hat can we learn from the world’s oldest art?

Secrets Hidden in the Rocks: The Spirituality of the South African
Pre-Historic Paintings
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he South African Cederberg Mountains: this surreal landscape Is the canvas for some of the
oldest and most spiritual art ever created — the largest open art gallery in the world.

Rocks as canvas: the world’s largest open
art gallery

A few hours of scenic driving from
bustling Cape Town (and seventeen endless
hours of flight from the US) will transport
you into an other-wo rldly realm: the South
African Cederberg Mountains, a massive rock
wilderness where wind and rain have sculpted
giant sandstone boulders, piled one upon the
other, into bizarre shapes and towering surreal
creations in every shade of rust red, brown,
yellow, orange and white.

The Cederberg is the canvas for some of the
oldest and most spiritual art ever created, and
the mountains — home to the highest number
of painted images per square kilometer — are

one of the richest areas of rock art in South
Africa — indeed the world. And, unlike France
or Spain, where the well-known Stone Age
paintings of the Lascaux and Altamira caves
are located, in South Africa deep caverns are
rare, SO most paintings are in small shelters or
rock overhangs. This means that most South
to strictly scheduled researchers, so visitors
see only excellent reproductions in museum
pavilions near the caves. Not so in South
Africa, where with a little effort and planning
almost all of the rock paintings can be viewed
— up close and personal.

These images - elephants and antelopes,
handprints and strange dancing figures -
constitute the largest open-air art gallery in
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the world. And these ancient rock paintings,
viewed in their sublimely beautiful natural
surroundings with no crowds or noise — may
well change your world view.

What you experience as you stand in front
of rock paintings created many centuries — or
even a millennia ago — by vanished people is
not at all like the internal intellectual dialogue
you might have with art objects in a traditional
museum setting. Rather, you are faced with
what ancient Celts called a “thin place” — the
gateway where earth and the spiritual universe
meet, where you and the spirit world might be
able to connect.

And for the 21st century person, those
connections often — rightly or wrongly — begin
with questions: about the who and how of
history, numbers, timelines and paint formulas.

The artists and the Boers: the tale of two
worlds

The people, who created the rock paintings
of the Cederberg, and elsewhere in South
Africa, are known as the San or Bushmen.
“San” means “those without cattle.” Bushmen
(or in Dutch Boschjesmans) was the term
used by Dutch Boers (farmers) to describe the
hunter-gatherers they encountered when they
first arrived at what is today Cape Town in the
17th Century. Prior to their arrival, thousands
of generations of San had lived, hunting and
gathering (and painting on rocks) as the sole
inhabitants of the Cape area. And tiny clans
— remnants of these once numerous indigenous
people — still exist in some areas, such as the
Kalahari Desert.  These “remnants” have
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and clearly done with a finger.

Colonial period images: farmers with feathery hats, high boots and hands on hips, their wives
ffy dresses, or cows with bells around their necks can be “dated” to the colonial period
that began in the 17th Century. Most paintings like these are often crude, with only one color,







