giraffe which apparently bas three front legs. 

The Soutpansberg sheep 
For the purposes of this discussion sheep paintings 

from Goro II and Salt Pan are chosen to illustrate the 
possible religious significance of sheep. 

Goro II shelter is situated on the farm Constance 
above the Goro stream high up in the Soutpansberg 
range. The shelter consists of typical pink quartzitic 
sandstone characteristic of the region. The painted panel 
consists of a number of human figures either with or 
without bows and arrows. The figures without weapons 
are i.n various postures, and one is superimposed on a 
sheep. At the lower centre of the frieze there is a sheep's 
head and to the extreme left is a large painting of a 
solitary sheep not sb.own in Figure 4. 

Salt Pan shelter is found on the farm Soutpan. This is 
a large, deep and rounded shelter with evidence of 
deposit containing LSA microliths. There are many 
paintings in this shelter including human activity groups, 
finger lines and dots, oval grids and a number of 
schematic and zoomorphic fingerpaintings. The sheep and 
associated triangular motifs are isolated from the main 
body of paintings, are painted in the same red pigment 
and are c. 1 ,5 m apart, but are shown in close proximity 
in Figure 5. The bind legs of the sheep are slightly 
elongated. 

SHEEP AND RELIGIOUS SYMBOLISM 

The human figure associated with the fat-tailed sheep at 
Edmondsburg Sheep Shelter (Fig. 2A) and the line of 
humans at Hilda I (Fig, 3A) are wearing loin-cloths or a 
type of apron which covers the buttocks. These features 
are r·eminiscent of fat tails and are mentioned by Walker 
( 1991: 191) as a possible link between the men and sheep. 
This feature may represent a conflation of visual and 
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Fig. 2A. Fat-tailed sheep. Edmondburg Sheep Shelter. Limpopo valley. 

somatic hallucination (see Katz 1982:237). Walker 
(1991:191) also mentions this connection with regard to 
the short forelegs and long hind legs of some of the sheep 
depictions in Botswana. The greatly exaggerated legs of 
the sheep at Hilda (Fig. 3B) and the depiction at Salt Pan 
(Fig. 5) may illustrate trance-related metamorphoses. 
Attenuation in the art is considered to indicate the feeling 
of elongation while in trance (Lewis-Williams & Dowson 
1989:76-77). 

The activity group associated with the Edmondsburg 
sheep (Fig. 2B) also has the characteristics of a trance 
scene, namely the head extensions, distended and 
elongated human body and the elephant and hunter. 
Garlake (1987b:183-184) describes many types of 
additions to the heads of figures in the Zimbabwean art, 
and considers some of the literal explanations of other 
writers to be untenable. He suggests that they clearly 
represent standardised signs, understood within the 
culture, and may have signified different forms of 
potency, power, sickness, spirit travel or trance. The 
thick-set figure is not only elongated but has unnaturally 
distended calves. Both elongation and distension are 
associated with trance (Garlake 1987a:50-5l; Lewis-

Williams & Dowson 1989:76). 
The accompanying large animal, or elephant and 

hunter may also signify trance performance (Fig. 2C). 
Garlake (1987b, 1989) describes a number of paintings 
apparently depicting the hunting of elephant in the rock 
art of Zimbabwe. He considers that the unreality of 
hunting such large anjmals with such flimsy and 
impractical weapons make these scenes more likely to 
depict ritual hunts. This is further supported by 
accompanying humans with head extensions and other 
characteristics of trance performance. These non-realistic 
images, be suggests, depict trance performance where the 
elephant is the trancer and the surrounding figures are 
those who assist and support tbe trancer. The bunter's 
arrow represents the metaphorical "arrows of potency" 
which are believed to be shot into the abdomens of 
aspirant trancers by nlum masters to regulate the 
activated potency necessary to enter full trance (see Katz 
1982:46) . An additional feature of the elephant is the 
presence of a red dorsal stripe which served as an aid in 
identifYing the animal at Sheep Shelter. In a sample of37 
sites on the northern side of the Limpopo it was found 
that 62,5% of elephant paintings as well as several rhino 
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Fig. 2B. A yellow antelope and group of male humans. The three figures at bottom left are painted in red and white pigment. 
The central da rk and red figure and bichrome figures have headdresses or head extentions. Edmondburg Sheep Shelter, 
L impopo valley. 

, 

Fig. 2C. A large animal or elephant depicted in red, pink and white pigment. Note the red dorsal stripe. Edmondburg Sheep 
Shelter , Limpopo valley. 

and giraffe displayed this feature (Eastwood et al. 
1995:103-104).1t has been tentatively suggested that the 
red dorsal stripe may be a metaphor for spinal potency 

(Eastwood & Cnoops 1993). It is well documented (e.g. 
Katz 1982) that activated potency rises along the spine 
during trance performance. 
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Fig. 3A. A line of human figures and a fat-tailed sheep. 
Hilda I, Limpopo valley. 
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Th,e giraffe associated with the paintings at Hilda has 
a very distinct mane of erect hairs and also appears to 
have three forelegs (Fig. 3B). Erect body hairs on 
humans associated wHh sheep are also mentioned by 
Huffman (1983) and are said to signify trance. Additional 
limbs are also associated with the experience of trance 
(Lewis-Williams 1988), and Walker (1991: 191) reports 
that one of the Thuni sheep paintings has an additional 
limb. 

The large activity group associated with the thin-tailed 
sheep at Goro II (Fig. 4) contains several interesting 
features. Many of the men are without weapons and 
appear in a variety of postures such as outstretched and 
upreaching arms, faiiEng forward and sitting, while two 
of the men armed with bows are lying down. One human 
is superimposed on the sheep. Superposition and 
juxtaposition of otherwise unrelated elements are, 
according to Lewis-W illiams (1981 :22), ways of altering 
or adding meaning to a painting. This who),e panel would 
suggest a trance scene with the sheep as the central 
animal motif. 

As mentioned previously, the sheep painting at Salt 
Pan (Fig. 5) appears to have slightly shortened forelegs 
and is associated with two triangles, one of which 
appears to have a human leg extending from its base. The 
meaning of these symbols and their association with the 
sheep are unclear but it certainly appears to be 
significant. These triangular or Y -shaped symbols are 
characteristic of the art of the Soutpansberg and Limpopo 
Valley. They are commonly associated with antelope, and 
human female or male activity groups. Accompanying 
human figures are sometimes elongated or in the bending
forward posture or have head or neck extensions 
suggesting trance performance. These motifs appear to 
have a range of possible meanings (such as symbols of 
ferti lity, menarcheal rites, trance potency or social 
metaphors) as well as complex associations, which are 
difficult to interpret (Eastwood et al. 1995 :104). 

The paintings of humans and sheep from Ruchera 
Cave, Mtoko in Zimbabwe are described by Huffman 
(1983) as evidently a trance scene where the sheep are a 
likely component of the ritual (Fig. 6). Garlake 
( l987a:76) described these paintings as consisting of a 
herd of twenty nine sheep. One of their "herders" has a 
protrusion on the chest and many white lines emanate 
from his head. A group of dancing figures is portrayed 
above the herd of sheep. In addition Huffman (1983:51) 
described some of the dancers as having erect hairs all 
over their bodies, ot!hers with snout-faces, infibulated 
penises or lines emanating from their heads. Despite the 
relatively large distance between Mtoko in north-eastern 
Zimbabwe and the Soutpansberg-Limpopo region, many 
of these paintings have strikingly similar associations. 

A mention of sheep and Khoekhoen ritual is to be 
found in Schapera (1930:298-299) where sheep are 
slaughtered, and singing, dancing and praying take place 
after discovery of distemper in the flock. Another ritual 
is to drive sheep through a fire, which is construed to be 
efficacious in repelling the attentions of predators . 
Hoemle (1985:75-76) mentions sheep being used in rain-
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Fig. 3B. Remains of a fat-tailed sheep with elongated legs. The giraffe on the left has three fore-legs. Hilda I, Limpopo valley. 
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Fig. 4. A thin fat-tailed sheep and human males. (Black denotes red pigment and stipples are yellow pigment). Goro ll, 
Soutpansberg. 

making ceremonies by contemporary Nama. 
Hunter-gatherer societies in the Kalahari are placed 

under high dietary stress during late spring/early summer 
seasons as carbohydrate supplies are depleted. As they 
begin to rely more on hunting they encounter increasing 
numbers of animals whose meat is lean. The intake of 
lean-meat results in a dietary need to increase lean-meat 
consumption to satisfy basal metabolic needs. (Speth 
1987:18). The introduction of sheep into the study area 

could have resulted in a sustainable source of fat, even if 
such stock was not easy to acquire. Eland fat was 
regarded by the San to be a source of supernatural 
potency (Lewis-Williams 1981 :50), and Huffman 
(1983:51) extended this to include the fat of sheep and 
suggested that this has contributed to sheep being 
exploited as religious potency symbols. He proposed that 
the sheep paintings are not likely to be simple scenes of 
herders, but complex statements about the control of 
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Fig. S. A thin fat-tailed sheep and two triangular motifs. Salt Pan, Soutpansberg. 

Fig. 6. A small section or the sheep paintings from Rue hera 
Cave, Mtoko, Zimbabwe. The male figure at the far left has 
hairs on his body which are not shown here. (Redrawn from 
Summers (1959:33, fig. 14)). 

potency and are concerned with trance and medicine 
men. 

In some cases Botletli River San groups were 
impoverished by immigrants and in others they prospered 
by adaptation to mixed farming technologies (Cashdan 
1986:309-310, 314). The complexity of contemporary 
interaction may also be inferred for historical scenarios. 
In either case, one of the implications of stress set up by 
interaction and the resultant competition with more 
powerful immigrants would have been the intensification 
of ritual such as the healing or trance dance of the San 
(cf Guenther 1976; Manhire et al 1986:28) and this in 
turn may have been represented in the art. 

CONCLUSION 

One of the major limitations to rock art interpretatio·n in 
southern Africa is the absence of reliable sequential 
dating techniques. This is especially the case when trying 

to illustrate cultural process in rock: art. 
The distribution of depictions of sheep in the study 

area is interesting, with the thin-tailed variety found 
exclusiively in the western Soutpansberg and the fat-tailed 
variety elsewhere in the region. The absence of Early 
Iron Age settlements on the Limpopo and the extensive 
presence of these sites in the Soutpansberg have led us to 
make a tenuous connection between the Early Iron Age 
farmers and thin-tailed sheep. The records of Khoekhoen 
migration routes and their historical presence in the 
Makgabeng and Limpopo River valley have likewise led 
us to believe in the possibility of the Khoekhoenlfat-tailed 
sheep connection. However, at this stage our knowledge 
is not extensive enough to draw any concrete conclusions 
from these data. 

The subjects with which the images of sheep are 
associated have led us to infer by analogy that they may 
be considered in a ritual context. The transfer of the 
shamanistic model to interpret certain traits in the art of 
the Northern Province is beset with problems, and should 
be approached with caution. Nonetheless, th.e universality 
of the healing dances among diverse groups of hunter
gatherers in southern Africa and its connections to the art 
has led us to apply it to some of the images associated 
with the sheep. The value of sheep to the San as a 
sustainable source of fat, and the likelihood that these 
animals were considered to be sources of supernatural 
potency would have been a motivation to portray them in 
paint. 

The stressful effects of interaction may also have 
resulted in intensification of healing dances, and this in 
turn would be reflected in the art. Taking into account 
the probably extensive cultural flow of ritual and world 
view of the San and their neighbours in the region, it 
seems evident from the sheep paintings and associated 
scenes that , despite contact, the San retained at least 
some of their ancestral ritual at the time that the paintings 
were executed. 
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The recurrent theme throughout this paper is 
interaction. On the one hand the interaction between 
peoples, resulting in the introduction of sheep to the San. 
On the other hand the interaction between the depictions 
of sheep and other animals, abstracts and humans. In 
both senses sheep are central to a network of conne· 
ctions, at the heart, so to speak, of an interactionary 
plexus. 
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