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Introduction 
 
The appearance of graffiti in red polymer paint over and next to rock paintings in the 
rock shelter KR11 at S.32º 21`47”5, E.18º57`4” on the eastern bank of the Olifants 
River (Figures 1 and 2) on the farm Kriedouwkrans was reported to me by John 
Parkington in 2003. I asked Norwegian conservator, Terje Norsted, during his visit to 
the Western Cape in 2004 for advice on how to remove it. He suggested using toluene 
but as it is highly toxic I was not keen to try it.  
 
In preparation for a Workshop on Rock Art Conservation Treatment and Interventions 
as part of the Getty Conservation Institute’s Southern African Rock Art program held 
at the Living Landscape Project in Clanwilliam from 13-29 August 2009, we planned 
to visit the site and take advice from rock art conservator Dr J. Claire Dean on how to 
remove the paint. I therefore applied for, and was granted, a permit from Heritage 
Western Cape. 
 
Site visit 
 
The site was visited on Sunday 16 August 2009 by 19 workshop participants and four 
staff members (Dr Claire Dean, Dr David Myers, Pascall Taruvinga and myself). We 
were informed by staff members of CapeNature that within the past year many alien 
trees (blue gums) had been felled along the river bank and in front of the rock shelter. 
This operation had dramatically increased the amount of sunlight in the rock shelter 
and on the paintings. In addition, the Olifants River had flooded its banks after 
unusually heavy rains in June 2009. Evidence for the flood was obvious during our 
visit with debris visible in vegetation at the same height as the rock paintings (Figure 
3). The most remarkable change was that much of the polymer paint had flaked off or 
had been washed off and in places only stains were still visible (Figures 4-6).  
 
Two of the workshop participants, Gedion Mukwena and Alvord Nhundu, measured 
off the back wall of the shelter in 2 m panels, recorded the condition of the paintings 
in each panel (Appendix 1) and summarised the recommendation made by Dr Dean. 
The site will be monitored over the next year and if warranted, further action will be 
taken after careful assessment.  
 
The flood waters and insoluble salts have caused considerable damage to the paintings 
when compared with photographs taken 5 years ago (Figure 4). Photographer Kevin 
Crause has taken a series of digital photographs that will be enhanced to recover some 
of the paintings that are no longer visible. 
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Conclusions 
 
After discussion of the condition of the site, it was agreed that no action should be 
taken to remove what remains of the polymer paint. The process will be costly and 
time consuming and might not significantly improve the visibility of the rock 
paintings. There is also the risk of further damaging the rock art. We will therefore 
continue to monitor the site. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 1. Site KR11 is situated amongst the trees on the right hand side of the river in 
this photograph. 
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Figure 2. The rock shelter showing the position of paintings and graffiti below 
the branches of a wild fig tree. 
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Figure 3. Debris from the flood on the floor of the shelter. 
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Figure 4. Remains of red polymer paint compared with a photograph taken in 2003. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 5. Remains of red polymer paint over rock paintings. 
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Figure 6.  Some of the red polymer paint still remains as a thick deposit over insoluble 
salts covering rock art. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Perhaps even more than natural deterioration, vandalism is the most visually 

detracting form of damage at places with rock imagery (Loubser, 2001:106). Painted 

graffiti refers to either oil or water based paint marks that have been intentionally put 

on the rock or over the art, thereby defacing or damaging the paintings. This report 

aims to explore the problems of painted graffiti at Kriedouwkrans and how the 

problem is being dealt with. The graffiti was introduced in 2003. Kriedouwkrans is a 

site that is located on a private farm. Its location is 32º 21`47”5, 18º57` 4”E. The site, 

which is characterised by fine line tradition San paintings is located on a quartzite 

substrate very close to the Olifants River. 

 

PRIOR DOCUMENTATION AND GENERAL OBSERVATIONS  

 

The site has always been vulnerable, according to pictures taken in 1995 when there 

was charcoal graffiti on the site. The charcoal graffiti was removed by Janette 

Deacon. As for our focus, the painted graffiti was done around 2003.The images are 

deteriorating, some of the paintings that were visible many years ago, are no longer 

visible. The painted graffiti are being removed by water flowing from the nearby 

river. As the river overflowed its bank it flowed over the back wall of the shelter 

eroding away the graffiti.  

 

o Measure the width of the site 

CONDITION ASSESSMENT, IDENTIFICATION, AND DIAGNOSIS OF 

AGENTS AND PROCESSES AFFECTING THE ROCK ART ON 16 AUGUST 

2009 

 

Method used on site: 

o Divide it into panels (2 m each) 

o Analyse the state of the images and agents by panel 

o Record details 

o Take photographs 
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Section 

16 m 

Natural Human Other 

observations 

0-2 Lichens,mosses,seeps, 

spiderweb,cracks,flaking,water deposit 

  

2-4 Lichens,crystals,black 

material,seepage,algae,possible 

manganese deposit 

  

4-6 Flaking,vegetation,algae,salts  Debris up in 

the tree 

6-8 Seeps,lichen,algae,salts,flaking   

8-10 Algae,salts,flakes,vegetation   

10-12 Algae,salts,flaking,vegetation,spider web, 

water 

  

 Paint 

graffiti  

 

 

12-14 Spider web,algae,seeps,water   

14 - 16 Cracks,seeps,algae,lichen  Litter on the 

floor 

 

The type of paint used at Kriedouwkrans site looks like red polymer paint. The 

paintings are severely damaged and there is even graffiti right upon the images. 

Flooding is also a problem at the site. As the river overflows its banks, it has washed 

away some of the paint graffiti. The effect of the river is also seen through the 

changes on the painted graffiti which has changed a lot over the years. 

 

• The starting point is a physio-chemical analysis of the paint used 

PRINCIPLES 

The universal principles guiding chemical based treatments 

• Lab test to be done to find out the type of paint graffiti 

• To analyse the substrate 

• There is a need for pre-test to see if the technique works 

• Temperature must be between 18-24ºc 
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METHODOLOGY

o Get a permit  

  

To remove painted graffiti successfully, there are some steps to be followed:  

o Start filling in a condition report and a treatment record form  

o Document the area before doing any treatment including test.  

o Apply paint stripper in a small area- not more than 10x 10cm.  

o Wait for five minutes to see if the paint wrinkles and starts blistering. 

o Remove the stripper and the paint by lifting it off the rock with a brush 

(caution must be taken not to spread it around).  

o Wipe the paint and stripper off the brush with a paper towel.  

o Clean the residues of the stripper off the rock using distilled water.  

o Use a clean cotton towel to catch any water and stripper residue as you are 

cleaning to avoid spreading to other areas.  

o Ensure that the surface is dry until one has removed all the paint stripper.  

o Repeat all the steps.  

o Document the treatment process  

o Document the site after treatment. 

o Complete the treatment form and compile a narrative report.  

 

TREATMENT OPTIONS FOR KRIEDOUWKRANS SITE 

 

  

 

Bad intervention is often worse than no intervention at all (Loubser 2001:104). This is 

what was discussed at Kriedouwkrans. There was a lot of thinking before the decision 

was taken. After assessing the site, it was observed that removing the paint was 

actually more damaging than leaving the paint graffiti. Comparison of the 

contemporary situation and past photos clearly shows that the paint is coming off due 

to flowing water from the nearby river. If the painted graffiti had been removed, we 

would have followed all the above-mentioned steps. 
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• Barricade the site with durable sand bags to minimise the destructive effects 

of flowing water on the rock paintings. 

CONCLUSION 

 

The decision not to remove the painted graffiti was taken because removing it would 

have been more damaging than leaving it. The graffiti is right on top of the images. 

 

Recommendations:  

• Trim the closest branches to the paintings that keeps brushing against the 

paintings 

• There is a need for monitoring in the dry season  

• There is a need to conduct awareness programmes because the repeated 

vandalism shows that there is a need to address the cause, not the actual 

effects. 
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