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Chapter 5

Appropriating colonial dress in the rock art
of the Makgabeng plateau, South Africa

Catherine Namono & Johan van Schalkwyk

The Makgabeng plateau in Limpopo Province, northern
South Africa (Fig. 5.1) is one of four distinct rock art
areas within the Central Limpopo Basin, aside from
Soutpansberg, the Limpopo-Shashe Confluence Area
and north-eastern Venda (Eastwood 2003, 14). The
Makgabeng has three rock art traditions, often found
in the same shelters: that associated with hunter-gath-
erers, Khoekhoe herders and Ntu language-speaking
farmers (Hall & Smith 2000; Eastwood & Van Schalk-
wyk, 2001; Eastwood et. al. 2002; Eastwood 2003; Smith
& Van Schalkwyk 2002). On the Makgabeng, there are
617 recorded rock art sites and 398 of these contain rock
paintings made by Ntu language-speaking Northern
Sotho (Namono & Eastwood, 2005, 2).

Northern Sotho rock art tradition comprises
two categories: one linked to initiation and themati-
cally gendered; the other is linked to nineteenth- and
early twentieth-century political protest and colonial
contact. Rock art linked to boys” initiation comprises
human figures and images of about 20 different animal
species, as well as crocodilian motifs called kéma (Fig.
5.2a) (Moodley 2008; Van Schalkwyk & Smith 2004;
Smith & Van Schalkwyk 2002; Hall & Smith 2000).
Imagery linked to girls’ initiation comprises geometric
designs and a spread-eagled motif called koma (Fig.
5.2b) (Namono 2004; Eastwood & Tlouamma 2003)) or
koma ya basadi (Namono & Eastwood 2005). The second
category, of political protest and colonial contact rock
art, includes depictions of figures in colonial clothing,
figures mounted on horses with guns, gun-wielding
figures on foot, figures with hands on their hips, as well
as wagons, motor vehicles and trains (Fig. 5.3a & b).

Field research conducted by RARI staff and
Edward Eastwood on the Makgabeng plateau between
1999 and 2008 indicates that of the 398 recorded
Northern Sotho rock art sites on the plateau, 56 per
cent have imagery mainly attributed to boys’ initia-
tion, 20 per cent to girls” initiation and 24 per cent to
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colonial contact or protest (Fig. 5.4). 29 per cent of
the sites have images linked to both girls” and boys’
initiation (Fig. 5.5). 13 per cent of the 398 sites have
images linked to all three themes while 44 per cent
are associated with boys’ initiation and colonial mate-
rial culture. Only 14 per cent of the sites have girls’
initiation imagery and colonial material culture motifs
occurring together. This implies that colonial material
culture and initiation imagery occur together at 71
per cent of the sites.

This paper considers the relationship between
colonial and initiation imagery, the probable intention(s)
of its makers, as well as the Northern Sotho experience
of colonialism, particularly in relation to the intro-
duction of European styles of clothing by German
missionaries. We argue that the Africans appropriated
European dress and through their rock art re-signified
or symbolized it, as part of a process of reconstituting
their identity to become ‘Northern Sotho’.

Arrivals and departures in the landscape

According to Krige (1937), the Northern Sotho of the
Makgabeng plateau include people who identify as
Koni, MoletSe, Birwa, Tshadibe, Tlokwa, Tau and
Hananwa (Krige 1937, 354;). Krige cites oral traditions
identifying the Koni of Kgosi Matala as the earli-
est farming inhabitants of the Makgabeng plateau,
believed to have arrived around ap 1730 (Krige 1937).
The Koni were followed by the Moletse and people who
self-identified as Tlokwa, between ap 1756 and ap 1760
(Morton 2013). Eastwood & van Schalkwyk (2003) sug-
gest that around ap 1800, the Hananwa, under their
founder Kgosi Sebudi Leboho (Maleboho), joined the
Birwa, Venda, Ralotang, Motlatlane and Madibana on
the Blouberg Mountain (Eastwood & Van Schalkwyk
2003), from where they began to rule over most of the
Makgabeng area (Krige 1937).
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Figure 5.1. Location of the
Makgabeng in Limpopo

Province, South Africa.

According to Makhura (1997) and Morton (2009),
Dutch-born Coenraad de Buys, leader of a racially
mixed community (mainly Bastards, Corannas and
Griquas) known as the Buys people, or the maSeted,i,
also settled on the Blouberg and the western extreme
of the Soutpansberg in the 1820s (Makhura 1997, 1934;
Morton 2009, 7). Apart from individual hunters, travel-
lers and traders, early contact with other whites was
initiated by the arrival of two parties of Voortrekkers
from the Cape during 1836. This contact became more
sustained after the establishment of a longer lasting
settlement at Schoemansdal (1848-67) in the nearby
Soutpansberg mountain range, Limpopo. The rock art
on the plateau depicts wagons and people dressed in
western clothes that may reflect local encounters with
early traders and missionaries.

Peter Delius (2001) argues that early African
Christians were mainly migrant workers who had
encountered Christianity during their sojourns in
places like the Cape Colony and Natal (Delius 2001,
431) and who, upon their return home, converted oth-
ers. According to Delius (2001, 436), early European
missionaries to areas like the Makgabeng depended
heavily on the linguistic, social and political skills of
such migrant converts.

European missionary activity began in the
area during the 1860s, after Rev. S. Hofmeyr, of the
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Dutch Reformed Church (DRC) in the Cape Province,
obtained permission from the Hananwa chief, (Kgosi)
Matseokwane, to establish a mission station in the Blou-
berg and Makgabeng region. Since he could not find a
missionary from DRC to send, he permitted the Berlin
Mission Society to establish a mission in November
1868. Rev. E.B. Beyer initiated the first station, called
Blaauwberg, located at the foot of the Blouberg, where
he stayed until 1874. Initially the local inhabitants had
good relations with the mission, and Kgosi Matseok-
wane allowed the community to attend church, except
during the initiation school period. However, he was
later angered when his Headman, Moses Makeere,
converted to Christianity and abandoned the dipheko
(divining stick) that Kgosi Matseokwane had person-
ally given to him. Matseokwane is said to have allowed
the Baroa (San / Bushman descendants) to settle next
to the mission station to provoke the missionaries.
In 1870, a mission station was established in the
Makgabeng plateau by Rev. R.F.G. Triimpelmann. In
1875, Triimpelmann left because, according to him, the
area was becoming ‘too dangerous” and difficult due
to droughts and fever epidemics. Missionary Herbst
followed Triimpelmann, but in 1894 the Blouberg mis-
sion and the Makgabeng mission stations merged, and
by 1896, Makgabeng was regarded as an outstation for
the Blaauwberg station. In 1892, Missionary Sonntag
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Figure 5.2. Older rock art linked to initiation; (a) images associated with boys” initiation and (b) are associated
with girls” initiation. Photographs courtesy and copyright The Rock Art Research Institute, South Africa,
www.sarada.co.za. University of Witwatersrand. South African Rock Art Digital Archive Ref Nos.

(a) RARI-RSA-BOE5-18 & RARI-RSA-BOES-4; (b) RARI-RSA-BOE18-3 & RARI-RSA-TOO74-8.

Figure 5.3. Recent rock art linked to colonial contact / political protest. Photographs courtesy and copyright
The Rock Art Research Institute, South Africa, www.sarada.co.za. University of Witwatersrand. South African Rock
Art Digital Archive Ref No. RARI-RSA-BOE16-27D & RARI-RSA-BOE24-1.
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arrived at Blaauwberg to find conflicts between Kgosi
Kgalushi Leboho, white farmers and their local rep-
resentative Barend Vorster, Native Commissioner for
the South Africa Republic (ZAR), based at Kalkbanlk,
Soutpansberg, approximately 50 km south of Blouberg.

Following British defeat during the first South
African War of 1880-1, the area had been regarded as
part of the legitimate sphere of influence of the South
African Republic (ZAR) in the Transvaal. After Kgosi
Kgalushi Leboho refused to pay taxes to the ZAR, the
then President Paul Kruger was determined to crush
African independence in the region, resulting in the
Maleboho war of 1894 (Sonntag 1983; Van Schalkwyk
& Moifatswane 1991; Joubert & Van Schalkwyk, 1999).
Many Northern Sotho took refuge in the Makgabeng,
and the mission station became a place of refuge
for Christians and non-Christians alike. Missionary
Sonntag defended the Hananwa during the war but
was mistrusted by both sides. During the siege of
Kgalushi’s capital, Sonntag convinced the Kgosi to
surrender.

After the siege, Kgalushi was imprisoned for 7
years in a Pretoria prison with most of his councillors. In
1897, Sonntag left the Blaauwberg following the death of
his wife and was replaced by another missionary, Rev.

Colonial contact

Male-Col

Fem-Col

Mal-Fem
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Male initiation

Female initiation

Figure 5.4. Percentage of sites where
rock art motifs associated with male
initiation, female initiation or colonial
contact are dominant, from 398 Northern
Sotho rock art sites recorded on the
Makgabeng plateau.

Mal-Fem-Col

Figure 5.5. Percentage of sites showing
the co-occurrences of different motif
types, from 398 Northern Sotho rock art
sites recorded on the Makgabeng plateau.

Franz. In 1900, when the British overran Pretoria during
the Second South African War, they released Kgalushi
and his councillors. Upon release from prison, Kgalushi
returned to Makgabeng and rejected the influence of
the missionaries, establishing an initiation school on
the land held by the mission station as a deliberate
provocation. Commissioner Vorster and missionary
Franz set fire to the lodge, further inflaming tension
between the chief and the missionaries.

Itis clear that initiation was a key point of tension
in the relationships that unfolded between missionaries
and chiefs. The establishment of initiation schools was
a key chiefly prerogative, and participation in them
is one of the ways in which subjects demonstrated
their support, so missionary opposition to what were
understood as pagan rites constituted a direct challenge
to chiefly authority. The male and female initiation
rituals of bjale and bodika are central to developing
and entrenching Northern Sotho collective (social)
identity. These ceremonies mark the transition into
adulthood of boys and girls and involve instruction
about appropriate adult behaviour. Initiation becomes
areference point for the rest of one’s life; membership
and the characteristics of one’s initiation regiment
(mephato), which generally takes its name from the
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chief’s sons who led the boys through the rites, are
central to adult identity. Changes in forms of dress are
one of the ways in which this transition to adulthood
has typically been marked (James 1996, 4). Therefore,
itis no doubt significant that, as noted above, initiation
imagery and depictions of colonial material culture,
and particularly European clothing, occur together at
71 per cent of sites in the Makgabeng plateau. What
we have described above, from the arrival of colonial
traders and missionaries, to the Maleboho war of 1894,
contributed in one way or another to the new iconog-
raphy found in the rock art discussed in this paper.

Rock art re-signified

Smith & Van Schalkwyk (2002) and Van Schalkwyk &
Smith (2004) have argued that many of the depictions
of Western material culture were made as pointed
humour, to chronicle a political struggle, and to serve
as a form of catharsis in relation to the 1894 war against

the ZAR government. Here we intend to consider
‘struggle’, in a more complex and culturally mani-
fested manner. Rock art can shed light on indigenous
perspectives on, and responses to, colonization, and
we suggest that many of the depictions of European
clothing may have been subtle acts of artistic rebel-
lion against forms of imposed missionary discipline,
demeanour and control.

Some of the 398 Northern Sotho rock art sites are
easily visible and accessible, but most are not because
those associated with initiation are often in secluded
areas, far away from areas of settlement. The rock
art imagery discussed here focuses on depictions of
figures in Western clothing or demonstrating forms
of Western demeanour, such as holding hands or
standing with hands on the hips (Figs. 5.6-10). Figure
5.6 depicts human figures wearing typically male and
female forms of clothing, trousers and long dresses,
holding hands in a line. Those with dresses all seem
to wear a black belt around the waist. This might be

Figure 5.6. The women in crinolines, men in shirts and trousers, and men and women holding hands. The bottom part
of this panel has imagery associated with boys initiation. Photograph courtesy and copyright The Rock Art Research
Institute, South Africa, www.sarada.co.za. University of Witwatersrand. South African Rock Art Digital Archive

Ref No. RARI-EEC-RSA-BLA46-1.
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Figure 5.7. A close-up of the panel showing the male figure holding the female figure as if dancing. Both are
wearing colonial clothing. Photograph courtesy and copyright The Rock Art Research Institute, South Africa,
www.sarada.co.za. University of Witwatersrand. South African Rock Art Digital Archive Ref No. RARI-RSA-TOO1-44.

Figure 5.8. The site showing the context of the panel in Figure 5.7 and the rock art linked to initiation.
Photograph courtesy and copyright The Rock Art Research Institute, South Africa, www.sarada.co.za. University
of Witwatersrand. South African Rock Art Digital Archive Ref No. RARI-RSA-TOO1-1.
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Figure 5.9. Images interspersed with animal motifs. The figures appear to be dressed in elaborate stiff skirts (b1 & 2)
and knickerbockers (b1). In figure a (1), two images are dressed in what appear to be waistcoats. Photographs courtesy
and copyright The Rock Art Research Institute, South Africa, www.sarada.co.za. University of Witwatersrand.

South African Rock Art Digital Archive Ref Nos. (a) RARI-RSA-NIE3-35; (a1) RARI-RSA-NIE3-19;

(b) RARI-RSA-LNG1-85; (b1) RARI-RSA-LNG1-18; (b2) RARI-RSA-LNG1-20.

an indication of a costume that was worn during folk
dancing (Afrikaans = volkspele), or a maypole festi-
val, associated with spring, and Germanic in origin.
Such traditions and symbolism would likely have
resonated well with the Northern Sotho given their
celebration of their various communal rituals, such
as the preparation of the seeds for planting (go ntsha
péu), first fruits ritual (go loma lerdtse), and other rites
associated with fertility.

In Figure 5.7, a male figure is depicted wearing a
hat, waistcoat, shirt, trouser, and shoes. He appears to
have one hand on his waist and the other holding that
of a female figure wearing a dress and shoes, probably
with a scarf on her head. These figures appear to be
dancing inside a house. The house appears to be a
typical Northern Sotho cone-on-cylinder structure with
a thatched roof, indicated by the central apex for the
thatch. However, the door indicates western influence
of 90-degree doorframes. The location of this panel in
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a‘pocket’ is indicated by a red rectangle in Figure 5.8,
adjacent to a larger panel of colonial contact and boys’
initiation motifs in the foreground.

In Figure 5.9a & b, human figures and colonial
contact imagery are interspersed with animal imagery
normally associated with boys initiation. Details in
(Fig.5.9a1) and (Fig. 5.9b 1 & 2) depict pointed or high
heeled shoes, riding boots (Fig. 5.9b 1), waist-coats,
hats, skirts, as well as dresses with probable crinolines
(Fig. 5.9b 1& 2). In Figure 5.10, human figures, possibly
female, are depicted wearing head gear, heeled shoes,
dresses or skirts; while other figures, probably male,
are shown wearing boots and trousers in a stance with
their arms on their hips. In the redrawing on the right
of Figure 5.10, the group at the bottom are depicted in
a line, holding hands.

These painted panels provide examples Northern
Sotho depictions of colonial material culture in rock
art, and suggest that gestural patterns and items of
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Figure 5.10. Images with hands ‘akimbo’ appear to be wearing shoes; men are wearing trousers and women are
dressed in short dresses. Shown alongside reverse ground redrawing. Photograph and drawing courtesy and copyright
The Rock Art Research Institute, South Africa, www.sarada.co.za. University of Witwatersrand. South African Rock
Art Digital Archive Ref Nos. RARI-RSA-BOE16-14D & RARI-RSA-BOE16-2R.

European clothing were key features of many of these
rock art images.

Clothing, costume, dress

Robert Ross (2008, 6) has defined clothing as ‘items of
apparel, generally but by no means always made of
some form of textile, leather and so forth” and dress as
‘the complete look, including for instance hair styling,
tattooing and cosmetic scarification as well as items of
apparel’. According to Ross (2008, 6) ‘costume’ denotes
both dress and clothing; it may be peculiar to a nation,
region, group, or historical period and may be regional
or localized, every day, ceremonial or ritual; it dem-
onstrates unambiguity and denotes specific identity.
According to Pierre Bourdieu (1986) clothing can also
function as a marker of social class, an aspect of cultural
capital that allows elites to establish, maintain and repro-
duce positions of power, thus reinforcing relations of
dominance and subordination; the well-to-do in society
wear fine clothes to communicate their social status.
Clothing can be a powerful expression of identity
and culture, and since these are fluid, what one wears
often portrays how shifts in culture and identities
are reconstituted and reflected. Clothes are ‘lived
garments’ and have the ability to transform the body
(Entwistle 2000; Kiichler & Miller 2005) and communi-
cate nonverbally. Particular items of clothing serve as
signifiers of status and may be functional, fashionable
or both. In many societies, there are special clothes for
specific special events such as initiations, weddings
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or funerals. Clothes can also communicate a person’s
age, gender, marital status, and ethnicity, personality
as well as social and economic status. For example, as
a sign of mourning, a Northern Sotho widow’s body,
as well as her front and back skin aprons were tradi-
tionally blackened with a mixture of fat, earth and
the burnt kernel of the motshidi (Ximenia caffra) fruit,
and the tips of her double-pointed back apron were
cut off (Pauw 1990, 79). Upon menopause, Northern
Sotho women would turn the ‘tail” of the back apron
to the side (Wood 2002, 86).

The anthropologist Terence Turner (1980) coined
the term * the social body’ to refer to various dimensions
of body adornment, such as decorations and modifica-
tions of the flesh, hair fashion, cosmetics, masking and
costumes, tattooing, piercing, and scarification, body
fattening or thinning, muscular development, and cos-
metic surgery and the social context in which people
act and through which they are shaped. According to
him, the surface of one’s body is a boundary of the
individual as a biological and psychological entity, but
also a frontier of the social self, the part that interacted
with the rest of society, reflecting outwardly what
society perceives of it:

The surface of the body, as the common frontier
of society, the social self, and the psychobiologi-
cal individual; becomes the symbolic stage upon
which the drama of socialization is enacted, and
bodily adornment (in all its culturally multifari-
ous forms, from body-painting to clothing and
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from feather head-dresses to cosmetics) becomes
the language through which it is expressed
(Turner 1980, 112).

Drawing on Turner’s concept of the social body, along-
side those who regard costume as a form of material
culture, we analyse colonial depictions in Northern
Sotho rock art and attempt to look beyond the purely
visual to understand the intentionality and reference
of what was depicted. This approach will enable an
analysis of how the Northern Sotho appropriated
clothes and embodied these with new symbolism
and/or meaning amidst the changes and challenges of
daily life brought by colonial encounters. This line of
enquiry considers the socio-economic conditions that
pertained between the Northern Sotho and colonial
influences, in the context of what was painted and
why it was depicted. This approach draws on Alfred
Gell’s (1998, 17) argument that we should look at what
images do, rather than simply focusing on what they
represent. We argue that the images of colonial mate-
rial culture in the rock art form part of a process of
appropriation, of narration, and of engagement with
new symbols and values.

Clothing Christianity

According to Comaroff & Comaroff (1997, 222), cloth-
ing was at the heart of dialogue between Africans and
Europeans in terms of the meaning and substance
of colonial rule because it was through clothing that
power was constituted, articulated and contested
(Allman 2004, 1-10). Missionaries sought to re-shape
African bodies with new forms of dress (Comaroff &
Comaroff 1997, 119-220), replacing skin loincloths and
aprons with items of European fabric. Among many
African communities, adornment using western cloth-
ing soon became a signifier of wealth, social status, of
a successful male provider, or of assimilation of the
exotic (Comaroff & Comaroff 1997, 228-9, 234).
Among the Northern Sotho, dress was associated
with distinct forms of status and identity even before
European and missionary arrivals. For instance, men
would have been given skin cloaks to signify sexual
and jural maturity towards the end of their initiation
(Comaroff & Comaroff 1997, 229). However, the sig-
nificance of dress and costume shifted following the
introduction of western clothing. Initially, missionaries
were relatively relaxed about the innovative adoption
of western clothing by Africans (Ross 2008, 96-7).
However, adoption of exotic material and conversion
to Christianity did not occur in a vacuum, but was
influenced by what Robert Hefner (1993, 4) terms ‘a
larger interplay of identity, politics, and morality’.
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Concern arose that to European items of clothing
were becoming a means to display extravagance rather
than the forms of modesty that missionaries endorsed
(Ross 2008, 97). In late 1875, matters came to a head in
Pretoria when the Berlin Missionary Society missionary
Griinberger preached against the “‘misuse of crinolines’,
by women who appeared in church wearing them
(Ruether 2002). In October of that year, he demanded
that women surrender these ‘fashion items” which
he publicly burnt (Ruether 2002, 359). Gruenberger’s
actions must have appeared a contradiction to many of
his congregation, since missionaries had encouraged
the adoption of European clothing, but nevertheless
found some forms of dress distasteful.

Ruether (2002, 360) has suggested that it was no
coincidence that this event took place in an urbanizing
setting, where the conservative political outlook of
Lutheran missions came into conflict with other influ-
ences on aspirational African converts, such as trading
stores. Indeed, Reuther (2002, 373) has suggested that
German missionaries in the Transvaal wanted to shape
an African cultural identity that was subordinate to
their own, as well as that of settler farmers, and so
they particularly objected to what they saw as British
forms of dress, associated with urban spaces, which
they regarded as challenging these distinctions. Indeed,
the wives of Berlin Missionary Society missionaries,
such as that of Reverend B. Richter who was stationed
at Matlala on the southern side of Makgabeng were
allowed to wear silk dresses on certain occasions, when
these were not permitted to African converts, even on
their wedding days (Ruether 2002, 370). For German
missionaries, such distinctions in the European dress
became an explicit means of maintaining their own
supremacy in the face of claims to equality among
their congregations.

While these tensions must have been less stark
in the relatively more rural setting of the Makgabeng
plateau, they nevertheless provide a sense of the ten-
sions that surrounded the adoption of European dress
in German mission contexts. Indeed, Reuther (2002,
361) has suggested that ‘disputes over clothing became
an integral part of everyday life on Lutheran mission
stations from the 1870s onwards’ since missionaries
increasingly ‘interpreted African appropriation of
European garb as a sign of opposition and inappropri-
ate social aspirations’.

This was undoubtedly exacerbated by the increas-
ing demand for African labour in South Africa’s mines,
following the discovery of diamonds in the Northern
Cape in the late 1860s and gold in the Transvaal in the
mid-1880s, which led to the arrival of recruiting offic-
ers on the Makgabeng (Sonntag 1983). Those men who
went to work in the mines returned with forms of dress



Chapter 5

60

Figure 5.11. The smock
(the blue and brown
dresses in the picture) are
worn by women as part of
the ethnic costume of the
Northern Sotho, known
as ele. The word ele
derives from a European
unit of measure for a
length of cloth used to
make the smock, an ell,
approximating the length
of a person’s arm from

the elbow to the tip of the
middle finger. Photograph
Johan van Schalkwyk.

associated with urban locations and were increasingly
preferred in marriage to those who remained in the rural
villages, because they were perceived as providers who
could afford clothes that enabled women to display their
status and wealth. By the mid-1920s, going to the mines
became a part of the typical male’s life cycle, somewhat
like initiation. Women, on the other hand, frequently
remained in the villages where they played a major
role in sustaining rural households, raising children
and in reproducing social relations between men and
women, the living and the dead (James 1994, 59-60).
Deborah James (1996, 34) has argued that group
identities, such as Northern Sotho, were constructed
through the ongoing invocation of tradition and its
opposition to modernity, resulting in ‘sets of opposed
dualities’ such as town/country, Christian/non-Chris-
tian and sesotho/sekgowa. ‘Traditional” female forms
of dress changed considerably under these various
influences, but James (1996) has argued that they nev-
ertheless continued to be understood as expressions of
Northern Sotho ways. New forms of clothing became

Figure 5.12. A woman wearing skin apron below her
cotton fabric dress. Photograph Johan van Schalkwyk.
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additions to, rather than replacements for, ethnic dress,
such as the ele (Fig. 5.11). The ele, worn by married
women, became fashionable in part because of its asso-
ciation with the hospital run by the Berlin missionary
Franz. When a woman delivered a baby at a hospital,
she was given a loose-fitting smock and this smock
developed an association with fertility. The colours of
the cloth, white and red, resonate with Northern Sotho
symbolism associated with rites of passage, while blue
resonates with exogenous powers. By the 1940s and 50s
the smock was widely adopted by married Northern
Sotho women and worn over their ethnic skin aprons as
a feature of ‘traditional’ dress. It is perhaps significant
that although women incorporated such items into
their traditional costume, they kept ‘Sotho-ness’ close
to their bare bodies and wore “cloaks” of Christianity
or Western conformity on top (Fig. 5.12).

Allman (2004, 6) suggests that the meaning of a
cloth is often transformed when moved across time and
space, even though much meaning ultimately remains
hugely vernacular. Indeed, ‘traditional” Sotho clothing
was replenished and strengthened with new elements
and its symbolism continuously transformed within
the context of initiation (James 1996, 40-1), and it is
likely that changes in western clothing and demeanour
depicted in the rock art reflect this process.

Conclusion: appropriation as a hermeneutic
process

According to Schneider (2006, 29), appropriation
means a taking out of one context and putting into
another. Broadly, appropriating something entails
claiming someone else’s thing as your own and there-
fore having the right to use it in the context that you
choose. Schneider (2003; 2006, 29) focusing on the
‘appropriation’ of ideas, symbols and artefacts from
other cultures, and on power differentials between
appropriator and those appropriated from, advocates
a hermeneutic procedure to appropriation as a strategy
to create something new with materials from outside
one’s culture. This implies that cultural elements are
invested with new signification, and that those who
appropriate are transformed, ultimately constructing
and assuming new identities (Schneider 2006, 29). In
this paper we followed Schneider’s hermeneutic strat-
egy as a process that emphases an implicit potential to
contextualize and work with ‘foreign’ things to create
something new (Schneider 2006, 27). We argued that
colonial forms of dress were appropriated through
their depiction in Makgabeng rock art and were made
to signify Northern Sotho-ness.

Whether one can link the depiction of items of
European clothing directly to forms of rebellion against
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missionary sartorial codes is difficult to determine, but
the juxtaposition of these images alongside other forms
of initiation imagery is surely significant. Following
Alfred Gell (1998), we considered the rock art depic-
tions as indexes of the agency of their original painter.
Gell (1998) argues that images do not only express
the values of their makers but inherently transmit
concomitant values to produce, rather than express,
meaning. So, contextually, the intended meaning or
significance of depictions of European clothing resides
not only in their form but also in their production and
the acts of consumption for which they were intended
(Layton 1992). Those viewing the imagery determine
the meaning and significance of the rock art based on
their own experiences and associations. Those who
appropriated the clothes transformed themselves in
the process, ultimately constructing new identities for
themselves, not as converts or Europeanized Africans,
but as initiated Northern Sotho men and women.
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The pasts and presence of art in South Africa

In 2015, #RhodesMustFall generated the largest student protests in South Africa since the end
of apartheid, subsequently inspiring protests and acts of decolonial iconoclasm across the
globe. The performances that emerged in, through and around #RhodesMustFall make it clear
how analytically fruitful Alfred Gell’s notion that art is ‘a system of social action, intended
to change the world rather than encode symbolic propositions about it" can be, even when
attempting to account for South Africa’s very recent history.

What light can this approach shed on the region’s far longer history of artistic practices?
Can we use any resulting insights to explore art’s role in the very long history of human life in
the land now called South Africa? Can we find a common way of talking about ‘art’ that makes
sense across South Africa’s long span of human history, whether considering engraved ochre,
painted rock shelters or contemporary performance art?

This collection of essays has its origins in a conference with the same title, arranged to
mark the opening of the British Museum’s major temporary exhibition South Africa: the art of
a nation in October 2016. The volume represents an important step in developing a framework
for engaging with South Africa’s artistic traditions that begins to transcend nineteenth-century
frameworks associated with colonial power.
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