274

Rock Art Research 2026 - Volume 43, Number 2, pp. 274-290. G. LAUE et al.

‘&Q@, Special Collection ‘Rock Art Biographies’, guest-edited by Sally K. May and Joakim Goldhahn

The Hand of Masitise:
Exploring the Life of a Painter through
Two Rock Art Sites in Southern Lesotho

Ghilraen Laue, Justine Wintjes and Anton Coetzee

Abstract. By the early twentieth century in the mountain highlands of what is now Lesotho, few if any
Bushmen (San, Baroa) lived as hunter-gatherers in independent communities. In 1932, Masitise, a Phuthi
man, created some ‘Bushman paintings’ on the veranda wall of the British Residency in Quthing for Marion
How, wife of the District Commissioner. The majority of the imagery refers to a battle scene between two
Bushman chiefs, Soai and Mphaki. Other imagery includes eland, a snake and an imaginary figure Masitise
described as a ‘mythical beast’. Similar imagery occurs in a rock shelter half a kilometre from the Residency,
reportedly painted in 1929. We use digital enhancement and visual analysis to deepen understanding of the
stylistic and iconographical similarities, and to argue that the two sets of figures may have been products of
the same hand. This small body of work provides a glimpse into the life of Masitise. Taking inspiration from
the Bushman tradition and finding his way in a new world order, Masitise combined realism and ambiguity
in a distinctive expression, establishing a unique position for himself as an artist crossing boundaries and
working ‘in-between’. His Residency painting makes a powerful political statement about social tensions in
early twentieth-century Basutoland in a provocative portrayal of local history.
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Introduction

Rock art made by the Bushmen' can be found
across southern Africa (South Africa, Lesotho, Na-
mibia, Botswana, Zimbabwe, Mozambique, and Es-
watini), with the earliest dated rock paintings in the
region being almost 30,000 years old (Wendt 1976).
This long artistic tradition came to an end with the
marginalisation, displacement, and ultimately demise
of independent hunter-gatherer communities in these
pictured landscapes. During its terminal phase, the
art was typically seen by outsiders as little more than

1 Some scholars prefer the term San, but both San and
Bushman have historically carried pejorative associa-
tions, and are broad terms that don’t reflect the specific
language spoken by a particular group or what term they
may have preferred for themselves, neither of which is
establishable in this case because of the disappearance of
hunter-gatherer lifeways and languages. In this paper, we
use the term “Bushmen’ to refer to ‘speakers of a variant
of what linguists call the Ui language group who lived
partly as hunter-gatherers ... in the nineteenth century” in
the Maloti-Drakensberg (Wright et al. 2016: 3), with some
presence into the twentieth century (Jolly 2024: 21), and
‘hunter-gatherers” when speaking of earlier periods. Our
use of Bushman is intended solely as a high-level descrip-
tive term, stripped of its past negative connotations. We
recognise that historically documented Bushmen are not
‘living fossils” of the Stone Age and that projecting the
term uncritically into deep time is problematic (see Gor-
don 1984; Pargeter et al. 2016).

decoration or at most historical records (e.g. Casalis
1889: 162; Stow 1905: 38, 122; Battiss 1948: 66—67), and
there were few attempts to find out who the painters
were and the motivation and meaning behind the art.
This paper explores the life and work of Masitise, one
of the rare instances of a named artist.

The two explanations conventionally considered by
researchers to provide emic perspectives on the art are
one account from the Maloti-Drakensberg in 1873 (Or-
pen 1874) and a set of remarks on copies of paintings
in the 1870s (Bleek 1874; Bank 2006: ch 12). In 1873, the
colonial official Joseph Millerd Orpen stood in front
of rock paintings in Basutoland (today Lesotho) with
a young Bushman man, Qing. Although not a painter
himself, Qing grew up at a time when paintings were
still being made and was familiar with the art. His
explanations, heavy with metaphors, were not easily
understood at the time, but have since formed one of
the cornerstones of the understanding of Bushman
rock art (see McGranaghan et al. 2013: 138 for further
references). This work, together with that of Bleek and
Lloyd (e.g. 1911) and a deeper understanding of the
Bushman worldview from the Kalahari ethnography,
shows that the rock paintings were an essentially re-
ligious art (e.g. Lewis-Williams 1981).

Today there is broad consensus amongst southern
African rock art researchers that Bushman rock paint-
ings were closely linked to shamanistic beliefs, rituals,
and experiences (for a definition of the shamanistic



explanation see Lew-
is-Williams 1998: 87).
Within this framework,
the images represent
concentrations of su-
pernatural power and
are connected to expe-
riences in altered states
of consciousness and
related to the most im-
portant Bushman ritual,
the trance dance (Lew-
is-Williams 1998; cf.
Wadley and Laue 2025).
There remains some
debate surrounding the
definition, essential-
ness, and overarching
nature of ‘shamanism’,
and within it the trance
dance, but the consen-
sus, along with its chal-
lenges and refinements,
form part of abroad and
progressive ontological
turn within rock art
research globally (Whit-
ley 2021).

Among the emic
perspectives that are
largely absent in south-
ern African rock art re-
search are those of art-
ists themselves. There
are vague references to
specific rock art paint-
ers in several early
publications (e.g. Stow
1905: 200, 230; Moszeik
1910: 29; Dornan 1925:
188-189; see Rudner
1982: 5-8 for a compre-
hensive survey), but
only three for which we
have names and direct
historical evidence —
Lindiso, Mapote and
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Figure 1. A: satellite imagery showing the mountainous terrain of the Maloti-Drakensberg region at the eastern edge
of the central southern Africa plateau (the edge of the high escarpment forms the eastern border between Lesotho and
South Africa). B: diagrammatic sketch of the spread of different groups and lifeways in and around what is today
Lesotho. Up until 2000 years ago, the only inhabitants were the ancestors of the Bushmen who lived a hunter-gatherer
way of life. Red lines suggest the possible (debated) routes of herder groups with fat-tailed sheep. The dark blue line
sketches the movement into the sub-continent of Bantu-speaking farmers from central Africa with domesticated crops,
iron working, pottery, cattle and sheep, moving south at a similar time, but tending to stick to the coastal lowlands of
what is today KwaZulu-Natal. The green and light blue lines indicate further migrations just under 1000 years ago of
Iron Age Bantu-speaking farmers from two broad language groups: Sotho-Tswana and Nguni. The green line traces the
Sotho-Tswana, who moved into the eastern, lower-lying areas of Lesotho by about 1700 CE. The light blue line indicates
the Nguni, who moved along the east coast moving into the Drakensberg foothills by about 1300 CE. Map (2025) by

Ghilraen Laue (based on Gavin Whitelaw, pers. comm. June 2025).
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Masitise —all active in the terminal phase of this long
artistic tradition. Interviews in the 1980s with Lindiso’s
daughter identified him as the painter of images in
Ngcengane Shelter in the Tsolo District of the Eastern
Cape, South Africa (Jolly 1986; Lewis-Williams 1986;
Prins 1994; Blundell 2004: 117, this volume; see Jolly
2024: 21 for further references; Fig. 1A).

The evidence for both Mapote and Masitise was
gathered by Marion Walsham How? in Basutoland
in the 1930s. Although both artists are described by
How as being Baphuthi, it is clear from their work
that they had knowledge of the Bushman painting
tradition. In 1930, while How and her husband were
posted at Qacha’s Nek, she commissioned Mapote to
paint on two stones. Mapote is described as the son
of an Mpondomise woman and Moorosi, a Phuthi
chief (How 1962: 31, 33), whose polity was located in
the Quthing area in the mid-nineteenth century (Fig.
1A). Mapote carried memories from his childhood
of painting with his ‘half-Bush stepbrothers” at one
end of a cave while the ‘true’ Bushmen painted at the
other (How 1962: 33). How (1962: 32-38) gives detailed
notes on his background, and his painting methods
and materials, and this testimony has been discussed
and explored by a number of researchers (e.g. Lew-
is-Williams 1981, 1995; Jolly 1995, 2024; Jenkins 2019:
53-54; King et al. 2021; Bonneau et al. 2022: 185; La-
haye 2023: 72-73). How (1962: 41-42) also mentions
another artist, Masitise, who came to her and offered
to make ‘Bushman paintings’. Masitise is mentioned
only briefly, which is perhaps why his contribution
has received far less scholarly attention (but see Jolly
2024). While How devoted more space to Mapote,
we know very little about his interpretation of his
own paintings. Only one small painting of six figures
survives, and the only explanation How recorded was
that he painted an eland because ‘the Bushmen of that
part of the country were of the eland’ (How 1962: 38).
By contrast, the body of work that can be attributed to
Masitise is far more extensive, and How also recorded
a few comments he made about his own work. This
paper brings Masitise to the foreground by combining
the meagre historical references with a close analysis
of his paintings, to deepen our understanding of his
life, beliefs, and the social world in which he lived.

Area and history

Our story opens in 1929, in the Maloti-Drakensberg
in the town of Quthing in southern Basutoland (Le-
sotho today). The Maloti-Drakensberg is a mountain
massif straddling the border between present-day
Lesotho and South Africa, part of the larger Drakens-
berg range that extends along the eastern edge of the
central plateau of southern Africa (Fig. 1A). Lesotho,

2 Marion Walsham How, wife of Basutoland administra-
tor Lt.-Col. Douglas Walsham How and granddaughter
of the famed missionary Rev. David-Frédéric Ellenberger
has been described as an “an amateur archaeologist and
historian” (King et al. 2021: 138).
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known as the mountain kingdom, is landlocked by
South Africa, with its lowest point at 1400m above sea
level and peaking at 3482m.

Around the modern town of Quthing, also known
as Moyeni (c. 1750 m asl), the terrain is marked by
steep, boulder-strewn slopes, where open grasslands
give way to stands of trees —many of them introduced
species such as blue wattle (Acacia dealbata) (King 2019:
39). The landscape features numerous flat-topped
mountains, along with plateaux, peaks and river val-
leys containing rock shelters that range from shallow
overhangs to deep recesses. It is within these shelters
that the rock art is found. Fertile, moist soils occur in
valley bottoms, though these small plots are quickly
exhausted compared to the more extensive lowland
fields (Showers 2005: 13-14). In the early nineteenth
century, the area was home to eland, blue and black
wildebeest, blesbok, springbok, hippopotamus,
leopard, and quagga, but these species had largely
vanished by the mid- to late nineteenth century (Grab
and Nash 2022).

For millennia, and until recently, the Maloti-Drak-
ensberg mountains were solely the domain of hunt-
er-gatherer communities, ancestors of the Bushmen.
These groups adapted to the demanding highland
environment, exploiting the seasonal movements of
game, living in rock shelters and open-air sites, and
creating one of the richest concentrations of rock art
in the world. Produced over at least the last 3000 years
in the Maloti-Drakensberg area (Bonneau et al. 2017),
this art does not record daily events in the manner of a
chronicle. Rather, it provides insights into the beliefs,
cosmologies, and ritual practices of its makers.

Around 2000 years ago, a suite of domesticates
began to appear in southern Africa: sheep, goats, cattle,
sorghum, and millet, along with herding and farming
ways of life (Maggs 1994; Whitelaw 1994; Mitchell
2002: 227-232, 259-262; Whitelaw and Mazel 2023).
Archaeological evidence suggests that the highlands
received these innovations in waves —objects, animals,
and technologies reaching them through exchange
networks long before the arrival of settled farming
communities (Fig. 1B). From a continental perspective
these innovations moved relatively late into southern
Africa, and the lands of the Maloti-Drakensberg fig-
ured among the ‘last of the last” (King 2019: 40).

This layering of communities and practices set
the stage for complex patterns of contact. Rather than
seeing this solely as a story of ‘conquest’ or displace-
ment, more recent scholarship emphasises hybridity
and mutual incorporation (e.g. Challis 2012, 2014;
McGranaghan 2015; Challis and Sinclair-Thomson
2022). Mark McGranaghan (2015) argues that hunt-
er-gatherer encounters with livestock and their hu-
man keepers were often understood cosmologically,
distinguishing between ‘nice’ and antisocial beings
rather than simply categorising the new against the
familiar. Similarly, Sam Challis (2012, 2014) cautions
against portraying the Maloti-Drakensberg as merely
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a “‘contact zone’” between hunters and herders, as this
risks reducing cultural dynamics to purely economic
differences. Instead, contact often took the form of
re-contextualisation, in which material goods, animals,
and practices were woven into existing frameworks
of meaning (Prins 1994; Hammond-Tooke 1998; King
2019: 47).

This perspective resonates with the archaeological
record: while the lowlands were better suited to crop
agriculture and later to the agropastoralist homesteads
that by the seventeenth century would be recognised
as Basotho settlements, the highlands remained the
preserve of more mobile groups, practising hunting,
gathering and seasonal transhumance, communities
that were capable of adapting, innovating, and selec-
tively incorporating domestic technologies into their
lifeways (King 2019: 48). Rock art from this period
reflects such entanglements, with depictions that
appear to engage with livestock, farming groups,
and new social realities, filtered through hunter-gath-
erer worldviews (e.g. Challis 2008; Challis and Sin-
clair-Thomson 2022).

By the nineteenth century, the region was under-
going dramatic political change. The consolidation
of the Basotho nation under Moshoeshoe in the early
1800s brought formerly independent groups into new
alignments. Oral histories collected by Orpen and the
missionary David-Frédéric Ellenberger suggest that
Moorosi, chief of the Baphuthi, and his father Mo-
kuoane, became subordinate to Moshoeshoe around
this time, their authority recognised in territories south
of the Senqu river (King 2019: 125). Unlike the elabo-
rate ‘Great Places’ of more northerly chiefs, Moorosi’s
settlements were less monumental, often temporary
and shifting in character, leading outsiders to alter-
nately describe his people as a ‘banditti’ rather than a
fully-fledged chiefdom (King 2019: 107).

Colonial pressures compounded tensions. In
1871, the Treaty of Aliwal North fixed Basutoland’s
boundaries under Cape colonial authority. Colonial
officials often viewed the rugged highlands as ‘emp-
ty” land to be filled to discourage fugitives, squatters,
and vagrants. Moshoeshoe and Moorosi both resisted
this framing (King 2019: 48). On New Year’s Eve 1878,
Moorosi’s followers attacked the Quthing District
magistracy, sparking what became known as Mooro-
si’s War. The conflict dragged on for eight months,
involving both British and allied Basotho forces. When
Moorosi’s mountain stronghold was finally stormed
in 1879, the surviving men were imprisoned in Cape
Town, while women and children were forced into
domestic service in the Cape Colony. Some escaped
through the southern Maloti-Drakensberg into what
would later be called Nomansland, the Transkei, and
other areas being engulfed into the Cape Colony as it
pushed eastwards through frontier warfare (now part
of the Eastern Cape province of South Africa). Moorosi
himself was killed in the battle; his decapitation by
British soldiers and the attempted transport of his head
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to Britain underscored the violence of the encounter
(see Atmore 1970 for more details on the Moorosi
rebellion). This marked the end of the Baphuthi as a
political force in the nineteenth century.

By 1929, Basutoland was a British Colony. Very
few, if any, Bushmen still practised an independent
hunter-gatherer way of life, and many lived under the
protection of, or had married into, Basotho or Phuthi
groups. Several Phuthi chiefs, including Moorosi, had
close ties with Bushman (known in Sesotho as Baroa)
groups (Jolly 1996; King 2019). The Baphuthi,® who
lived mainly in the southern part of Lesotho, fell under
Sotho leadership, as they had done since the defeat of
Moorosi in 1879 (Atmore 1970). The descendants of
Moorosi were gradually demoted until they seldom
occupied positions above that of ‘junior headman’
(Ashton 1967: 202). This legacy followed through to
more recent times as the Baphuthi have continued to
struggle for political visibility (King 2019: 238; Shah
et al. 2022). It was only in August 2025 that the con-
stitution of Lesotho was amended and isiPhuthi was
added as one of the official languages of the country
(Lesotho 2025: 1477).

Masitise and the Residency paintings

How (1962: 41) recorded that in 1932, “a Mophuthi,
called Masitise, came to do some “Bushman paint-
ings”” on one of the outer walls of the British Residency
at Quthing, where How was living with her husband
at the time. On the front wall under the veranda,
Masitise painted a battle between Soai and Mpha-
ki—described by How as ‘two of the great Bushman
chiefs of the second half of the nineteenth century’ —as
well as ‘a weird-looking object which he said was a
mythical beast that could destroy people” (How 1962:
41-42). How gives little context to Masitise’s arrival at
the Residency, and doesn’t record any details of the
process. In her unpublished notes she writes ‘I do not
remember what pigments he used, they must have
been the same as Mapote used or I would have noted
the difference’ (quoted in King et al. 2021: 144). She
simply remarked that he ‘offered’ to put paintings on
the wall, and was left to work quietly in the far corner
of the veranda. When she returned, she realised he
intended to extend the battle scene along the entire
front of the house, and ‘[n]ot knowing what the Gov-
ernment reaction might be’, she “assured him that he
had already done all that was required and thanked
him for his excellent work” (1962: 41).

In 2019, we visited the Residency in Upper Moy-
eni and recorded the paintings, which, after nearly
90 years, were still remarkably well-preserved. The

3 Phuthi is an Nguni language with a heavy Sotho
influence (Mzamane 1948: 2) and has been described as a
Sotho-Nguni hybrid (Donnelly 1999: 99). We use Ba-
phuthi (Mophuthi, singular) for Phuthi language speakers
(following for example Ellenberger & McGregor 1912 and
How 1962; but see King 2014: 334-335; Shah et al. 2022:
94).
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the painted blocks look
like they were scraped/
scratched before paint-
ing, possibly as a way
to prepare the surface.
The figures are more
smudged in this area,
suggesting the absence
of an effective binding
medium but perhaps
also that the surface
treatment created a
more porous canvas.
The main composition
here is the battle scene,
appearing narrative in
its arrangement, de-
picting two groups of
differently armed and
adorned figures facing
each other in attack. To
the right of the battle
scene is a therianthrope,
and a number of other
eland and indetermi-

Figure 2. The former British Residency at Quthing (ARAL 626), with the rock paintings in
two areas—one to the left of the window, including the group with snake, and one to the
right, including the ‘battle scene’—along the lateral veranda wall of the house. Photo-
graphs (2019) and photo-collage (2025) by Anton Coetzee.

house is a sandstone-and-corrugated-iron structure,
occupied by the Lesotho National Security Service at
the time of our visit. A veranda wraps around two
sides of the house, and the paintings are located on the
lateral wall in two clusters, one to the left, and one to
the right, of a window, with other remnants of paint
on the surrounding sandstone blocks (Fig. 2).

The cluster to the left of the window, which Pieter
Jolly (2024: 20) describes as generally more imagi-
nary in character, includes a snake with two human
figures, one standing and one apparently astride a
horse- or antelope-like figure; below are eland and
other antelope; two human figures running at each
other with shields; a hybrid baboon-like figure; and a
faded horse-and-rider.

In the cluster to the right of the window, two of

nate antelope figures,
including several very
faded figures.

With regard to the
battle scene, Masitise
explained that Soai had
once travelled from Ba-
sutoland to East Gri-
qualand, where he en-
countered a small party
of British soldiers. Their
leader ‘carried a stick
on the end of which was
a white flag and this
he was waving about’;
the Bushmen killed the
soldiers, and Soai took
the leader’s uniform
and the white flag, believing it to be the insignia of
command (How 1962: 41). On his return to Basutoland,
Soai fought a battle with another Bushman leader,
Mphaki. Soai rode into this conflict on horseback,
wearing the British uniform and wielding the white
flag (How 1962: 42). Masitise’s choice to depict these
two particular figures in conflict raises the question of
how he knew of these events, and whether he knew
Soai and Mphaki personally, as they may have still
been alive when he was born.

In a nearby rock shelter

Our 2019 fieldwork in the Quthing area was guid-
ed in part by a longer-term project revisiting a large
archive of early recordings of rock art produced by
the German Frobenius expedition to southern Afri-
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ca (1928-30) (Wintjes 2012,
2013). Three of the artists
employed by Frobenius, Elisa-
beth Mannsfeld, Agnes Schulz
and Maria Weyersberg, trav-
elled to different parts of the
Maloti-Drakensberg, includ-
ing a short stay in the Quthing
area in 1929 during which they
recorded six sites (Frobenius
and Mannsfeld 1930: 136, 138).
One of these was a small rock
shelter on the ridge just below
the Residency, overlooking
the Kho’Khobe valley (Frobe-
nius 1962 (II): Tafel 115). At
the time of their visit, Masit-
ise hadn’t yet painted at the
Residency and the Hows had
not yet been posted there; we
don’t know if they ever met
the Germans during their
travels in Basutoland, but one
wonders about the possible
links within this network of
early rock art researchers.

Another set of records
guiding us was the documen-
tation produced in the 1970s
and 1980s by Lucas Smits’s
Analysis of Rock Art in Le-
sotho (ARAL) project (e.g.
Smits 1973, 1983), which led
us to another rock shelter site
further along the same ridge at
the mouth of the Kho'’Khobe
valley and overlooking Lower
Moyeni (Fig. 3A).

This site lies about half a
kilometre from the Residency.
Itis a medium-sized rock shel-
ter showing traces of seasonal
use, including evidence of an-
imal keeping such as fencing,
walling, and rock abrasion.
The painted imagery occurs
across three adjoining panels,
separated by natural seams
and steps in the rock (Fig. 3B,
C). The left-hand-most panel includes a group with
a snake, human figures and baboon-like figures; the
central panel includes horses with riders, a horse and
other human figures and eland; the right-hand panel
features two eland, one above the other. We were im-
mediately struck by the similarities of these paintings,
in terms of both subject matter and style, to those at
the Residency. A question formed in our minds about
whether these images were also painted by Masitise.

In 1931, Dr Frederick G. Cawston published a

Figure 3. The rock shelter half a kilometre from the Residency (ARAL 629), which
looks out over the mouth of the Kho’Khobe valley towards Lower Moyeni. It is
still used by shepherds, as can be seen from the fencing and dung. Photographs
(2019) and photo-mosaic (2025) by Anton Coetzee. The lower image has been
enhanced using a combination of DStretch and other enhancement techniques.

279

brief note on rock paintings at Quthing, including
a photograph of part of the painted panel from this
rock shelter (Fig. 4). He wrote that the imagery had
been made ‘two years ago, [by] an old Mosotho’* who

4 Cawston was a medical doctor based in Durban, Natal,
specialising in tropical diseases (In memoriam 1949). We
do not know what brought him to Quthing in the late
1920s or how he gathered this information. ‘Mosotho” in
the narrow sense indicates a Sotho-speaking person, but
may also refer to any inhabitant of Basutoland.
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and buffaloes were once visible’ (1931: 471). In the
photograph, the imagery looks freshly painted, and
two years prior would date it to 1929.

Two photographs in a photo album in the KwaZu-
lu-Natal Museum archives, probably taken by Denys
H. Bowden (Fig. 5), open another intriguing view
onto this painted panel. Bowden was an inspector of
mines in what was then the Natal Province of South
Africa. He travelled extensively across the region and
amassed a large collection of ethnographic objects and
visual documents, mostly from around 1930 to 1960.
The exact dates and circumstances of these photo-
graphs are unknown, but the clarity of the imagery
ago, [by] an old Mosotho” (Cawston 1931: plate facing  appears similar to the Cawston photograph (although
p- 471). there is only one overlapping figure between them).
The wider view of the panel in the
Bowden photographs reveals the
presence of numerous details that
have since disappeared, including
dots and other details in white. The
man standing in front of the painted
panel is suggestive (Fig. 5B). Bowden
frequently photographed items of
material culture in context, alongside
the people who made, owned or used
them, and it is tempting to imagine
that this photograph captures the
artist Masitise himself posing in front
of the panel he had recently painted.

Our impression that this art was
made by the same hand as the painter
at the Residency was reinforced by
our recent discovery of a drawing of
several figures (reconfigured into a
new composition) by James Walton
titled, Masitise’s painting of animals on
arock at Moyeni (Fig. 6A), and corrob-
orated by Pieter Jolly (1994: 110; 2024:
19, n2), who knew Walton personally.
The drawing is undated, but Walton
worked in Lesotho between 1947
and 1960, close enough in time for
the memory of Masitise to persist.
Walton was familiar with the painted
imagery at the Residency; he also
produced a copy of the battle scene,
as well as the stone that Mapote
painted for How in 1930 (How 1962:

‘ ' 37 + frontispiece/endpaper; Fig. 6B).
Figure 5. Photographs of the nearby rock shelter in a photo album that be- Yet it is also possible that, like us, he

longed to Denys H. Bowden. The date of the images is unknown, but the simply inferred Masitise’s author-
level of preservation leads us to believe it dates to a time relatively close ship based on stylistic similarities.
to when the images were painted, possibly the 1930s (KwaZulu-Natal

Museum photographic collection, accession numbers PA0001-67-1 and Comparative visual analysis
PA0001-67-2). Both the Residency paintings and

those of the nearby rock shelter are
‘made a very fair imitation of [Bushman] work ... ona  broadly similar to the more commonly found ‘tradi-
ledge of rock only about five minutes” walk from the  tional’ Bushman rock art seen in the Quthing area (Fig.
Quthing cemetery where pictures of elands, elephants ~ 7) and the wider Maloti-Drakensberg, but also differ
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Figure 6. A: Drawing (undated) by James Walton titled,
Masitise’s painting of animals on a rock at Moy-
eni (retrieved from the James Walton Collection, Stel-
lenbosch University, SUNDigital Collections, https://
digital.lib.sun.ac.za/handle/10019.2/598). B: Walton’s
drawing of Mapote’s painted stone published in How
(1962: 37).

in several respects. The ARAL recorders also noted
the ‘San’ (‘Bushman’) authorship with a question
mark (ARAL 1984/85).> We do not conduct a compre-
hensive visual analysis here, but meander across the
sites/panels to consider this question of context and
authorship, and pull out the most prominent linking
elements that support the idea of one artist. We start
with the general setting followed by single figures and
move to a discussion of groups/compositions.

Setting

The most obvious difference between the two sites
is that one is a rock shelter and the other is a house
(Figs 3 and 4). A house as a site for ‘Bushman’ rock
art is, as far as we can ascertain, unique, and How’s
account suggests that Masitise created these paintings
of his own accord, and that she simply gave him the
space to do so. Cawston describes the painting in the
rock shelter as an ‘imitation’, and commented that

5 The team numbered this rock shelter ARAL 629; ARAL
626 is the Residency and ARAL 627 is the site also record-
ed by the Frobenius expedition.
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Figure 7. Two sites in the Quthing area show more
typical ‘traditional” Bushman paintings, illustrative
of the type of art seen in the wider Maloti-Drakens-
berg region. A: from a site around 4km south-east
of the Kho’Khobe valley (ARAL 631), shaded poly-
chrome eland with long white horns superimposed on
earlier white and red figures. Following the eland is a
bichrome human figure shown in side-profile. In the
bottom right corner are two seated figures with horned
headdresses. B. From a site around 5km west of the
Kho’Khobe valley (ARAL 624), three bichrome eland
in red and white. Above the eland are a white and a
yellow horse, both with riders painted in red. Photo-
graphs (2019) by Anton Coetzee.

most Basotho would by then never have seen live
eland themselves, and so ‘cannot be expected to appre-
ciate the life likeness of the Bushmen’s pictures’ (1931:
471). One wonders about the different performative
contexts of the production of this imagery between the
two sites—on a building forming part of the colonial
administration, in the presence of How, and in a rock
shelter, in front of an unknown audience, perhaps in
a more secluded mode, perhaps in different painting
episodes (see Witelson 2023 for a comprehensive
discussion of performance theory and its relevance
to rock art).

The different settings have also contributed to
different degrees of preservation: the ‘canvas’ is the
same kind of stone in both cases, as sandstone was
quarried to build the Residency (and a common build-
ing material used across the region), but the painted
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Figure 8. Comparison of eland motifs at the Residency (A) and in the
rock shelter (B). Comparison of horseman motifs at the Residency
(C) and in the rock shelter (D). Images on the right are enhanced
using DStretch and other enhancement techniques to make the
details clearer. Photographs and enhancements by Anton Coetzee

(2019/2025).

imagery on the covered veranda wall of the house is
generally better preserved, whereas the shelter is more
exposed to the elements, and continues to be used
by shepherds, which impacts directly on the art. The
imagery appearing so clear in the 1931 photograph is
today highly faded from rubbing and secondary imag-
ery. Some of the figures painted at the Residency may
have been smudged from the deliberate application of
water —the ARAL report (1984/85: 1) notes that they
photographed the imagery dry because they observed
that pigment has a tendency to run, suggesting the
absence of an effective binding medium (in common
with other examples of later paintings, e.g. Solomon
1996: 294); it was indeed fairly common practice by
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professional recorders, even into the 1980s,
to apply water to enhance the colourfulness
of the imagery.

Eland

The first motif common to both sites is
the eland, of which there are at least five at
the Residency and at least three in the shel-
ter. The eland is one of the most frequently
depicted motifs across the regional body of
art and a supremely important animal to
the Bushmen (Vinnicombe 1976; Lewis-Wil-
liams 1988a, 1998; Ndlovu 2009, among
others), no longer commonly encountered in
the wild by the late nineteenth century (Grab
and Nash 2022: 93). Eland occur alongside
a number of eland-like/indeterminate an-
telope. The horns, tail and overall shape of
these eland, as well as the other antelope
depictions, are similar across both sites (Fig.
8A, B), but different from the more common
bichrome and shaded polychrome eland in
the wider area (Fig. 7). They are also quite
different to the eland painted in the later
‘hard-edged’ phase of rock art seen in the
Stormberg and other parts of the Malo-
ti-Drakensberg (e.g. Witelson 2022: Fig. 18).

Horsemen

A second recurring motif is the horse-
with-rider, or horseman, of which there are
five instances at the Residency, four featur-
ing in the ‘battle-scene’ (discussed below),
and two at the shelter (Fig. 8C, D). Within
the Bushman artistic tradition this is a com-
mon motif of the colonial era (particularly
prevalent in some areas). Horses and riders
can be painted alongside more classical mo-
tifs (Fig. 7B) but appear more frequently as
part of a distinctive later tradition painted
in solid, flat colours (red, white, black) (e.g.
Vinnicombe 1976: Fig. 15a; Challis 2016: Fig.
6). Sam Challis has argued that this later
tradition was made by people who ‘were
not San in the accepted twentieth-century
ethnographic sense, but were a cohesive group of
individuals from multiple cultural backgrounds who
chose to think of themselves as Bushmen’ (Challis
2016: 285). The horse paintings under discussion here
bear some similarity to these paintings.

The people on horseback are similar across these
two sites in terms of their general form and style, the
shape and position of the tail, the shape of the neck,
and the backline of the horse. Two horses from the
Residency and one from the shelter have a distinctive
red line running along the back and croup, and one
horse from each site has similar two-tone legs. The
riders carry different accessories and the horses have
reins. As part of a suite of new arrivals on the land-
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scape during the colonial era, horses have
attracted much attention in recent scholar-
ship, and shown to be far more than simply
adaptations of European introductions in
the Bushman context: ‘[t]he motif primarily
used to reference interaction and to broker
this shared landscape was the horse, the
material signifier of the most successful
societies in these conditions’ (Challis and
Sinclair-Thomson 2022: 5102, citing Skinner
2017: 179-180).

At the Residency there is an image of a
person who may be riding, or alternative-
ly whose body may be merged with, ‘an
antelope-like animal whose legs, possibly
human in form, are depicted in unrealistic
positions’” (Jolly 2024: 20) (Fig. 9A), but this
figure seems, also on stylistic grounds, to
fall into a separate category of motif (see
below). It occurs to the left of the window, in
the area featuring more ‘imaginary’ figures
(Jolly 2024: 20), alongside the next two mo-
tifs, a hybrid creature and a large serpent.

Hybrid baboon/not baboon creature

Even with their similarities, the horse-
men and eland are arguably still fairly
generic, but the third motif we look to is a
more distinctive hybrid creature, painted
in solid white (Fig. 9A, B). Jolly (2024: 20)
describes the one at the Residency as ‘pos-
sibly a baboon’, but the body is suggestive
of horse or antelope, and the wide neck of
a zebra with its rigid mane (or even a lion),
and the tail is curved up and back, bent the
wrong way around for a baboon (baboons
are generally always painted with a down-
ward kink in their tail as in real life, e.g.
Vinnicombe 1976: 223-227). One such figure
occurs at the Residency, and there are three
in the shelter. The Walton copy (Fig. 6A) and
Bowden photographs (Fig. 5) depict one of
these figures with horns and black mottled spots that
are almost cattle-like, and another as black with white
spots, although the spots are no longer visible today.
Even though they have deteriorated, however, they
still constitute a various but recognisable and idiosyn-
cratic hybrid motif common to both sites.

Large serpents

Another motif occurring at both sites is a large
serpent (Fig. 9C, D). In both cases, the serpent has a
long snout and dots/strokes/lines along its body, and is
used as a framing device, encircling a cluster of figures
and following a natural frame provided by the rock:
the edge of the quarried block at the Residency, and a
natural step in the rock face at the shelter. Snakes with
long snouts, interpreted as antelope-headed snakes,
are found scattered throughout the Maloti-Drakens-
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Figure 9. Comparison of the hybrid baboon/not baboon at the Residen-
cy (A) and in the rock shelter (B). Comparison of the snake-framed
groups at the Residency (C) and in the rock shelter (D). Images
on the right are enhanced using DStretch and other enhancement
techniques to make the details clearer. Photographs and enhance-
ments by Anton Coetzee (2019/2025).

berg (e.g. Vinnicombe 1976: 228-237; Lewis-Williams
1988b: 7; Mallen 2005), but the use of a snake motif
as a framing device in this manner is, as far as we are
aware, unique. Scholars have argued that many of
these depictions of supernatural snakes are related to
the rain and rainmaking (Vinnicombe 1976; Mallen
2005; Lewis-Williams and Challis 2011: 116-117).
We align with the notion of serpent depictions as
simultaneously natural and supernatural, ‘medi-
ators’ between ‘everyday’ and ‘entranced” worlds
with cross-cultural valence (Sullivan and Low 2014:
218-219), and indeed snakes with entangled mythical
and natural properties feature in other contexts, for
example stories about goat-/sheep-headed snakes:
‘The Basuto believe that in the big pool at the foot of
each falls lives a sacred reptile, somewhat resembling
a snake, with a head like a sheep. It is the spirit of the
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Figure 10. Detail of the therianthrope to the left of the battle scene’. Photo-

graphs by Anton Coetzee (2019).

waters, and is always attended by a rainbow” (Martin
1903: 16-17).

As Jolly (2024: 22) suggests, Masitise’s serpent/
snake paintings may be an example of such creatures
serving as a common or linking visual theme in the
colonial era:

If there was one mythical creature, we would expect
to be painted at the very end of the painting tradi-
tion, it would probably be a serpent, a creature that
resonated with the religious rites, beliefs and the
myths of both the southeastern San and the southern
African agro-pastoralists (including and in particular
the Phuthi).

Both snake-framed groups include frontal depic-
tions of human figures (one at the shelter and two at
the Residency), which are rare across the wider corpus.
These figures are strikingly similar across both sites
(Fig. 9C, D), with arms stretched out to the sides and
bent upwards to form shallow V-shapes.

A destructive beast

No further description of the ‘mythical beast that
could destroy people’ is provided other than as a
‘weird looking object’” (How 1962: 42), so we can’t es-
tablish with certainty which figure this refers to. Jolly
(2024: 20) suggests it may be the human/antelope-like
animal with legs in odd positions, which forms part
of the snake-framed composition (Fig. 9C). We think
there are other contenders, including the animal-head-
ed snake described above, or, seeing as How mentions
the ‘mythical beast” in the same sentence as the battle
scene (to which we return in the next section), a figure
that in current terminology scholars would refer to as
a therianthrope, to the right of, and apparently turned
towards, this scene (Fig. 10).
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This figure is tall and robust, and
its body is angled diagonally in rela-
tion to an inferred horizontal plane of
representation orienting most other
figures across the panel, as if floating
or flying. An oblique vertical perspec-
tive emphasises the breadth of its
shoulders and the corpulence of its
body. Itis smudged and obscured by
scratch marks, particularly across the
middle. The lower half of the body
looks human, with two legs parallel
to one another; the arms are inverted
in relation to each other, the right arm
bent out and up and the left arm out
and down. The figure’s head is ante-
lope- or horse-like. Immediately up
and to the right, partly overlapping,
is a small frontally depicted human
figure standing with legs apart and
arms stretched out to the side in an
almost spread-eagled posture, hold-
ing a knobbed stick in one hand. To
the right, a running figure holds a
bow and arrow aimed towards the left. This is the only
place at either site where we see a bow and arrow, a
classic feature of ‘Bushman’ art, perhaps alluding to
earlier times. Below are a number of eland and inde-
terminate antelope with strange horns, sometimes bent
at sharp angles; one of these may be the ‘quadruped
with cattle horns’ noted by Jolly (2024: 20).

The therianthropic creature brings to mind a well-
known painted panel at Beersheba, in the Underberg
district of KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa, with a battle
scene depicting men on horseback firing at each other,
and a therianthrope placed as if sitting off to the side
but facing the scene. This figure has been interpreted
as a shaman, in the margins of the conflict, as if over-
seeing or influencing (Vinnicombe 1976: 25; Campbell
1986, 1987; Lewis-Williams and Dowson 1989: 147;
Sinclair-Thomson 2020: 8-9, among others). Could
this “destroyer’ be a similar presence, working on the
side of one of the groups?

Battle scene

To the left of the therianthrope is the battle scene
(Fig. 11), where two groups are portrayed facing each
other in an orderly row formation, distinguished from
one another by their material culture. Reading from
the left, a single figure wearing a uniform on horseback
facing right, is holding up a stick with a feather-like
tuft at the top end —Soai waving the white flag (How
1962: 41). Ahead of this figure (towards the right), are
four troops, depicted one above the other in a vertical
stack, cloaked with animal skins and wielding fire-
arms. Ahead of them are two figures without cloaks
carrying sticks. One of these figures has a round pro-
trusion on the front of his head, possibly an animal
bladder such as seen in some of the later art, argued
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to have been made by mixed groups
of Bushmen and others, such as the
Amatola (Challis 2008). Several others
across this group have single feath-
er-like extensions above their heads.

Those on the opposite side of the
conflict —Mphaki’s troops—carry
notably fewer firearms. Of the four
fighters, depicted one above the oth-
er in a vertical stack facing left, one
holds a gun, while the others hold
different shields— the distinctive tri-
angular Sotho and oval Nguni types,
as well as a knobkerrie (also Nguni).

The lowest figure appears to be plant-
ing a spear into the groin or stomach
of a body, depicted upside-down.
Behind them are four horses, two
with riders, one with a hat and the
other with a knobbed stick. There is
no obvious ‘leader’ on this side, and
no indication in How’s account of
which figure represents Mphaki. The
generally ‘mixed’ material culture
may signal a Phuthi influence in ad-
dition to the turbulent entanglements
of the colonial frontier.

The battle theme is absent from
the lower site.

On authorship

All of the visual parallels we have
sketched out between the Residency
and the rock shelter, even with its
narrower range of painted subject
matter, make a strong case for the
latter to have been produced by the same hand, that
of Masitise. The use of a snake as a framing device
and the hybrid baboon-like figures seem to us highly
idiosyncratic, as well as more generally the almost
caricatural depictive style within a particular manner
of blending ‘real’ and ‘non-real’ elements.

We acknowledge that the task of establishing indi-
vidual authorship is complex, and it is possible that
the similarities of style and subject matter that we have
identified could also arise, for example, from inter-
generational learning, collaborative art-making, and
the influence of convention, processes that would also
need to be understood within a specific historical and
cultural situation (Solomon 1996). It might be possible
to examine such questions through Masitise’s putative
body of work, especially if further related sites could
be identified, which could potentially contribute a
localised perspective to the understanding of ‘how
the tradition of San image-making changed with co-
lonialism, beyond the incorporation of new images,
the adoption of a different palette and technological
change (namely, the use of paints lacking efficient
binding media)’ (Solomon 1996: 294). For now, the

Figure 11. The ‘battle scene’, photographed at the Residency (top) (Photo-
graph by Anton Coetzee 2019) and redrawn by James Walton in 1961
(bottom) (How 1962: frontispiece/endpaper ).

analysis we conduct in this paper enables us to imag-
ine something of Masitise’s biography as a context for
understanding more of his practice as an artist.

The life of Masitise

Little is recorded about Masitise beyond Marion
How’s statement that he was Phuthi and that, in 1932,
he offered to paint ‘Bushman paintings’ on the wall
of the Residency.

The Baphuthi are a community with a farming
economy and a history of close contact with Bush-
man groups. IsiPhuthi is characterised as an Nguni
language with heavy Sotho influence, but it has been
proposed that the click consonants may have been
borrowed from Bushman languages (Mzamane 1948:
11). Chiefs such as Moorosi (Phuthi) and Moshoeshoe
(Basotho) were known to have Bushman wives and
offered protection to some Bushman groups (Dornan
1909: 14-15). Rev. Samuel Shaw Dornan (1909: 445)
noted that some Baphuthi were said to have Bush-
man ancestry, spoke a little of the language, and even
painted, though he dismissed their work as ‘vastly
inferior’. Another account records the statement, ‘we
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Phuthi people are related to the Bushmen’ (Mzamane
1948: 12). From Cawston’s description of the painter
as ‘old’, we can speculate that Masitise may have been
sixty or more when he worked for How. If so, he would
have lived through a period of profound change: the
defeat of Moorosi in 1879, the collapse of independent
Bushman lifeways, and the increasing presence of
Europeans in the Quthing region.

In her book, How judged his testimony to be ‘less
convincing” in terms of its relevance for Bushman
art than Mapote’s (How 1962: 44, 46) and in her
unpublished manuscript she writes that some of his
statements are ‘exaggerations” and do not ‘ring true’
(King et al. 2021: 146). Yet, a close study of Masitise’s
work suggests that he was at least as knowledgeable,
and perhaps more experienced, than his counterpart
(Jolly 2024: 21-22). It is not clear how long Masitise
was left to paint while How ‘attended to other things’
(1962: 41), but the account gives the impression that it
was not long and yet in that time he managed to paint
over 30 figures. This in itself indicates an experienced
artist who had painted before. Another indication of
his familiarity with ‘Bushman’ rock art in particular,
as Jolly points out, is that Masitise’s art incorporated
more ambiguous and metaphorical elements, where-
as Mapote worked in a more strictly ‘realistic’ idiom
(2024: 19).

Jolly (2024: 20) suggests that Masitise’s imagery,
and particularly the ‘composite imaginary beings’,
could still be derived from the hallucinatory visions
experienced by shamans, while conceding that the
trance dance (and associated visual imaginaries) is
unlikely to have been practised at this late stage,
or even persist in people’s memories—he suggests
instead that the beings derive from southeastern
Bushman mythology, passed down through the
generations. Alternatively, he suggests, Bushman or
closely adjacent people and their lifeways may have
persisted for longer than previously thought, and at
least into the 1930s, in remote areas, which seems to
be corroborated by numerous independent reports.
Beyond the similarity of subject matter and depictive
style, the painted compositions at these two sites seem
compatible with a single aesthetic vision. The varied
motifs within compositions that do not resolve into a
single ‘narrative’ fit within the broad spectrum of art
ascribed to the ‘Bushmen’ but are inflected in specific
ways that we see as attributable to Masitise.

We know next to nothing about the context in
which the rock shelter paintings were made, other
than a possible date of 1929. Why would Masitise have
chosen to paint in a rock shelter at that time? Might
he have been inspired by the interest in Bushman
painting of the Frobenius expedition, which copied
nearby sites that same year? Was it a personal act of
continuation, echoing Bushman practices of working
in secluded places? The act of painting here seems
more private, perhaps undertaken for himself or his
immediate community.
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By contrast, the Residency wall paintings of 1932
were made in a highly visible, public setting, with
the permission of Marion How, wife of the District
Commissioner. Here Masitise repeated familiar
themes—eland, horses, horsemen, and hybrid crea-
tures—but introduced something new: a narrative
battle scene featuring two historical Bushman leaders,
Soai and Mphaki, with their followers. In this work,
Masitise weaves together the real and the non-real into
compositions of spiritual and metaphorical meaning,
together with more explicitly “historical” depictions
in the sense of the representation of specific, named
figures and events.

Soai is a key figure in many stories of the last
Bushman inhabitants of the Maloti-Drakensberg, and
the more prominent of the two in historical accounts,
yet few secure biographical details exist (see Mitchell
2010 for a discussion of what is known). Soai’s name is
attached to several rock shelters, including the famous
site of Sehonghong in the upper Senqu valley where he
is thought to have been killed in 1871 by a party likely
led by a grandson of Moshoeshoe (Mitchell 2010: 157).
A recurrent feature of the accounts are Soai’s close
links to Moorosi and his Baphuthi, among whom he
is thought to have found a wife or lover (Damane and
Sanders 1974: 182 cited in Jolly 1994: 68 and Mitchell
2010: 156; Aerni-Flessner et al. 2024: 45).

Less is known about Mphaki (Dornan 1909: 439;
How 1962: 41). According to Rapiti Raisa, Mphaki
was ‘Sotho, but raised by the San” (Jolly 1994: 63).
The name Mphaki, a ‘Sesuto appellation” according
to Dornan (1909: 439), also appears in a ‘genealogy
of the Mapolane” (Ellenberger and MacGregor 1912:
340-343), who figured among the earliest farming
communities to settle in the western and southern
foothills of the Maloti, an Nguni group of AmaZizi
origins that became Sotho-ised, with links also to the
Baphuthi. Moorosi, despite his close alliances with
some Bushman chiefs, was reportedly raiding Bush-
man groups higher up the Senqu valley around 1850
(Jolly 1994: 62). It may have been in this context that
Mphaki and his community were chased from their
cave near Quthing in retaliation for cattle theft by a
relation of Moorosi (Dornan 1909: 439; How 1962: 19).
According to Dornan (1909: 439), Mphaki’s band split
into two following this event in the late 1830s, one of
which was headed by Melikane, Soai’s father in this
account, suggesting a close community link between
Soai and Mphaki, and that Mphaki may have been
senior to Soai.

These faint biographies sketch a possible scenario
where Soai and Mphaki operated in different but
overlapping times, and in which their paths would
certainly have crossed, as prominent members of
a dwindling number of independent ‘Bushman’
communities in the broader region (Blundell 2004).
Identities and allegiances were complex and shifting,
and Bushman communities were under ever greater
pressure from all other groups who were occupying
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more and more land, and moving further up into the
highlands. Soai appears to have been more powerful,
bolstered by his links to Moorosi. After Soai’s death,
most surviving members of his group went to live in
the Quthing area under Moorosi’s protection (Ellen-
berger 1953: 247, cited by Jolly 1994: 69). We don’t
know what became of Mphaki, and we haven’t come
across any other mention of conflict between Soai and
Mphaki, but perhaps this could be answerable through
further archival research.

In Masitise’s painting, Soai appears to be cast in a
more heroic light because he is depicted as a specific,
individuated figure at a small distance from the front-
line of the battle with unique attributes, including a
British uniform, spoils from his recent victory over a
party of British soldiers. Perhaps Masitise was a former
follower of, or related in some way to, Soai.

In viewing the two sites as part of a single artist’s
body of work, Masitise emerges as an artist of the
‘in-between’, negotiating multiple worlds: rooted in
Phuthi society yet informed by Bushman traditions
and possibly celebrating his own links to Soai, his art
blending realism with ambiguity, and responding to
new audiences and expectations. Though How gave
him little recognition in her writings, Jolly (2024: 22)
sees Masitise as ‘one of the few people connected to
the southeastern San to have made rock paintings
well into the twentieth century” with an ‘even stronger
connection to the painting tradition than Mapote’,
and further, the painter of the ‘only surviving rock
painting of a non-realistic being’, explained in words
by himself. To this, we add that by painting a “portrait’
of Soai, he has also left us with the only ‘Bushman’
rock painting of a named historical figure.

His paintings provide a rare glimpse into the en-
tangled worlds of early twentieth-century Quthing—a
time in which hunter-gatherer lifeways had largely
come to an end, but Bushman imagery and stories
continued to resonate in the memories and expressions
of neighbouring, related and descendant communities.

Conclusion

Although we will never know Masitise’s full
life story, and the possible photo of him is highly
speculative, he left his mark—and, unusually, his
name—through two closely contemporaneous acts
of image-making. His paintings offer a rare glimpse
into the complex social relations of his time. Too often,
groups such as the Bushmen, Basotho, and Baphuthi
are imagined as discrete and separate, yet in reality,
there was far greater fluidity and interaction between
them. Masitise’s decision to paint not only ‘Bushman’
images for How on the Residency wall, but also in
the more private setting of a nearby shelter, suggests
that his work was not simply a way to earn money —
though it is possible that How paid him in some way
(Mapote was given a new pair of boots for his work;
How 1962: 39). Rather, his painting appears to have
been a broader practice of deeper personal signifi-
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cance. The imagery he chose to create in both places
spoke to his beliefs and to a world in which identities
and traditions overlapped, blended, and were con-
tinually being renegotiated. Inspired by Bushman
traditions and shaped by new social contexts, Masitise
positioned himself as an artist whose work speaks
to the interplay of different cultural groups and the
transitional spaces created by these interactions. The
body of knowledge left by Masitise (with Lindiso and
Mapote, and possibly others), approached within
their particular historical and cultural contexts, takes
a place alongside the two explanations of Bushman
art conventionally considered to carry ‘emic’ insights
(Orpen 1874; Bleek 1874).

Masitise’s act of painting at the Residency can also
be read as a powerful political statement, in particular
in his depiction of Soai placed on the wall of an official
colonial government building. By volunteering to
paint ‘Bushman paintings” and making the choice to
portray a battle between two specific Bushman leaders,
that if it were an actual event would have taken place
some 60+ years before, Masitise manages to convey the
multiple tensions in Basutoland in the past and linger-
ing in the present. The two opposing forces are uneven.
Although Soai’s group is smaller, his followers are all
shown with firearms, while Mphaki’s fighters have
only one, perhaps alluding to asymmetrical access to
weapons and local power relations. The differences
in material culture between the two groups are also
informative. Soai’s combatants are relatively uniform
in dress and the way they are armed, while those on
Mphaki’s side show a mix of weapons, suggesting a
more ‘mixed’ group of people. Could this battle also
reference tensions between the Baphuthi and the
Basotho? Soai, historically aligned with Moorosi’s
Baphuthi, is shown commanding a smaller but better
armed force against a numerically larger force. In a
time when the Bushmen no longer lived in indepen-
dent communities and were not perceived as a threat
by either the Basotho or the colonial government,
depicting a battle between two of their leaders could
have offered a way to articulate political tensions in a
manner that would not draw direct attention. Perhaps,
rather than a neutral, hopeless or terminal gesture, this
artwork can be seen as a carefully crafted statement
that Masitise knew would remain publicly visible for
some time into the future, constituting a provocative
alternative vision of local history.

Acknowledgments

This paper is based on fieldwork conducted in 2019 with
the support of an Ad Hoc Research Grant from the Uni-
versity of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, South Africa.
This research inspired some of the ideas that contributed
to a successful grant application to the South African Na-
tional Research Foundation (CSUR240406212554), which
supported the development of the paper in 2025 and 2026.
We gratefully acknowledge the Department of Arts and
Culture of Lesotho for permission to conduct fieldwork and
Telang Sekotlo, the rock art custodian who accompanied



288

us during fieldwork on this and other occasions; Tseliso
Mandoro whose office was in the Residency at the time,
for spending time looking at the art with us; Stellenbosch
University, South Africa, for the digital copy of the Walton
sketch (Fig. 6A); Van Schaik Publishers, for permission to
reproduce images from How 1962 (Fig. 6B and Fig. 11B);
and ongoing collaboration with the Frobenius Institute,
Goethe University, Frankfurt, Germany. We presented a
version of this paper at the World Archaeological Congress
in Darwin, Australia, in June 2025, and thank the chairs of
this session, Prof. Sally K. May and Prof. Joakim Goldhahn,
for the invitation to contribute to their stimulating session on
biography and rock art. Thanks also go to two anonymous
RAR reviewers for highly valuable comments, particularly
for encouraging us to develop our reflection on the politi-
cal dimensions of Masitise’s work. We also thank Kefilwe
Rammutloa and Geoff Blundell for comments on an earlier
draft of the paper, and Nthabiseng Mokoena-Mokhali for
guidance on ethnonym usage in Lesotho.

Dr Ghilraen Laue

KwaZulu-Natal Museum, 237 Jabu Ndlovu Street, Pieter-
maritzburg, KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa

E: glaue@nmsa.org.za

Web: www.nmsa.org.za

Mail: P. Bag 9070, Pietermaritzburg, 3200, South Africa
and

Honorary Research Fellow, Rock Art Research Institute,
School of Geography, Archaeology and Environmental
Studies, University of the Witwatersrand, South Africa

Dr Justine Wintjes

KwaZulu-Natal Museum, 237 Jabu Ndlovu Street, Pieter-
maritzburg, KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa

E: jwintjes@nmsa.org.za

Web: www.nmsa.org.za

Mail: P. Bag 9070, Pietermaritzburg, 3200, South Africa
and

Honorary Research Associate

Wits School of Arts, University of the Witwatersrand, South
Africa

Dr Anton Coetzee

Postdoctoral Researcher, MAEASaM Project

Department of Geography, Geoinformatics and Meteorolo-
gy, University of Pretoria, South Africa

and

Metsemegologolo Archive

E: anton.coetzee@gmail.com

References

AERNI-FLESSNER, J., C. FoGeLMAN and N. MokoENA-MoOKH-
AL1 2024. Historical Dictionary of Lesotho. Third edition.
Rowman and Littlefield, Lanham.

AsuroN, H. 1967. The Basuto: a social study of traditional and
modern Lesotho. 2nd edition. Oxford University Press,
London.

ATMORE, A. 1970. The Moorosi rebellion: Lesotho, 1879. In
R. I. RotBERG and A. A. Mazrui (eds), Protest and power
in Black Africa, pp. 2-35. Oxford University Press, New
York.

ARraL, ANALYSIS of Rock ARt in LEsoTHo, 1984/85. Site record
form for site ARAL 629. Filed at the Rock Art Research In-
stitute, University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg.

Bank, A. 2006. Bushmen in a Victorian world: the remarkable

Rock Art Research 2026 - Volume 43, Number 2, pp. 274-290. G. LAUE et al.

story of the Bleek-Lloyd Collection of Bushman Folklore.
Double Storey, Cape Town.

Battiss, W. 1948. The Artists of the Rocks. Red Fawn Press,
Pretoria.

Breex, W.H.I. 1874. Remarks on Orpen’s ‘A glimpse into
the mythology of the Maluti Bushmen. Cape Monthly
Magazine (n.s.) 9: 10-13.

Breex, W.H.I. and L. Lroyp 1911. Specimens of Bushman
folklore. Introduction by G. M. Theal. George Allen and
Company, London.

BrunpeLL, G. 2004. Ngabayo’s Nomansland: San rock art and
the somatic past. Studies in Global Archaeology 2. PhD
thesis, Uppsala University.

BrunpeLL, G. 2026. A Nomansland Triptych: People, Pictures
and Places. Rock Art Research (this issue).

BonNEAu, A., D. PEarcg, P. MitcueLL, L. Dibpier, L.N. Eoin,
T.F.G. Hicaam, M. LamotHE and C. ArtHUR 2022. Char-
acterization and dating of San rock art in the Metolong
catchment, Lesotho: a preliminary investigation of tech-
nological and stylistic changes. Quaternary International
611: 177-189.

BonNEAu, A., D. PEARCE, P. MitcHELL, R. StaFF, C. ARTHUR,
L.MaLLEN, F. Brock, F. and T. Hicaam 2017. The earliest
directly dated rock paintings from southern Africa: new
AMS radiocarbon dates. Antiquity 91 (356): 322-333.

CawmpseLL, C. 1986. Images of war: a problem in San rock art
research. World Archaeology 18: 255-268.

CawmpseLr, C. 1987. Art in crisis: contact period rock art of
the south-eastern mountains of southern Africa. MSc
dissertation, University of the Witwatersrand.

CawstoN, F.G. 1931. A consideration of the Bushmen’s
paintings at Quthing. South African Journal of Science 28:
470-471.

Casaurs, E. 1889. My Life in Basutoland. London: The Reli-
gious Tract Society.

CHaLLis, S. 2008. The impact of the horse on the AmaTola
‘Bushmen’: new identity in the Maloti-Drakensberg
Mountains of Southern Africa. PhD thesis, University
of Oxford.

CHaLLis, S. 2012. Creolisation on the nineteenth-century
frontiers of southern Africa: A case study of the AmaTola
‘Bushmen’ in the Maloti-Drakensberg. Journal of Southern
African Studies 38: 265-280.

CHaLLrs, S. 2014. Binding beliefs: The creolisation process in
a’Bushman’ raider group in nineteenth-century southern
Africa. In J. DEacon and P. SkorNEs (eds), The courage of
| | kabbo. Celebrating the 100th anniversary of the publication
of “Specimens of Bushman Folklore’, pp. 247-265. University
of Cape Town Press, Cape Town.

CHALLIS, S. 2016. Re-tribe and resist: the ethnogenesis of
a creolised raiding band in response to colonisation.
In C. HamiLton & N. LEIBHAMMER (eds.), Tribing and
untribing the archive: identity and the material record in
southern KwaZulu-Natal in the late independent and colonial
periods, pp. 282-299. University of KwaZulu-Natal Press,
Pietermaritzburg.

CHaLLis, S. and B. SincLair-THomson 2022. The impact of
contact and colonization on indigenous worldviews,
rock art, and the history of southern Africa. Current
Anthropology 63 (S25): $97-5127.

DamaNg, M. and P.B. SANDERs 1974. Lithoko: Sotho praise-po-
ems. Clarendon Press, Oxford.

DoNNELLY, S. 1999. Southern Tekela is alive: (re)introducing
the Phuthi language. International Journal of the Sociology
of Language 136: 97-120.

DornaN, S.S. 1909. Notes on the Bushmen of Basutoland.



Rock Art Research 2026 - Volume 43, Number 2, pp. 274-290. G. LAUE et al.

Transactions of the South African Philosophical Society 18
(1): 437-450.

DornNAN, S.S. 1925. Pygmies and Bushmen of the Kalahari: an
account of the hunting tribes inhabiting the great arid plateau
of the Kalahari desert, their precarious manner of living, their
habits, customs & beliefs, with some reference to Bushman art,
both early & of recent date, & to the neighbouring African
tribes. Seeley, Service and Company, London.

ELLENBERGER, V. 1953. La fin tragique des Bushmen. Amiot
Dumont, Paris.

ELLENBERGER, D.F. and J.C. MacGregor 1912. History of the
Basuto: Ancient & Modern. Caxton, London.

FroseN1US, L. 1962 [1931]. Madsimu Dsangara. Siidafrikanische
Felsbilderchronik. 2 volumes. Facsimile reprint. Graz:
Akademische Druck- u. Verlagsanstalt.

FroBentus, L. and E. MaNnNsFeLD 1930. Enthdlt den Katalog
der Sudafrikanischen Felsbilderkopien der D(IA)FE
1928-30. Mitteilungen des Forschungsinstituts fui Kultur-
morphologie 5-9: 87-179.

Gorpon, RJ. 1984. The! Kung in the Kalahari exchange: an
ethnohistorical perspective. In C. Schire (ed.), Past and
present in hunter gatherer studies, pp. 195-224. Academic
Press, New York.

GraB, S.W. and D.]J. Nasu 2022. ‘But what silence! No
more gazelles...”: Occurrence and extinction of fauna
in Lesotho, southern Africa, since the late Pleistocene.
Quaternary International 611: 87-101.

HamMmonp-Tooke, W.D. 1998. Selective borrowing? The
possibility of San shamanistic influence on southern
Bantu divination and healing practices. The South African
Archaeological Bulletin 53 (167): 9-15.

How, M.W. 1962. The Mountain Bushmen of Basutoland. Pre-
toria: Van Schaik.

In MEMORIAM — Dr. F. Gorpon CawstoN, 1949. Suid-Afri-
kaanse Tydskrif vir Geneeskunde 23 (16): 301.

Jenkins, E. 2019. Rock art researchers in the uKhahlamba
Drakensberg. Natalia 49: 50-64.

JoLLy. P. 1986. A first-generation descendant of the Transkei
San. The South African Archaeological Bulletin 41: 6-9.
JoLry, P. 1994. Strangers to brothers: interaction between
south-eastern San and southern Nguni/Sotho communities.

MA thesis, University of Cape Town.

Jorry, P. 1995. Melikane and upper Mangolong revisited:
the possible effects on San art of symbiotic contact be-
tween southeastern San and southern Sotho and Nguni
communities. The South African Archaeological Bulletin
50 (161): 68-80.

Jorry, P. 1996. Symbiotic interaction between Nguni and
Sotho farmers and south-eastern San: implications for
southern African rock art studies, ethnographic analogy
and hunter-gatherer cultural identity. Current Anthropol-
ogy 37 (2): 277-305.

Jorry, P. 2024. Paintings by the Phuthi artist, Masitise, at
The British Residency, Quthing, Lesotho. The Digging
Stick 44: 19-23.

King, R. 2014. Voluntary barbarians of the Maloti-Drakensberg:
the BaPhuthi chiefdom, cattle raiding, and colonial rule in
nineteenth-century southern Africa. DPhil thesis, University
of Oxford.

King, R. 2019. Outlaws, anxiety, and disorder in southern Af-
rica: material histories of the Maloti-Drakensberg. Palgrave
Macmillan, Cham.

King, R., A. BonNEAU and D. Pearce 2021. ‘They are all
dead that I could ask’: indigenous innovation and the
micropolitics of the field in twentieth century southern
Africa. Cambridge Archaeological Journal 32 (1): 137-152.

289

LaHAYE, R. 2023. La mobilisation des données dans l'interpréta-
tion rituelle des arts rupestres San du Maloti-Drakensberg.
PhD thesis, Université Panthéon-Sorbonne.

Lesorno 2025. Tenth Amendment to the Constitution Act,
2025: Amendment of Section 3: Official languages. Gov-
ernment Gazette 70 (67). Government Printers, Maseru.

Lewis-WiLLiawms, J.D. 1981. Believing and seeing: symbolic
meanings in Southern San rock paintings. Academic Press,
London.

Lewis-WiLLiaMs, ].D. 1986. The last testament of the southern
San. The South African Archaeological Bulletin 41: 10-11.

Lewis-WiLLiams, ].D. 1988a. ‘People of the eland’: an ar-
chaeo-linguistic crux. In T. IncoLp, D. Ricues and J.
WoobsuMm (eds), Hunters and gatherers: property, power
and ideology, pp. 203-211. Berg, Oxford.

Lewis-WiLL1ams, J.D. 1988b. The world of man and the world of
spirit: an interpretation of the Linton rock paintings. South
African Museum, Cape Town.

Lewis-WiLLiams J.D. 1995. Modelling the production and
consumption of rock art. The South African Archaeological
Bulletin 50 (162): 143-54.

Lewis-WiLLiams, J.D. 1998. Quanto?: The issue of ‘many
meanings’ in southern African San rock art research.
The South African Archaeological Bulletin 53 (168): 86-97.

Lewis-WiLLiawms, J.D. and S. CaavLis 2011. Deciphering ancient
minds: the mystery of San Bushman rock art. Thames and
Hudson, London.

Lewis-WirLiams, ].D. and T.A. Dowson 1989. Images of power:
understanding Bushman rock art. Southern Book Publish-
ers, Johannesburg.

Macgas, T. 1994. The Early Iron Age in the extreme south:
some patterns and problems. Azania: Archaeological Re-
search in Africa 29 (30): 168-178.

MaLLEN, L. 2005. Linking sex, species and a supernatural
snake at Lab X rock art site. South African Archaeological
Society Goodwin Series 9: 3-10.

MARTIN, M. 1903. Basutoland: its legends and customs. Nichols
and Company, London.

MzaMAaNE, G.IM. 1948. A concise treatise on Phuthi with spe-
cial reference to its relationship with Nguni and Sotho. MA
dissertation, University of South Africa.

McGranaghan, M. 2015. Hunters-with-sheep: the |Xam
Bushmen of South Africa between pastoralism and for-
aging. Africa 85: 521-545.

McGranaGHAN, M., S. CHaLLis and J.D. Lewis-WiLLiaAMS
2013. Joseph Millerd Orpen’s A Glimpse into the My-
thology of the Maluti Bushmen’: a contextual introduc-
tion and republished text. Southern African Humanities
25: 137-166.

MircheLL, P. 2002. The archaeology of southern Africa. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

MircHeLL, P. 2010. Making history at Sehonghong: Soai
and the last Bushman occupants of his shelter. Southern
African Humanities 22: 149-170.

Moszeik, O. 1910. Die Malereien der Buschmdnner. Dietrich
Reimer, Berlin.

Nprovu, N. 2009. The comparative analysis of rock art
in southern Africa: a special interest in the eland. The
School of Historical Studies Postgraduate Forum E-Journal
Edition 7.

ORPEN, .M. 1874. A glimpse into the mythology of the Ma-
luti Bushmen. Cape Monthly Magazine (NS) 9 (49): 1-13.

PARGETER, J., A. MacKay, P. MircueLL, J. SHEa and B.A.
StewaRT 2016. Primordialism and the ‘Pleistocene San’of
southern Africa. Antiquity 90 (352): 1072-1079.

Prins, F. 1994. Living in two worlds: the manipulation of



290

power relations, identity and ideology by the last San
rock artist in Tsolo, Transkei, South Africa. Natal Museum
Journal of Humanities 6: 179-193.

RUDNER, 1. 1982. Khoisan pigments and paints and their
relationship to rock painting. Annals of the South African
Museum 87: 1-281.

Suau S., L. KomETst and M. BRENzINGER 2022. Language
activists and linguists in pursuit of the siPhuthi cause.
Annual Review of Applied Linguistics 42: 93-101.

Suowers, K. 2005. Imperial gullies: soil erosion and conser-
vation in Lesotho. Ohio University Press, Athens.

SincLAIR-THOMSON, B. 2020. ‘Bushman’ bandits of the eastern
borderlands. The rock art of raiders in the Eastern Cape, South
Africa, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. PhD thesis,
University of the Witwatersrand.

SKINNER, A. 2017. The changer of ways: rock art and frontier
ideologies on the Strandberg, northern Cape, South
Africa. Master’s dissertation, University of the Witwa-
tersrand.

Smrts, L.G.A. 1973. Rock painting sites in the Upper Senqu
Valley, Lesotho. The South African Archaeological Bulletin
28: 32-38.

Smrts, L.G.A. 1983. Rock paintings in Lesotho: site char-
acteristics. The South African Archaeological Bulletin 38
(138): 62-76.

SoLoMoON, A. 1996. Some questions about style and author-
ship in later San paintings. In: P. SkoTNEs (ed.), Miscast:
negotiating the presence of the Bushmen, pp. 291-295. Uni-
versity of Cape Town Press, Cape Town.

Stow, G. W. 1905. The native races of South Africa. Swan Son-
nenschein, London.

SurrivaN, S. and C. Low 2014. Shades of the Rainbow Ser-
pent? A KhoeSan animal between myth and landscape
in southern Africa — ethnographic contextualisations of
rock art representations. Arts 3: 215-244.

VinNIcoMsE, P. 1976. People of the Eland: rock paintings of the
Drakensberg Bushmen as a reflection of their life and thought.
University of Natal Press, Pietermaritzburg.

Rock Art Research 2026 - Volume 43, Number 2, pp. 274-290. G. LAUE et al.

WabLEy, L. and G. Laue 2025. The rock art of the Waterberg: rites
and transformation. Wits University Press, Johannesburg.

WEenDT, W.E. 1976. ‘Art mobilier’ from the Apollo 11 Cave,
South West Africa: Africa’s oldest dated works of art. The
South African Archaeological Bulletin 31: 5-11.

WitELsoN, D. 2022. A reappraisal of Walter Battiss’s relative
sequence for rock paintings in the Stormberg, Eastern
Cape. Southern African Humanities 35: 71-102.

WirteLsoN, D. 2023. Theatres of imagery: a performance theory
approach to rock art research. British Archaeological Re-
ports, Oxford.

WhHiITELAW, G. 1994. Towards an Early Iron Age worldview:
some ideas from KwaZulu-Natal. Azania: Archaeological
Research in Africa 29 (30): 37-50.

WHITELAW, G., and A. MazeL 2023. Archaeology of the past
two thousand years in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa.
Oxford Research Encyclopedia of African History. Retrieved
1 Oct. 2025, from https://oxfordre.com/africanhistory/
view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190277734.001.0001/acre-
fore-9780190277734-e-768.

WhHITLEY, D. 2021. Rock art, shamanism, and the ontological
turn. In O. M. Asapia and M. Porr (eds), Ontologies
of Rock Art: images, relational approaches, and indigenous
knowledges, pp. 67-90. Routledge, London and New
York.

WinNTJES, J. 2012. Archaeology and visuality, imaging as record-
ing: a pictorial genealogy of rock painting research in the
Maloti-Drakensberg through two case studies. 2 volumes.
PhD thesis, University of the Witwatersrand.

WinTjES, J. 2013. The Frobenius expedition to Natal and the
Cinyati archive. Southern African Humanities 25: 167-205.

WRIGHT, J., WINTJES, ]., de PRADA-SAMPER, J. M., Du PLEssis,
M., HorLmaNN, J. and J. WEINTROUB 2016. The Qing-Or-
pen project. In J. M. de PRaDA-SAMPER, M. du PLEssis,
J. HoLLMANN, J. WEINTROUB, J. WINTJES and J. WRIGHT
(eds), On the trail of Qing and Orpen, pp. 1-11. Standard
Bank Gallery, Johannesburg.

RAR 43-1504



