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The landscape sefting of rock-painting sites in the
Brandberg (Namibia): infrastructure, Gestaltung,

use and meaning

Tilman Llenssen-Erz

The Brandberg, the paramount rock-art region of Namibia, presents the usual and the
challenging problems of observing and recording rock-art in the field. From its richness
is here developed a systematics of landscape which uses the idea of Gestaltung, the physical
acts which bring abour tangible change on a landseape endowed with meaning. Itintends
to caprure the essentials of the series of human decisions which led to the painting of
certain motifs at certain places on certain panels at certain locations in the landscape.

The placing of images into @
landscape

Rock-art studies in recent years have moved away
from the empirical paradigm, bringing about
considerable progress — the main impetus given
through Lewis-Williams (1981). Interpretation
{the hermencutic circle) has moved to the fore-
front. et the new approaches have to face the
dilemma that the first comace and encounter
which a researcher or any other visitor has with
a rock-art site is empirical by character, First
knowledge is won by experience and observa-
tion, not by hallucination, dreaming, divination
or any other way of perception one might con-
ceve of. Getting to, or often enough struggling
your way to, a rock-art site, means experienc-
ing the landscape along the way, sensing the air,
smelling plants and animals, hearing the sounds
of nature, and eventually feeling the rock and
secing the pictures. The whole sensory syseem
15 involved, sending data to the brain, When you

come back from a site, you are full of empirical
data, gained the "classical way' through experi-
ence and observation.

OF course these data are not meamingful just
by themselves. They only become so through
theoretical considerations under which they are
regarded and processed (Lewis-Williams, ey,
1984), i.e. through a process of cognition. My
aim s to combine empirical data with theoreti-
cal considerations — to tramsform the field notes,
as it were, into interpretative patterns, The main
transformation is from quantifiable data to a quali-
fying argument.

Roock-art as a field of study withia archacology
is very uselul, even gratifying, because it has some
advantages over all ather archacological sources
of information, especially when analysing it at
the juncture with landscape. This is based on the
following criteria:

* rock-art 15 highly wisible, and immovable at
that;
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* its place of production as well as place of con-
sumption is unambiguously determinable;

* rock-art can be recorded comprehensively in
a given area, unlike other archaeclogical re-
sources which are hidden in the ground;

* the proof that phenomena are contemporane-
ous 15 dispensable at least for the late phases of
a rock-art cradition:

* at one level its function is clearly communica-
tive — it is a means but also a result of comnmu-

Iication.

It may sound a commenplace, but is true none
the less that mck-art is pare of a landscape and
also that the lmdscape makes up part of the
meaning of rock-art (e.g. Bradley er al. 1994;
Schaafsma 1997, Ouzman 1998). Perhaps it is
this close link between the two which exphins
why, however naturalistic it may be, there is no
rock-art wadition where lindscape features form
any part of the monf spectrum worth mention-
ing." In this respect it is quite different from
those art traditions which worked on artificial
canvases, be they dynastic Egyptian murals, an-
cient Roman wall-paintings or mosaics, tradi-
tional European oil-paintings, or Chinese wa-
tercolour paintings. In all these the landscape
had to be expressly brought in, whereas rock-art
never comes without landscape since it cannot be
moved away from it (or at least, it was not meant
to be).

The power of interpreting rock-art in close
comnection to the landscape lies in the fact that
the painters not only interacted with pigment
and rocky canwvas but also worked with the sur-
roundings. Artists had to walk to the site, they
had to negotate the landscape and, if they stayed
at a site, they temporarily had to lead their life
there. The space around them, the site as well as
the wider landscape, had to be categorized and
organized mentally — a mental map had to be

! Huz sze the chaprers by Arcd and Heltkog in this volume, = rre
instances when landscape appesns depicted.

designed (Downs and Stea 19832),

While perception and cognition of space 55 al-
ways based on imagination, spatial entities be-
ing llusory (Swartz and Hurlbutt 1994), there
is an essential base in physical landmarks which
seems to be of cross-cultural significance (e
Levinson 1991). The continuum of a landscape
a5 a space i strucrured by phenomena which
western cognition expresses through topographi-
cal description (Steinbring 1987a; 1987h: 1992):
mountains, hills, ridges, narrow gates, passes,
rivers, forests, etc. — everything which either
brings about discontnuiry (see also Ingold 1993:
156; Bradley er al. 1994: 380; Schaafema 1907
13) ar which constitutes unitary continua them-
selves such as rivers along their lowing direction,
plains, lakes or the sea,

This understanding of landscape tagether with
the human impact acting upon it is the starting-
point of my analysis and interpretanion. The par-
ticular landscape | am dealing with is the cemtral
western region of Namibia where the coastal
MNanib Desert turns into a sivannah, The Brand-
berg (Fig. 7.1}, as the paramount reck-art region
of Namibia, is located as an inselbeg juse i this
zone of transformation. Precipitation in this area
is only around 100 mum per annum (which s
desert climare) but all kinds of large game ani-
mals come to the mountiin = although unable o
climb it — and the vegetation in the upper areas is
of a kind that can elsewhere be found in areas
with more advantageous climate. Being essen-
tially composed of granite, the mountain can store
rainwater in pans, crevices and pot-holes from one
ralny seazson to the other. This may be one reason
for the use of the Brandberg by humans since the
Middle Stone Age (Breunig 1989: 26fF.).

The mountain covers an arca of approximately
370 sq. km, bur only the upper areas between
the 1800 m and 2200 m contour lines show
widespread traces of intensive human occupation,
detectable in hundreds of rock-art sites and masses
of artefacts from the Later Stone Age onwards



i

The sefting of rock-painting sites in the Brandberg 133

W e
ot 2 e i

il e A e R

Fig. 7.1. A landscape in the upper Brandber. The plain in the foreground s abour 100 m wide: 1 the whole area

overiooked here one can find bwelve rock-art sites

(i.e. at least from GOO0 BE dll the twentieth cen-
tury}. In the bottom area of the mouncain only the
entrance areas of some of the gorges are furpished
with comparable traces of human activities. The
slopes all around the mounain — which normally
can be negotated within one day on foot — were
occupied only in a spotty manner

Like almost all rock-painting traditions of
southern Africa, the paintings of the Brandberg

focus on human figures, with large game animals

forming the second-largest group of motifs. A
shamanistic tradition has been postulated for the
Brandberg pantings {e.g. Kinahan 1991), bue this
15 based on a small spot-check selection of monfs
Rather, social issues (gender relations, social co
hesion, ecc.), and o some extent e nIn{:l.:':t[ 1550 2%,
seem to be the main concern of the art’s meaning
(Lenssen-Erz 2001),

The database 1 am drawing on in the present

study embraces exactly 300 sites on the southern
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flank of the Brandberg which comprise the almost
complete inventory of rock-art in an area of
135 sq. km (Lenssen-Erz 2001; ten known sites
mssing from the records) (Fig. 7.2). This area in-
cludes the basal zone, where the Namib Desert
encounters the mounrain, as well as the inner parts
up to the peaks in the centre of the complex.
Smnce this covers all facets of the landscape and
comprises almost one-third of the whole body of
rock-art on the mountain, the results may cer-
tainly be representative of the entire art tradition.

All dites in this study have been recorded in
plan and elevation at a scale of 1:100 (Pager 1989;
1993; 1995; 1998, see abkso Fig. 7.3). In good
archacological spirit, as much atcention has been
paid to the context of the artefacts as to the arte-
facts themselves; in some cases documenting the
site has consumed maore time than the recording
of the paintings.

Infrastructure and Geslaltung

From the perspective of landscape the Brand-
berg functions on two levels. On the one hand
it is the dominant landmark in the wider cen-
tral Namibian landscape which constituted the
life-world of prehistoric hunter-gatherer painters
{Richter 1991); this function of the mountain is
dealt with esewhere (Lenssen-Erz 1997). On the
other hand, the Brandberg is a complex landscape
of its own — one which is large enough and well
enough furnished to be a complete, autarkic life-
world in itself. This is what the present chapter
deals with.

As one principle of understanding landscape
I maintain that landscape has a number of given
properties which persist without human interac-
tion or perception. Therefore, | disagree with the
sandpoint that landscape is merely a construction
of human attitudes, wholly decided by the values
of human culture (e.g Ingold 1993). Given cle-
ments in the landscape are topography, vegetation

and fauna; the landscape is formed by climate and
geemorphelogical processes — all of which exist
and develop with or without human interference
and independent of human attitode (for elaborare
discussions of these issues see Ucko and Layron
1999).

These elements are things which every hu-
man being encounters when entering into a land-
scape. Those parss of the ‘Given' which humans
can make use or sense of are what | subsume
under infrastructure: the natural resources which
support mobility, dier, habiration, raw material
supply or religious and ritual practice. The hu-
man interaction with and action upon them is
what 1 call the Gestaltung. This means to give
a physical Gestalt to semething and to endow
it with meaning — denoting all acts that bring
about some kind of tangible change. This physi-
cal change may range from the almost negligible,
such as applying a figure on a rock surface, to 2
change of the whole character of a landscape by

Fig. 7.2. (A) Location of the Brandberg in Africa, and
(B) wpographical map of the Brandberg. Fock-ar sites
are marked with dots. The present study deals with the
sites murked in the southern part of the mountin, Scale
12 230,000,
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Fig. 7.3. One out of over 300 rock-art sites recorded at scale in the Brandberg in elevanion (tep) and
plan (festom). Alphabetical marks help to locate specific panels on the rock since on the reproductions

these spors are alio marked,

chopping down a forest. Bednarik (1999: 6) de-
fines a Gestalt as 'unified symbolic configuration
having properties that cannot be derived from iws
parts”. What we perceive are the physical parts of
the Gestaltung, while there is also a3 metaphysical
part which, by its nature, is not perceptible to us
(thus being analogous o the understanding of the
term Geestalt in psychology).

In south-western Africa the elements of
infrastructure  remained practically unchanged
from prehistoric times until today — unlike, for

example, the changing landscapes of the Sahara -
owing to the relative stability of climate (c.g. Van
Zinderen Bakker 1980; Deacon and Lancaster
1988). Therefore, today we have access to the
same infrastructure as it was for the prehistoric
painters. The features of infrastructure which are
relevant to hunter-gatherers in view of their mo-
bality. food and water requirements, need for shel-
ter and access to raw materials are expressed in
Table 7.1,

Some of these features are relevant to habita-



Table 7.2 Places of topagraphical salience {accents of landscape) at whick rock-art sites are found,

Place of ropographical
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salience Diezeription

1 pass ¢.p. connecting two parges or valleys

2 waymnark a1 comspicuows rock located along a namral wavel routs

3 water-formied feature a peculiarity of 2 dry regien bke the Brandberg whese
water 15 not always mvaslable but the surface of rocks
shenws marks of water-power

4 VENLIZE poink a place allowing wide strerches of the landscape 1o be
overdooked

5 focus of landscape &g centre of a basin, outlet of a valley, hilliop, saddle

f terrice especially relevant in some parts of the Brandberg

7 cave {in the Brandberg) often not real caves but deep
shelters, closed on all sides excepr entmnce

2 hatfaay howse solated rock-art sites more or less in the middle of

2 long ascent mste

Table 7.1 Infrastructivral features of a landscape or a
site arnd the metliod of gaining empirical data on them,

Feature of infrastrucmure Measurenent

open field diancy from site
water supply distanee from sice
place (for dwelling) space
topographic salicnce diverse leatuns
(accent of landscape) {see Table 7.2)

earchnal potnts [of site opening)

= ——

cardinal points

tion of the landscape (open field, place) or they are
relevant to diet {water supply). The ‘topographic
salience’ (or ‘accent of landscape'} in this list is a
collective category by which to grasp various lo-
cations in a landscape which are either points of
discontinuity or important for mobility or habica-
tion (Table 7.2; for comparable lists see Steinbring
1987a; 1987b; Bradley «f ol 19494; 38046.).

Some of the places of tapographical salience
in Table 7.2 are especially Bsted because of their
relevance in the Brandberg: they might be dis-
pensable in less mountainous areas.

Pecognition of the Gestalting of the sites is

focused mainly on rock-art as this is the most re-
habte and permanentindicaror of human activities
(Table 7.3).

The itenss of Goraltuey 25 listed in Table 7.3
need some further explanation:

Relarive location is assessed 10 relition to sur-
rounding rock-art sites, linking them to the land-
scape; therefore, it is broader in scope than other
items on this list which only pertain to the site
proper.

The analysis of argfacts in a study encompass-
ing such a vast number ol sites can only take regard
of the surface finds. In the Brandbery modern
interference by people is neghgible, and the -
crolithic Later Stone Age (which represents the
time ofthe painters: Breunig 1989; Richter 1991)
is generally to be found on the surface (as well as
in the deposits); so this is o fairly reliable indicator
of human activites for the ume when paintings
were made, The nuwmber of artefaces is classified
in five eategories ranging from single pieces to
densely strewn scatters,

The painting location s categorized according
to twelve posiions in a schematized rock-are site
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Table 7.3 Different kinds of Gestaltung which a
rock-art site experiences; only the artefacts are of a
keived which will not inevitably be detectable since there

Table 7.4 efinitions for the painting locations as
dratm n’f{mmﬁm”y in Fig. 7.4,

may be no surface finds at the site. All other items wil] ~ Fainting
. i locanion Drefirition
exisl as soon a5 Fjl'{"l‘-l!‘ if rock-art.
- 1 on a perpendicular wall witheue
Irem DfCﬂ-Milml_g Mezmarement overhang
- .- - at the back of 2 boulder where painring
relative locaton central = marginad = isolated location 1 s alresdy ocoupied
arelacts number 3 on the perpendicular “forehead” of a rock
painning locaton placement categories 1-12 above a shelver or 3 cave
veubility [oprcal range} miaximmm distance 4 at the lip above 3 shelter or cave,
number of paintings = number, classified in six where the perpendicular ‘forehead’
groups edires back towards the ceiling
eamplexiry of acton action mdex 1-16 5 an the ceihng of a stheler or a cave; alo
depicted sianting cetlings down to abowe 60 cin

(Fir. 7.4; Table 7.4), wking into azccount the
fact that many sites do not provide any shelter at
all bur exhibit ssmply a perpendicular rock face
(Lenssen-Erz 1989; of. Kechagia 1995).

Visibiliry expresses the optical range of the pie-
tures at a site by the maximum distance ar which
they are sull perceivable. It is categorized in four
classes: up ro 1 my; up to 3 m; vp to 15 m; and
greater than 15 m,

There 15 a wide range in the number of paintings
e encounters at a site; 1t goes from just one to
more than 1000 figures (of the latter, there are
three sites in the Brandberg, but only one lies in
the study area; for the other two see Pager 1998).
The nuombers of figures have been classified in
six ranks (listed in Table 7.5), in which also the
weight of each rank for the whole body of art
becomes visible.

The last itemn asmessed from the viewpoint
of Cestaltung 15 the complexity of action depicied
{(Fig. 7.5). This part of the analysis takes the
contents of the art into consideration, its deno-
tational meaning. This complex system can only
be outlined here in a very foreshortened manner
(Table 7.6; for basic notions see Lenssen-Erz
1994, more detailed in Lenssen-Erz 2001).

The action index, rnging from 1 to 16, allows

above ground

& elose to the ground on the rear wall or
the lowest section of a slanting ceding
a a shelter, less than 60 cm above

ground

7 outsade a shelter or cave, “around the
corner’, the shelter being not visithle
frevm this spot

g vuitsady o shieler or eave an the Manking

wally lolt o L"'Ell'l; pictures here are
visilble on eniering the shelter/cave, but
they are related o the area in from af i,
not 1o the shelier

] on the left side of the entrance 1o the
covermd space, being the left ‘door-post’,
as it were :

[1] wn the side walls inside the shelver/cave

(if side- and rear walls can be
distinguished), clearly inside, no relaton
to the outside

11 on the right side of the entrance to the
covered space; the right “deor-post”, s
5t were

12 on several boulders scattered over the uice
area

one to categorize and encode every conceivable
physical action by a numeral. '1" indicates a being
{human or animal) which iz resting (standing, sit-
ting, squatting, lying) without any further activ-
ity. As action becomes more complex by moving
and/or by operating the acms, the index rises, It
rises in steps ungl is peak at “16°, a human who
is moving while displaying somne supplementary
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Table 7.5 Rarking of rock-art sites acrording to rumber of figures. Among the 327 sites
which are part of this analysis, twenty-seven are not amorg those sites which form the
database for the study presented in this chapter

e -——

Mumber of % of Sum of figures % of roral of

Rank covering £ figures sites all sites  figures figures

i = 400 5 1.5 3090 17.9

il 196400 15 4.6 4131 239

i f}=195 55 16.8 5750 333

v 19-59 89 27.2 2965 171

v 518 112 34.3 1194 6.9

i 1—d 51 15.6 149 0.9

total 327 100 17,284 100

Fig. 7.4. Brandberg painting locations. (Afeer Lenssen-Ere 1989; for definitions see Table T.4.)

bady posture (such as bending over) and using
an implement directed towards a goal (such as
launching an arrow at a target).

Through this measure, it 15 possible to arrive
at average indices for special selections of motifs
(e.g. men as opposed to women), or for sites in
1 comparative perspective. This average can be
caleulated irrespective of the number of paintings
ar a site (by dividing the sum of indices by the
total number of respective figures); accordingly a
site with many paintings has no ‘advantage’ over
another site with only a few paintings as regards
the complexity of action depiced at the site as
a whole. A very low average action index at a
site goes with there being many animals among
the paintings, since animals always have a very
low action mdex. A high action index for a site,
on the other hand, represents the dominance of
humans who are interacting; this more often than
not can be some kind of harmonic action which
several persons perform simultancously.

The items of Gestaltung hsted above constiture
the empirical base of my analysis. They provide
quantitative data through the respective measure-
ments which, however, remain meaningless if
they are not translaced into a qualitative statement.

As an example [ demonstrate how the elements
of Cestaltung ‘painting location” and ‘visibilicy’
can be schematized into 2 general ‘mode of pre-
sentation’ (Fig. 7.6).

The twelve pantng locations arc grouped
together with the four classes of the optical
range of a picture, which grasps the maximum
distance from which a painting can still be dis-
cerned. The qualitative leap here is that mea-
sures of distance and lqéar.iun on the rock ame
expresicd 0 terms of the praxis of living peo-
ple; eventually quantitative data are structured
mto the two disunctive categories "private’ ver-
sus 'public’ which bear relevance for every so-
cial body (e.g. Hartley and Wolley Vawser 1997
188; for the same conceprual dichotomy AMOnE
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presenc-day Kalahari San see e.g. Whitclaw 1994:
224).

The painting locations analysed by these
twelve posttions were alse classified by Kechagia
(1995; 1996) who chose the term *sage’ for those
mades of presentation which are termed ‘private’
here. She contextualizes experiencing such pie-
rures with concepts such as securiry, sheleer and
fanily (Kechagia 1995: 112).

A one oan see from Fig. 7.6, the range of vis-
ibility stares at & maximum distance of less than
1 = that s clessified 'very privace’ here, Tlas
memns that depictions of this clis were placed
i such hidden places on the rock that only one
persoi at one fine can view the image or stay in
s presenee (see Vacearo 19594 29 for thas phe-
nomtenon i the rock-are of the 1 Irakensberg).
The contrary is the case with those depictions
defiberately placed in locations where they must
have been seen by those nearing the site, These
pictures have the characrer of a signal since they
can be perceived from a considerable distance,
Obwiously the private and the public mode of
presentation had 1o do with the addressees of the
art; that is, the participants in production as well as
consumption of the art were controlled by means
of placing it in specific locations (Hartey and
Wolley Vawser 1997 188).

Gestaltung and human behaviour

While the measures given above are concerned
with a practical question, issues which are not
accessible to measuring and counting should also
be dealt with. Therefore, at 2 more general level
the roles should be assessed which infrastructure
and Gestaltung played for the decisions people
made in their praxss of living. In order to under-
stand these pecple’s behaviour some considera-
tons should be made concerning the motivation
which led these people to go to the Brandberg
and paint there. An activity so clearly structured

i s expressions and so clearly aimed ar a cer
tain goal must have been based on essential ways
of thinking and perceiving in the social group.
Certainly the art 15 nor based on arbitrary de-
cisions of individuals who act ad hec — which
would be the case if the pantings were made as
‘art for ants wke’. The impulke to pamt as well
as the selection of the motifs and the locaton
were the results of a decision process guided by a
consensual systein of values — although decisions
are evenually made by individuals (Hartley and
Woliey Vawser 1997: 189). Ir should be possi-
Lle te detect those basic monwations which were
the driving force behind the behaviour of whole
groups following a certain rationale.

For a fundamental structure of motvarions
why prehistoric people went to the Brandberg
and painted there, two generalizing and comper-
ing hypotheses can be put forward (Fig. 7.7).

According to the materialistic hypothesis, a
rock-art site camie into being after 2 decision
guided by the search of a group of mdividuals
for a prototypical, suitable infrastructore thar sac-
isfied those people’s needs for shelter, food and
water as well a5 mobility. The function of the
site was subordinate to the general infrastructure;
the people utilized the place according to their
mundane requirements, wherein the number of
previous visitors to the site was irrelevant to them.
As a model for szch a behaviour one may take the
seasonal movements of Kalahari foragers, whose
mobility parterns are determined by the availabil-
ity of the infrastructural elements warer, as the
most important, and plane food, as the second
most important (Tanaka 1980:; 79; Silberbauer
1981: 202),

When the prehistoric painter people were
staying at a place chosen with a materialistic
motivation they were apparently prepared and
cquipped for painting, It was such a common
activity that the necessary implements, and pig-
ments in particular, were always at hand, The
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Fig. 7.5. A rock-painting in the Brandberg showing people inside houses wath bags fixed o the ceilings. Colour red:

width of left group 22 cm.

opportunities to paint seem to have occurred in
various contexts, either secular or religious, but
apparently developing out of a given situation and
not having been planned carefully in advance.
Censequently, more or less every able adult miy
potentially have been a painter. The composi-
tion of the group followed the ‘ordinary’ con-
figuration of a hunter-gatherer band; it was not
put together by selecting the members according

Ll

to their specializing in ritual (of which painting
would have been a part). In the context of the
raterialistic hypothesis, ]mihltng was more or less
a by-product or a consequence of being on the
Brandberg, i.e. a reaction to circumstances arising
during the stay. Only if a fair number of pant

ings had accumulated at a site might this kind of
Gestaltung have influenced the further utlization
of the site.
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Fig. 7.6. The modes of presentation of mock-art assessed by painting position and optical sange of the pictures,
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Table 7.6 Features of the sixieen action indices (left column). Each mode of artion
(top ling) has a static and a dyramic expression. The modes comprise: bastc
configuration = different kinds of rest or movement; supplementary body posture =
e.g bending over, nwisting around; arms action; object involved = handling, carrying,
holding material goods; goal of action = living being at which activities are directed.

Basic Supplementary  Arms (Mhject Goal of
configuraion  body posture action. involved  action
1 seatic -+
2 dynamic 4+
3 static + +
4 dynarmic + *
5 swane +
@ dyramic +
7 static + + 4
8 dymarmic + + -+
9 static 4 |
10 dynamie 4 +
11 stanie + + -+ +
12 dynamic + + + +
13 smatie + + +
14 dynamic 4 4 +
1% stanic - f -+ + +
16 dynamiee + + + ER +
maotivation 1 motivation 2
malerialistic idealistic
hypothesis hypothesis
site site
infrastructure | function Lo | infrasiructure ]
l (religious) b
frequentation | 4|  function Gestaltung
[secular) 1
Gestaltung frequentation

Fig. 7.7, “Two competing hypotheses regardiny the selection of rock-art sites by prehistoric
paimters. The term religious in the function of motivation 2 stands for 3 wide range of
meelzphysical issues.



144 Tilmaon LenssenErz

If the landscape of the Brandberg was utilized
under an idealistic monvaton, then a rock-art
site was chosen with regard to its specific rit-
val and religious significance and power. The
Gestaltung such a place experienced was a di-
rect and plnned result of its previously defined
function: it did noc develop this funcoon through
pictures coming into being more or less coinci-
dentally there, In other words, these rocks were
meant to be painted because they were particu-
larly powerful or located in a significant location,
The ritval and religious power accumulanng at
a site throvgh the Cedaltug with paintings in
consequence was the reason which induced fur-
ther, equally mativated visits. In all this conrext
the infrastructure did not play a substantial mle
inn guiding the choice of the place. One scenario
for such a behaviour could be a group of inidates
who were puided by some elders to a retreat at
which the appropriate rites for initiation would
have been carried our,

Structuring rock-art sites — signifying
the landscape

After having briefly set out the ‘mode of presen-
ation’ and "basic motivation', | intreduce another
three categorizatons which can be structured as
dichotomous relations. Together all five cover ba-
sic domains of a2 human sociery, the domain of
praxis and the domain of ideology (Table 7.7).
All these relations can be understood as influenc-
ing the utilization of landscape and rock-art sites.

Table 7.7 Five dichotomic relations structuring the
utilization patterns of rock-art sites.

presentation private va. pubilic domain aff
frequentation THHRAATLLT VS, Daxicounm praxis
ritual activiey MIRInWm VE, maximum

materialistic vs. ideabistic  domain of
secular vi. religious idealogy

basic motivaton
basic funcnon

In order to establish a basic frame for this stoue-
ture [ use the terms praxis (= practice) and de-
ology. The former refers o ‘meaningful acrions
of knowledgeable agents. .. actions which arc
mundane, conventional and repeated, produced
though  practical  knowledge or knowhow',
‘Ideclogy’ refers to "a set of ideas held by a group
of people’ (Hodder &1 al. 1995: 238, 243), which
may include a lot of issues Pr:taining to social
structure, power relations, general world-views
and religion,

Of the relanons lisced in Table 7.7, the fre-
quentation can be assesed comparatvely eastly; a
secure indicator for the presence of people at a site
can be seen in the artefacts and remmains of habi-
tation which they leit behind. Of course visits to
asite which are rare, short and/or made with few
people leave a different pattern of remains than
do visits which are intensive, of greater durstion
andfor irerative, A site with less than the rough
average of artefacts lying on the surface can be
classed as towards minimum frequencation, while
an above-average number of artefacts indicates
maximum {requentation.

Mare intricate is the assessment of ritual ac-
uvity. As paintings are seen as an important part
of such activities, a high number of paintings at
a site would seem to be an indicator of rela-
tively frequent riomal acovities, Moreover, it is as-
sumed, ritual acovity generally is a communal acr;
whether it involves the whoele group or only a
part of it, it has certain minimum requirements
of space in which people would be able to move
abour, eg. in a dance.

A more or less combined assessment of
these two relanons 13 expressed in the ‘basic
funcuon’ = either mamnly secular or mainly re-
ligious. Here, the relationship between the num-
ber of material artefacts and traces of use (such
as fireplaces, concentrations of artefacts) to that
of paintings is rated; if the riwal arefaces paine-
ings dominate above average while the secular
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- e e - —
Function + Function + Functian -+ Function 4+
Presenzation: Presentation: Preseutation: Presentation:
secular—private secular—public religious—private religious-public
Frequentation efess B class A dhur G dass £
FindmIm share-term Bving site Landmark siee sy, ht[‘u.i[;gf casual riceal sie
ML R M1 R M2 R M1 RR
Frequentation chass O olags [ chass | dags FFD
MmaExrm long-term lving site agpregation camp deliberare rital site
Ml R M2 RR M2 M2 BRI

M1 = Motivation 1: matenialistc bypothesis
R = minimuim ritual actvity

M2 = Moovation 2 idealistic hypothesis
RR = maximum ritual actvity

indicators remain below average, the site can be
classified as primarily of religious function. A ba-
sic assumption here is that secular Iife has a cer-
win logic which is dicrated by basic needs and
in part even by physical laws, while the spirit-
wal/transcendent Wife-world is essennally non-
rational (Seymour Smith 1986 248M). A pre-
dominance of those remains ar a site which
matches the mundane logic conscquently poines
to a secular basic funcoon for the place.

The five dichotomous relations presented in
Fig. 7.7 are cerrainly an excessive simplification;
they fulfil the purpose of structuring the mass
and variety of features and data which we face in
a landscape and relating them to human agency
They can be converted mto a mateix (Table 7.8)
which permits us to proceed from theoretical
considerations to models of practical implemen-
tation, The joint assessment of all five relations
Eives rise to seven functional categories of sices
indicating the primary use. The determinarion
of the classes in Table 7.8 is abo informed by
the elsborate cthnography on southern African
bunter-gatherers, helping to reduce the vast num-
ber of possible combinations to a reasonable ce-
lection of likely functions. Places where foragers
Ive temporarily can be distinguished as to a pri-
mary function which che respective place served

(e.g- Bartram ¢f ul, 1991; O’Connell ef af. 1991).
Among the possible functions there are some
which it is uscless to look for on the Brandberg,
For example a large kill site will hardly be found
there, since no large game animals can get into
higher reaches of the mountain,

Methodalogically this deducto-hypothetical
approach — defining certain classes of sites in ad-
vance and projecting that scheme on to an exist-
ing landscape with sites — has heen established a5
the ‘sextlement pactern concept’ of archacology
(ILoper 1979: 133),

This matrix of structural classification provides
a schema which works essentially with a distine-
tion berween secular and religious life. This clear
distinction can of course be doubted since hath
fields form a continuum (e.g. Seymour-Smith
1986: 248); but it serves to give 1 structural order
to activities such as foraging, production of arte-
facts, communication and mobility {all of which
can be but are not necessarily contextualized in
a religious/sacred manner) as opposad to rituals,
ceremaonies or contemplation which are not likely
to satisfy basic macerialistic needs.

In short these classes have the following char-
acteristics (cf. Lenssen-Erz 2001):
Class A Landmark site, These are sites apparently

established in order to mark 2 conspicuous
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spat in the landscape, often in connection with
natural travel routes. An expression of the spa-
tial conceptualization of the painters, they are
frequently located in bordering places between
larger lindscape fearures (e.g. on a pass or sad-
dle, at the faot of a hill). They could perhaps
play a role in territorial concepts.

Class B Short-term living site. These are places which
cannot have served as camp site for any con-
siderable time owing to lack of space and poor
infrasoructure, Likely functions are s 3 resting
place on long journeys or as an over-night
station for hunters on a long hunting trip,

Class C Long-term living site. These provide better
infrastrucrure and more space than class B sites;
here a band of 2040 people could easily camp
for a while. There are relatively few paintings
but ample traces of secular activities,

Clhass D Aggregarion canp. These are places for large
watherings and accordingly they are similar to
class C sites; in contrast to the lareer, here the
traces of ritual actvines (i.e. mamly painting)
clearly dominare.

Class E Caswal ritual site. Sites of this class are in
some respects similar to those of class B, i.c.
infrastructure and available space would sug-
gest groups of twelve o fifteen people staying
for one to four days. They did not visit these
sites for ritual purposes or for recurrent cere-
monies (rites de passagel; a stay was part of the
usual patterns of mobility, but the focus on
ritual is evidenced by traces of rather intense
painting activity.

Class F Deliberate ritual site. Such sites were visited
for ritual activity but not as living places. The
infrastructure is not particularly advantageous,
and the number of paintings stands in a dom-
nant relation 1o the amount of artefacts and
other traces of occupation.

Class G Sanctuary, hermitage. These two terms are
meant to provide associations rather than being
ultimately defined coneepts; sites of this class

are usually isolated and without any infrastroc-
ture worth mentioning, but sometimes they are
ata vaneage point. Occasionally these are cave-
like configurations suggesting contemplative
activities and even isolation of those who stay-
ed there; the few but frequently eximaordinary
depictions relate to the interior of the site, net
to the area around as is generally so in other

sites.

This clssification of sites is comprehensive
enough to embrice most aspects of huneer-
gatherer life as long as it stands in a context
with landscape. Fuock-art sites form a meta-space
therein, being spatial phenomena that express
conceptualizatons and cognition of space, Land-
marks established through rock-art configure the
landscape for the people who use it. The fune-
tion of the sites, and the weight which certain
classes have, stand for the patterned utilization of
the wheole landscape, indicating whether it was
more a resource for material needs or whether its
value was mainly a metaphysical one, as a source
of power based on ritual/spiritual potency,

In saying all this, it is kept in mind that a
distinction under such a functional perspective |
over-rides the frequent congruence of both felds.
However, since we can only have an etic acoess
to archacological data, it helps us to distinguish
fields of activity whose physical logic we can
reconstruct and experience; these contrast with
those processes having a metaplysical background
about which we can only hypothesize — in other
words: eating meat only works if killing an animal
by force (or by scavenging) while, e g., healing can
take an endless variety of forms.

It alse has to be emphasized that the classifi-
cation is not to establish a mono-dimensional uti-
lization for every site. Each site can serve several
purposes — yet a small boulder on a steep rocky
slope would seem entirely unsuitable for an ag-
gregation camp, to name one example, Generally
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A B C D

the allocation of a cliss to a site means to point
out the tendency of the primary use made of the
place, mirroring its connection with and posi-
ton in the landscape, It 15 mainly sives of elass E
which one finds in the Brandberg, while classes
C and ID are quite rare (Fig. 7.8). Obviously the
landscape was not an unstruceured continuum for
the prehistoric hunter-gacherers, but instead was
the matrix on which highly rated values such as
maobility, religiousness and social interaction were
mapped with rock-art, Reading this map gives
us an understanding of the prehistoric utilization
and cognition of the landscape, thus reconstruct-
ing the painters' mental map.

It is difficult to discern a pattern of the uriliza-
tion of the landscape simply by weighing quan-
titatively the classes of mck-art sites. It 35 more
comprehensive in perspective if the structural pat-
terns of the five dichotomous relations (Table 7.7)
are rated for all sites within this mountain range,
Through them all sites can be synthesized into
an “idealized elementary siee’ (Fig. 7.9). This
archetype of a site, combining all characteristics
of the sites in the study area, suggests a pattern
of how the landscape was used by the hunter-
gatherer painters,

E F G
Fig. 7.8. The ratio of clases of sites in the Brandberg. = 300,

idealized elemeniary site
domain of ideology domain of praxis

basic motivation ritual activity

materialistic maximum
basic function of art presentation
religious public
frequentation
i ifimiim

Fig. 7.9. The "idealized elemencary site’, the archetype
of rock-art site in the Drandbenz. comprises the srucrural
features most often found in the mountain

The structure of the idealized elementary site
can be interpreted in view of the consequences
this pattern has for the use of the landscape by the
painters. Despite a superficial dialectic, expressed
in a materialistic basic mogvation as opposed to
a religious basic function, this pattern suggests a
consistent scenario.

The painters went to the Brandberg in or-
der 1o sadsfy their basic needs (food, water, shel-
ter, raw material = materialistic motivation),
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They went nfrequently and/or in small groups
and/or for short-term durations (= mimmum
['mq‘ucnl:a tion), Once tl;q.- WETE ata Spot, the phr.l.'
was used for citual activines (= religious basic
function and maximum ritwal actvity), although
the choice of the place had been made according
to its infrastructure (= materalistic motivation),
lrappears there was usually 3 strong inchination for
ritual activities which were expressed in pictorial
art. This points to gritical circumstances felt by
people, since rirual actvity increases in frequency
if a group 15 facing more than ordinary problems
{Guenther 1975/76). Finally, the rituals were per-
formed as an act for the whele group (= public
presentation of the art); this suggests also that the
cause for the ritual afflicred the whole group.

It appears, therefore, that the painters mamly
went to the Brandberg becavse of its advanea-
geous ecosysten; but they often seem to have
been in a state of crisis {e.g. in tines of drought),
Strategies chosen against the crises were high
mobility, small group sizes and frequent perfor-
mance of rimals, presumably to cope with the
critical circumstances and to stabilize the social
systen,

This very general pattern is superimposed
over other pawerns which find their expression
in sites devisting considerably from the pattern
of the idealized elementary site. One example
for such a deviation is class G, sites subsumed
under “sanctuary, hermitage’. These are places
that are distracted from the landscape which usu-
ally formed the life-world of the painter people.
When staying at a ‘sanctuary’ they were not in
need of a specific infrastructure or neighbour-
hood. Particularly in class G the very shape of
the rock with an enclosed configuration seems to
have been important, thus emphasizing the quasi
self-referential chagacter of these sites. The place
itselfand its specific power were the characteristics
the paincers were looking for, perhaps in search of
a place providing the ambience for isolation, con-

templation or meditation. The landscape did not

matter because of specific features, bue it mattered
only as a whole, as the backgiound to the things
happcning at the sive. It was not a resoarce for
the satisfacdon of materialistic needs but rather
a source of power in a co-operative spirit. The
miere presence of the landscape “out there' was
sutficient back-up for the site,

This stands in conoast to the general pac-
tern of the use of the landscape, in which the
Brandberg was primarily seen as a resouwrce for
materialistic needs. Bot in this context, land-
scape was seen not like a giving mother bue
rather as a thin=skinned diva who demands con-
stant attendance and steady inaintenance by ritaal
mneans and Gestaltreng. There was no unanimouws
co-operation, but rather frequent small fights in
which the goodwill of ‘mother mature’ had 1o
be won always anew ritually. The lindscape was
not taken as it is (despite numerous unchange-
able properties) bur it had ro be influenced in
interactive processes in order to maintain it as a
functioning organism.
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