
Above: This simple painting allowed 
researchers to gain a deeper 
understanding of ancient San 
beliefs. Below: The beautiful, 
mountainous reserve is also home 
to a weather recording station. 

readers’ Adventures

For decades, researchers and 
archaeologists struggled to decipher the 
meanings of ancient Egypt’s seemingly simplisti c 
yet surprisingly complex hieroglyphs. While the 
characters that resembled people, birds, insects 
and animals were easy to recognise, there was 
no way to understand the intricate relati onship 
between them, and therefore no way to uncover 
their overall meaning.

This changed, however, when the Rosett a 
Stone was discovered during Napoleon’s 1799 
expediti on to Egypt. The stone contained a 
fragment of a decree issued on behalf of King 
Ptolemy V that was writt en in three texts: 
ancient hieroglyphs, Egypti an demoti c script 
and ancient Greek. And since researchers now 
had hieroglyphs translated into a language 
they already understood (ancient Greek), 
they were able to decode their meanings. The 
secrets of ancient Egypt had been unlocked.

Southern Africa has its own Rosett a 
Stone. It might not be as famous as the one 

discovered by Napoleon’s men, but it has 
been instrumental in uncovering the hidden 
meanings of the San cave painti ngs scatt ered 
throughout the region.

The painti ng can be found at the Game Pass 
Shelter, a site near Kamberg in the southern 
Drakensberg mountains that is widely regarded 
as one of the best locati ons to view San 
rock art. At fi rst, it is diffi  cult to understand 
why this parti cular drawing is so crucial to 
understanding San culture. The shelter is fi lled 
with rock drawings and this “Rosett a Stone” 
doesn’t immediately stand out from the others. 
In simplest terms, it is a drawing of an animal 
and four human fi gures, but look closer, and its 
complex meaning is revealed.  

The animal is an eland. Its head is lowered 
and its legs appear to be buckling. The hair on its 
back stands erect. Why this strange depicti on of 
an animal? This behaviour is typical of an eland 
wounded by the San’s toxic arrows. The eland 
has been poisoned and is about to die.
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Tucked away in the corner of a large rock shelter in the 
Kamberg Nature Reserve hides one of South Africa’s most 
important cultural treasures. At fi rst, it doesn’t look like much. 
It is just a basic rock drawing. But this simple artwork has 
helped researchers unlock the secrets of ancient San culture   
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Secrets 
of the San
Secrets THE GAME PASS SHELTER

Behind the animal, a human fi gure stands 
holding its tail. Curiously, the fi gure doesn’t 
have feet, but hooves. It is a San shaman and 
he is busy draining energy from the dying 
eland. The three other fi gures in the artwork 
are dancing. Their arms are stretched out 
behind them and their backs are bent. 

So what is the meaning of this scene? By 
studying the drawing, researchers realised 
that it is essenti ally a metaphor for the close 
relati onship between death and trance in the 
San culture. For the San, there is very litt le 
diff erence between being dead and being in a 
trance. In fact, they oft en referred to a trance 
as “a death that kills us all”. Once this graphic 
metaphor had been identi fi ed, it was possible 
to discover other metaphors and religious 
symbols found in the San’s rock art.

Considering the importance of the Game 
Pass Shelter, Elise and I were eager to see the 
site for ourselves, so with a few days to spare, 
we headed for the Kamberg Rock Art Centre. 

San rock art is fairly ubiquitous in the 
Drakensberg region. About 40 000 artworks in 
600 locati ons have been recorded, but thanks 
to its close proximity to the Game Pass Shelter, 
the Kamberg Rock Art Centre is undoubtedly 
one of the best places to see these drawings 
and learn about the San. In additi on to off ering 
an informati ve presentati on on San history and 
culture, the centre also off ers regular guided 
hikes to the shelter. Guides leave at 08h00, 

The Game Pass Shelter in Kamberg Nature Reserve 
boasts some of the most impressive San rock paint-

ings in southern Africa. Insert: Guide Norman Mgcobo 
explains the signifi cance of the paintings to Geoff.


