
A QUANTATIVE ANALYSIS OF THE ROCK ART FROM A 
SAMPLE AREA IN THE WESTERN CAPE* 

ABSTRACT 

Quantative methods were applied to a sample of 
46 rock art sites, whose main components, humans, 
animals and hand prints, were analysed. Data on the 
size of human groups yielded inconclusive results but it 
was noted that identifiable females and identifiable 
males are rigidly separated, the latter predominating. 
The frequency of different animal types was compared 
to two faunal samples from other sources. Results show 
that the art neglected the smaller animals and probably 
over-represented certain large ones, but otherwise may 
give a reasonable idea of the proportions of larger 
animals consumed. Quantities show that the primary 
element in the art is the human figure, particularly the 
male, and not the animals. The distribution of hand 
prints shows that they are somewhat separated from 
the other paintings, while their sizes, with some reser­
vations, indicate a people of Bushman stature. 

INTRODUCTION 

Large numbers of sites with rock paintings 
have come to light in recent years in the 
Western Cape. Over 350 have been recorded 
by Johnson, Rabinowitz and Sieff in the 
belt of mountains between Worcester and 
Van Rhynsdorp, while other workers have 
also recorded considerable numbers. With 
this quantity of material available it was 
decided to make an analysis of a number of 
sites in close proximity in order that an 
objective assessment could be made of the 
content of this art. The main aim of this 
paper is to present this information in an 
objective and numerical form so that it may 
be directly compared with similar infor­
mation from the rock art of other regions 
when this becomes available. In addition 
some interpretation of the features observed 
is offered. The analysis was limited to three 
main aspects, human figures, animals and 
hand prints. Less common items such as 
articles of dress and equipment and abstract 
patterns were not included and where 
paintings were faint or where their identifi­
cation was in doubt they were ignored . 

The greatest concentration of rock art lies 
east of Clan william over Pakhuis Pass which 
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is also one of the best explored areas. A 
sample approximately 4 miles by 6 miles in 
extent was chosen from within this area and 
the 46 painted sites it contained were 
re-visited in the courSe of 8 days' field work. 
It was considered that the sample should 
include sufficient examples to give a reason­
ably balanced assemblage of paintings, from 
which an idea of the art of this region could 
be formed . However, the analysis refers 
specifically to the sample area; its validity 
for the region as a whole is not established. 
Unknown factors such as the possibility of 
different periods of art or peoples of different 
cultures having painted, have had to be 
ignored. 

HUMAN FIGURES 

This section of the analysis attempted to 
determine whether the size and sex com­
position of painted groups of humans might 
yield some information on the social life of 
the people who produced the paintings. In 
particular it was hoped that data on the 
average size and composition of the bands of 
these hunter-gatherers might emerge. The 
results in this respect were disappointing 
but certain other features do emerge. 

The sample included 1,471 human figures 
of which 797 or about half occurred in 
groups of three or more. The histogram 
(Fig. 1) shows a progressive decline in the 
frequency of groups as the number of 
individuals per group increases, Such a 
pattern would seem to indicate that there is 
little or no correlation between on the one 
hand, the average number of individuals 
depicted in the paintings of groups, and on 
the other hand, the average number of 
people who would actually have formed a 
group in the society concerned. Only in the 
case of male groups does the histogram 
(Fig. I) show a peak, this being for groups 
containing 5 individuals. Whatever the 
significance of this may be (a possible inter-
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pretation is that it may represent the average 
size of a hunting party), it is clearly -a feature 
of the art of the sample area. . 

Analysis of the sex composition 9f groups 
has yielded more pOsitive information. The 
individuals ,in each group were classified as 
male, female or indeterminate. This was 
based primarily o,n sexual characteristics, 
but figures with bows and quivers were 
induded under males in accordance with 
Willcox's 1 statement that "it is infinitely 
more likely that any figure holding a bow 
in Africa should be a man." From the total 
of 797 figures in groups, 227 are male, 70 are 
female and 500 indeterminate. Thus the 
ratio of identifiable males to identifiable 
females is 3.2: I showing a considerable 
masculine bias. While some of the male and 
some of the female groups include indeter­
minate figures, in no case were both identi­
fiable males and identifiable females shown 
together. An interpretation for this is that 
it indicates strict division of the people 
concerned into groups based on sex and is 
probably a reflection of, strict division of 
labour between the sexes, a feature remarked 
on by Schapera2 and other authors in 
connection with modern Bushman groups. 
More important than the reasons for such 
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Fig. 1: Frequency of human group .Ize. 
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features is the question of whether or not 
they occur in the rock art of other regions. 

ANIMALS 
In classifying the animals it was impossible 

to avoid a certain element of subjectivity, but 
this was kept as small as possible by com­
paring the opinions of two and sometimes 
three people who are familiar with the rock 
art of this area, during the course of the 
field work. Where doubt or disagreement 
existed,the items were assigned to indeter­
minate categories. The upper row of Table 1 
gives details of the animals included in the 
sample. The Possible Equid category refers 
to paintings of horse-like animals with 
their tails raised in the air. 

Most if not all the animals would have 
formed part of the diet of the painters, with 
the exception of the domestic dog. The main 
problem is therefore to determine to what 
extent the proportions of the different types 
reflect their relative importance as food, as 
opposed to a preference among the painters 
for depicting particular types, whether for 
aesthetic or other reasons. The fact that at 
least half the animals are antelope, together 
with the complete absence of any wild 
carnivores, (althOUgh rare examples are 
known from outside the sample area), does 
indicate that the artists were essentially 
concerned with animals which supplied them 
with food. These features, together with the 
virtual absence of smaller animals, show that 
the faunal component of the sample is not a 
true reflection of the faunal population of 
the area. The neglect of the smaller animals 
is of particular significance as it appears 
that some of these would have been the 
main sources of protein food. 

'In order to get some idea of what the 
fauna hunted by Later Stone Age peoples in 
this area would have been like, two com­
parative sets of data have been included as 
the second and third rows in Table I. The 
first is a faunal assemblage from a salvage 
excavation in a Later Stone Age deposit in 
the Gamtoos vaney described by Hendy,S 
while the second is the annual kill of a band 
of about 80 G/wi Bushmen in the Central 

March,1967 

R
ep

ro
du

ce
d 

by
 S

ab
in

et
 G

at
ew

ay
 u

nd
er

 li
ce

nc
e 

gr
an

te
d 

by
 th

e 
Pu

bl
is

he
r (

da
te

d 
20

10
). 



Tabl. I 

Antelope 
." ... :; ]1 tf.fa 3 1 ~ i M 

·1~HJi i ~ I Q j zj J ... 's. 
J~ ] .s '3 ~~ ~:; !J~ ! '3 

s {:. Ii' is'M ~ij '" ~ 

Rock Art 
Sample 80 22 93 21 216 40 3-- 8 17 1 8 - - - 5 - I 1 5 125 430 

. (W, Cape) 

Gamtoos 
AK 1 - 326NA 29 -- I--NA 1 1 10 11 25 7 23---NA lOS 

(E. Cape) 

" 
G/wi 

Bushmen 9 SO 168 NA 227 - - - 1 - NA 1 - 32 297 227 161 440 47 - - NA 1433 
(Kalahari) 

(NA = Not applicable) 

Kalahari estimated by Silberbauer. f Only a 
general comparison between these three 
entities is possible since the infonnation in 
each case was collected by quite different 
methods, each with its particular limitations. 
In addition. they come from three different 
ecological zones whose faunas would have 
differed. although to what extent is not 
known. Some species would have been 
absent from some areas, for example elephant 
and rhinoceros are not now found in the 
Central Kalahari. f Relative proportions of 
animal types 'would have differed in each 
area, for example while the number of eland 
from the Kalahari is small compared to 
that from. the rock art sample. a large 
number of gemsbok were caught. which 
may partly account for the discrepancy. In 
spite of these limitations. the comparison 
does emphasize the imbalance of'the rock 
art sample, in particular the absence of most 
smaller mammals and tortoises, a feature 
that Cooke I has established for the Rhodesian 
rock art also. 

While the paintings do not show the 
proportions in which all animals were taken 
for food, they may give some indication of 
this so far as the larger types are concerned. 
In the case of the antilope the rock art 
numbers agree to a considerable extent with 
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those of the Kalahari Bushmen except for 
the large number of eland in the paintings. 
Apart from ecological· factors mentioned 
above, this might also be inftuenced by the 
eland having some particular importance of 
a religious or other nature. Another feature 
which requires some comment is the large 
number of elephants painted. CookelS con­
siders that "it is very. doubtful if many 
elephants were accounted for by nonnal 
hunting methods." Evidence from the rock 
art, however, suggests that this may not have 
been the case. In the Western Cape hunting 
scenes are rare, only three were recorded in 
the sample area, yet there are two and 
possibly three examples in the Western Cape 
which show elephants being hunted; in one 
arrows are actually protruding from the 
trunk. It seems that elephant were hunted by 
bow and arrow in this region; all the same, 
the large number of paintings may well be 
optimistic. 

From this sample then it appears that the 
painted fauna is heavily biased in favour of 
the larger herbivorous animals, but that 
within this group, while some species such as 
the eland and elephant are probably over­
represented, it does give a general indication 
of the relative importance of the different 
types. It should be possible to make a more 
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meaningful comparison at such time as 
faunal assemblages from Later Stone Age 
deposits in this area are excavated and 
analysed. 

HUMANS AND ANIMALS 
A striking feature of the sample is the 

great predominance of humans over animals, 
there being 1,471 human figures to 430 
animals, a ratio of 3.4: I. In the first place 
this shows conclusively that sympathetic 
hunting magic could only have played a 
small part in the art of this region, if 
indeed it was present at all. Here again there 
is agreement with the analysis of animals in 
Rhodesian rock art by Cooke. 6 Secondly 
the art is not essentially animalistic as 
appears to be the case in some zones of 
prehistoric art, such as the engravings of the 
Karroo and High Veld or the Franco­
Cantabrian palaeolithic art, but is more 
concerned with the human figure. The pre­
dominance of identifiable males over identi­
fiable females shows that the major element 
of the art is the human male, single or 
grouped. Such figures are commonly painted 
with their bows, quivers and bags, the 
every-day equipment of these hunter­
gatherers, yet actual scenes of hunting and 
other activities are. rare. It would seem 
therefore that the essence of this art is the 
human figure, usually male, equipped for its 
daily activities, but that the actual perfor­
mance of the activity was not of much 
significance to the art. 

HAND PRINTS 
The hand prints were analysed from two 

aspects, their size and the numbers per site, 
which have been discussed by Willcox 6 and 
Cooke 7 respectively. In the latter case Cooke 
has shown that only five sites in Rhodesia 
contain hand prints and of these, while one 
has over ISO, the others have no more than 

3 or 4. In the Western Cape hand prints are 
much more common; of the 46 sites in the 
sample area 9 contain them, a ratio of I :5. 
Numbers per site are shown in Table II and 
indicate that as in Rhodesia, large quantities 
are only found at occasional sites. Familiarity 
with the rock art of this region gives one the 
impression that hand prints tend to occur in 
shelters where there are not many other 
paintings. The numbers of human and 
animal figures at each site were therefore 
included in Table II for comparison. 
Although small, the sample does indicate 
two things-sites where figure paintings are 
numerous quite often include a few hand 
prints-and sites with many prints have 
relatively . few other paintings. The pro­
portions of hand prints to figure paintings 
certainly varies greatly from shelter to 
shelter, from which it seems that the practice 
of making hand prints was not just another 
aspect of the art but represents a somewhat 
separate cultural trait. It seems that certain 
rock shelters tended to be set aside for this 
purpose, but there was no absolute separation. 

The second aspect of the analysis is a 
continuation of Willcox's6 work which 
aimed at determining the height and hence 
the race of people from the length of their 
hand prints. His method of measuring "end 
of the longest finger to 'heel' of hand" was 
followed, but whereas he avoided possible 
repetitions of the same hand, it was felt 
that this would involve subjective selection, 
thus all prints with the two extremities clear 
were measured; a total of 43. Measurement 
was to the nearest . I mm. by means of a 
Vernier scale, whereas Willcox's are to the 
nearest quarter-inch and then converted to 
metric. One might suggest that measurement 
in the field to the nearest mm. is all that is 
desirable. The lengths are contained in Fig. 2 
where they are grouped in .5 em. classes. 

Table II : Number of hand prln" per site 

Total Number 785 56 20 19 16 13 8 3 I 

Number measured 27 8 1 1 I 4 I - -
Human and Animal Figures 73 13 4 66 123 189 153 72 3 
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The mean value of 1~.40 em. agrees well 
with, but is slightly higher than, the 14. 29 
and 14.08 obtained by Willcox6 for the 
Southern and Western Cape respectively. 
The latter region includes the sample area 
and one site visited by Willcox falls within 
this. If the mean is multiplied by the factor 
I . 112 suggested for conversion from prints 
to actual hand lengths, a figure of 16.01 
results. This is virtually identical to the 
mean of 15.94 obtained by Willcox from 
four samples of Bushman hand measure­
ments. If in tum this value is multiplied by 
the factor of 9.61 suggested as the ratio 
between hand length and height, the result 
is 153.86 em. again agreeing with Willcox's 
figure of 153.35 for Bushman height. As a 
result of Willcox's work, Wells8 has reviewed 
the available evidence on Bushman and 
Hottentot heights. Of the Bushmen the 
twelve samples give a mean of 156.78 em. 
while the four Hottentot samples give. a 
mean of 161.08 em., a surprisingly small 
difference on which both authors comment. 
The Bushman mean of Wells is also 3 em. 
larger than that of Willcox. 

LENGTH 

Fig. 2: Frequenclf of hand print lengths 
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The mean size of hand prints for the 
_ sample area indicates that the people con­
cerned were of Bushman stature, possibly 
somewhat smaller than the average: Fig. 2, 
however, suggests that the mean value alone 
may be somewhat misleading since there is 
a wide range of lengths. Those around 
12 em. may have been the work of children, 
in which case the mean would not be reaDy 
comparable with the figures from living 
Bushmen which include only adult males. 
Quite a number of the larger prints would be 
closer to the mean Hottentot size from 
available information. On the other hand, 
the size r.ange of the hand prints is almost 
equalled by the range in Bushman hand 
lengths quoted by Willcox.8 Thus the 
evidence from this sample indicates that the 
hand prints were made by people of approxi­
mately the same size as- modem Bushmen. 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
lowe much gratitude to Messrs T. 

Johnson and H. Rabinowitz and various 
members ;of the University of Cape Town 
Archaeological Field Club for their co­
operation in the field, to Prof. L. H. Wells 
and Mr R. R. Inskeep for instructive 
discussion, and to Mrs A. McMinn for her 
typing. 

1. WILLCOX, A. R. (1963): The Rock Art of South 
Africa. Johannesburg, NellIon. 

2. 8cHAPmI.A., I. (1930): The KJw#.ft1ll Peopks of South 
Africa. London, Routledge & Keegan Paul. 

3. HmmBY, Q. B. and SINomt. R. (1965): S. Afr. 
Archtuwl. Bull., XX, IJ(), 206-213. 

4. SILBl!IUJAUJIk. G. B. (1965): Bushman SlineY 
Report. Gaberones, Bechuanaland Government. 

5. CooKE, C. K. (1964): Amoltlitl, 1, 13. 
6. WILLCOX, A. R. (1959): S. Afr. J. Sci., 55, 292·298. 
7. CooKE, C. K. (1965): S. Afr. Archoeol. Bull., XX, 

77,46-47. 
8. WIILLS, L. H. (1960): S. Afr. J. Sci., 56, 277-281. 

EAOLE'S NEST, 
CoNSTAN11A, 
CAPE. 

Suid-Afrikaanse Tydskri/lfir Wetenskap 

R
ep

ro
du

ce
d 

by
 S

ab
in

et
 G

at
ew

ay
 u

nd
er

 li
ce

nc
e 

gr
an

te
d 

by
 th

e 
Pu

bl
is

he
r (

da
te

d 
20

10
). 




