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Preface

Rock art is one of the biggest treasures of humankind. It 
was made by almost all groups, cultures and civilizations 
as a mean to express their deepest thoughts and religious 
beliefs. It helped to organise the world of the living and 
to communicate with the other existing worlds like the 
sky, the sea and the underworld during prehistoric times. 
In that way it brought order out of chaos. Today, it 
fascinates man in a way almost without comparison to 
other kinds of cultural heritage. This fascination stems 
from the fact that rock art reflects both the images and 
thoughts of ancient man and thus becomes a double 
heritage - one being direct in the form of the imagery and 
the other being indirect in the form of underlying 
thoughts. In that way it challenges both our sight and our 
mind and the engraved and painted rock panels serve like 
an interface with the past similar in a similar way to 
which a computer screen acts as an interface with the 
modern cyber world.

But, like all treasures and heritages, rock art is 
fragile. It has always suffered from climatic conditions. 
Weather located in hot, cold, wet or dry environments it 
always runs the risk of becoming damaged or even 
extinct because of the effects of natural forces. But its 
worst enemy has turned out to be man himself. He has 
attacked and severely damaged many panels, images and 
messages due to ideological reasons. The language of 
rock art has not always been in accordance with current 
views and values. It may have expressed the wrong 
religious ideas and depicted deities out of rule, it may 
have been too sexually explicit and it has definitely been 
too old fashioned and even completely forgotten. But, it 
is still there and much of it has withstood the wear of 
time and human intervention. Today, threats from 
modern society, industrial development and 
infrastructural planning are strong and constantly 
present. Places like Alqueva, Dampier, and Nine Mile 
Canyon have become known because in these places, 
prehistoric rock art sites run the risk of being destroyed 
by modern enterprises.

But regardless of the outcome of those efforts, rock 
art will also be around in the future. Many sites will 
survive these attempts at destruction because they are 
part of a common human heritage. Most people, societies 
and nations will continue to respect and protect these 
valuable sites because they are the collective memory and

heritage of our ancestors and past generations, societies 
and cultures. In its images, symbols and metaphors rock 
art captures and expresses much wisdom and the essence 
of life. It is therefore my firm conviction that the future of 
world rock art is rather bright.

In order to help to spread knowledge about the 
modern state of research and the latest achievements in 
conservation and management within the field of rock 
art I decided to invite some of the worlds leading 
specialists to write this review. This initiative was 
originally made at the turn of the millennium and the 
intention was to publish the book as a Festschrift to the 
founder and first president of CAR - Icomos, Professor 
Emmanuel Anati on his 70th birthday and it was 
intended as a surprise and a gift. But this turned out to 
be an impossible deadline since most of the invited 
scholars were, and still are, constantly busy and engaged 
in the demanding and never ending task of researching 
rock art in different parts of the world. Another likewise 
important reason was that the editors very soon realised 
that it would be an impossible task to write this review 
without engaging Emmanuel Anati, the true Don of 
World Rock Art, to write some substantial chapters. 
Therefore, it was decided to stretch out the production 
of this book long enough to allow the contributors to 
continue their important daily work of conservation, 
documentation and protection of rock art alongside of 
that of writing these texts. In doing so, I felt that it was 
also necessary to change the first title “Rock Art in the 
New Millennium” to the present “The Future of Rock 
Art - A World Review” because that is what this book 
has been intended to be and has hopefully become. It is a 
review of important rock art sites and areas, and 
research and management projects in most parts of the 
world, although not all. If this book had managed to 
cover all rock art areas and all aspects of its research it 
would have meant that this task would have been 
completed in one go, allowing no similar attempts for a 
long time. But that has certainly not been my intention. 
On the contrary, it is my hope that this book will be the 
first of many to come in the future. It has been realised 
by a combined effort of the European Union project of 
RockCare of the National Heritage Board in Sweden and 
of the International Scientific Expert Committee on Rock 
Art - CAR of ICOMOS. This co-operation has been
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much facilitated by the fortunate circumstances that I 
have been the project manager of RockCare as well as 
the president of CAR.

It is with great satisfaction that I know finally see 
that this demanding task has been successfully completed 
and I want to give my deepest and warmest thanks to all 
the contributors and other individuals that have been 
engaged in the process. I want to especially express my

gratitude to Ms Agneta Modig for keeping the production 
under firm control regardless of the pressing 
circumstances.

Stockholm, July 3, 2004

Ulf Bertilsson
President of CAR - ICOMOS
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The Camonica Valley:
45 Years of Archaeological Research
Emmanuel Anati

Initial discovery

In the winter of 1956, while I was still a student at the 
Sorbonne in Paris, I prepared a study for the C.N.R.S., 
the French National Centre for Scientific Research, which 
had appointed me to research Western European rock art. 
I arrived in the Camonica Valley with the intention of 
comparing the rock art of the area with that of Mount 
Bego in the French Maritime Alps, which I was studying

at the time. Originally, the idea was to stay for just one 
week, inspecting and photographing the ten or so 
engraved rocks which had been cited in the literature, and 
then return to Paris. Since then 45 years have passed and 
that ‘week’ has lasted longer than expected. Indeed, the 
very next year I returned to the area with a group of 
students and volunteers: it was the beginning of the 
‘Anati Expedition’.

At that time, archaeological knowledge of the

Figure 1. Map of the distribution of rock art and menhir statues of northern Italy and surrounding area. (©WARA)
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Camonica Valley was still in its embryonic stage. For the 
most part, any archaeological finds in the area had been 
sporadic. Apart from a few exceptions, they consisted of 
common, everyday objects like pottery sherds and flint 
manufacts, most of them lacking any clear original shape; 
traditional archaeological documentation was very scarce. 
Even then, the major characteristic of the archaeology of 
the Camonica Valley was rock art and important finds 
were beginning to be made. Yet rock art stimulated only 
mediocre interest among both professional archaeologists 
and the general public. Authoritative texts made no 
mention of it. The rare historians or archaeologists who 
gave it any real consideration were considered rather 
strange and devious, like the few individuals in Galileo’s 
time who thought that the earth moved around the sun 
rather than vice versa. It was inconceivable to even think 
of the possibility of a serious study and scientific analysis 
of rock art. First and foremost it was a pass time for 
Sunday archaeologists. They went looking for rock 
engravings much as one would go looking for 
mushrooms. Both in France and Italy the number of 
professional archaeologists working intensively on rock 
art could be counted on one hand.

In general, rock engravings would crop up here and 
there, only to disappear again under grass and moss.
They were preserved underground and by removing the 
grass and earth new figures were coming to light. In 1957 
we found an engraved rock surface of about 6 m2. When 
we started removing the moss and lichens the engravings 
were everywhere. At the end of the summer the rock 
surface was over one hundred meters long and had over 
800 engravings over an area of over 1,000 m2. It was 
then named “the Great Rock of Naquane". The first 
systematic study of Valcamonica rock art was a 
monography on this rock (La Grande Roche de Naquane, 
Archives IPH, 1959).

A series of detailed analyses of these figures allowed 
us to draw up a chronology that was then tested against 
the stratigraphies of other rocks and presented in the 
book La Civilization du Val Camonica (Anad I960).
Thus we were able to lay down a rational basis for the 
study of Camunian rock art. At the time it was believed 
that the rock art of Valcamonica belonged exclusively to 
the Iron Age. When we stated that different periods were 
represented in the rock art, starting from the Epi- 
Palaeolithic, most colleagues disagreed. It took us 20 
years to have the new chronology accepted. (See table of 
Camunian Periods). In 1964 the Centro Camuno di Studi 
Preistorici was founded. The research on the Alpine rock 
art expanded to Valtellina, Alto Adige, the Aosta Valley 
and other areas. Teamwork developed and formed new 
rock art specialists.

The discoveries in the Camonica Valley accumulated 
over many years before a broad historical interpretation

Figure 2. Map of the Camonica Valley with principal 
rock art and prehistoric sites. (©WARA)
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was proposed in 1979 in the volume “I Camuni”. As 
early as the Middle Ages, legends spoke of “Pagan’s 
Altar” (Altare dei Pagani), “Fairies’ Horns” (Coma delle 
Fate), “Mystery Plain” (Plan Mister), “Rock of the Altar” 
(Preda de 1’Altar), “Castle” (Castel), “Heap of the Arch” 
(Dos de l’Arca), and other impressive place names, which 
are still used today for locations where figures are 
engraved into rocks and where ruins of pre-Roman 
dwellings are found. Now and then, there are medieval 
figures carved next to pre-Roman petroglyphs. The 
shepherds and other inhabitants of the valley who 
travelled the woods and mountains in the Middle Ages 
must have known of them and must also have known 
that in certain places settlements and rock engravings 
existed which dated back to the epochs they called “the 
Pagan age”. All over the Alpine area local traditions refer 
to rock art as the religious expression of pre-Christian or 
“Pagan” people.

Even during the Roman period, rock engravings 
show that, despite the change in regime and creed, the 
Camunians had not entirely lost their habit of carving on 
the rocks of their valley. At times they even plagiarised 
earlier figures. In Luine, for example, next to the 
engraving of a dagger from the Chalcolithic period there 
is a Latin inscription, which defines it as a mucro 
(‘dagger’). For the most part, however, pre-Roman 
settlements and rock engravings fell into oblivion when 
the Camunian civilisation was overcome by the arrival of 
the Romans.

The local population must have lost interest in the 
rock figures created by their ancestors, and abandoned 
them to nature. In the course of 2,000 years, shrubs, 
moss and fields covered and hid the engraved rock 
surfaces. In at least two areas of the Camonica Valley, 
one near Capo di Ponte and the other near Gorzone di 
Darfo, they were still partly visible and were known by 
the local population during the last century. One of these 
rocks, near Cemmo, was known as ‘Preda dei Pitoti’, or 
the puppet’s rock.

The discovery of more engravings in the 1930s by 
Giovanni Marro, Giuseppe Bonafini and Raffaello 
Battaglia brought up the question of which ethnic group 
the artists might have belonged to. The Ligurians, the 
Celts, the Rhaetians, and the Veneti were all taken into 
consideration; however nothing was known of the ancient 
Camuni, partly because the material that had been 
gathered was an insufficient basis for any real historical 
analysis. During the 1960s and 70s as the discoveries of 
rock art extended throughout Valcamonica and the 
surrounding zones a more cohesive picture of Camunian 
civilisation began to emerge. Such digs added new 
dimensions to knowledge and a methodology for carrying 
out a broad, systematic analysis of the area gradually 
came into focus.

The work continued with the help of volunteers and 
students from different countries and every year 
exploration, excavations and recording of rock art 
provided new insights into the area. The few engraved 
rocks known in 1956 have now become over 2,500 rock 
surfaces with over 300,000 rock engravings, making the 
Camonica Valley the largest concentration of rock art in 
Europe. Through this teamwork, some of the volunteers 
have become highly skilled professional scholars.

Both because of its geographical location at the 
centre of the Alpine range, with its opening into the Po 
River plain, and because of the unusual number of figures 
and their realistic, descriptive nature, it soon became clear 
that the Camonica Valley would be able to supply a great 
deal of new data on the evolution of culture, and on 
the history of art and religions. The finds have brought 
to light not only an exceptional area of rock art but the 
vestiges of a civilisation which, while managing to 
preserve its identity for eight thousand years, had 
recorded its spirit, economic, social and political 
characteristics, and its merits, weaknesses, and ambitions, 
throughout the course of its history. All this despite the 
fact that it had a strong ethno-cultural personality. It was 
in the course of those years that egocentric Europe was 
conceived, developed, and acquired its features.

The environment

Valcamonica, situated just to the north of Brescia and 
Bergamo, comes down from the heart of the Alps, the 
Adamello and Cevedale glaciers. Two streams come down 
from the Tonale and the Aprica Passes and meet at Edolo. 
There they become the Oglio River that flows for about 
sixty kilometres before reaching Lake Iseo. It is mainly in 
this stretch of valley that the vestiges of the ancient 
Camunians are to be found.

Glaciers covered the Camonica Valley during the 
Pleistocene, until about 12,000 to 10,000 years ago.
When the Ice Age came to an end, the valley floor was 
left scattered with small lakes and marshes, while 
innumerable streams ran down the sides of the valley, 
which itself was still almost completely covered in rock 
and lacking in vegetation. These streams, larger than they 
are today, carried their tempestuous waters down into the 
valley, dragging boulders with them and deeply eroding 
the landscape.

The valley was difficult to enter as it was shut off at 
the bottom by Lake Iseo, over which sheer cliffs hung, 
and the two Alpine passes at the northern end must have 
been almost permanently covered with ice. The valley 
itself was swampy and difficult to cross, criss-crossed by 
streams and filled with shifting rocks and moraine.

The Camonica Valley: 45 Years of Archaeological Research 9



Thanks to the growth of algae, lichens and steppe bushes, 
a blanket of humus began to cover the rocky ground and 
transform it into a more hospitable habitat for trees. This 
marked the beginning of life in the valley. Fauna followed 
the vegetation and, finally, the first human groups moved 
into the area.

Though man first arrived in the valley in Pleistocene 
glacial interstades, as evidenced by a small group of 
Mousterian flint implements found in a rock shelter at 
Nadro, the first certain evidence of human permanent

presence is from the rock etchings and sites with flint 
implements of hunters in the Pre-Boreal climatic stage, 
about 8000 BC. As shown by pollens in archaeological 
levels, during this period the temperature was rising and 
pine and birch trees invaded the valley. Dominant in this 
first phase of rock art are images of elk and other animals 
left over from the Pleistocene that have since disappeared. 
Continuing climate change in the Boreal stage, around 
7000 BC, is characterised by hazel and oak forests in the 
lower valley and the displacement of earlier fauna with

Figure 3. Tracing of a deer struck by arrows. The animal 
is depicted in a rather naturalistic manner, with the head 
turned the back. To represent the legs, the artist has 
utilised the natural fractures of the rock. Luine, rock 34. 
Proto-Camunian period. The numerous cup-tnarks were 
added later. Size of tracing: 110 x 75 cm.
(©WARA: W00508)
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smaller cervidae (deer) and caprinae (wild goats). 
Permanent human occupation is well documented during 
the Atlantic period, around 5500 BC. During this warm 
period food gatherers began to exploit the potential 
offered by cultivation: they developed agriculture and 
introduced the technical innovations that define the 
Neolithic period (in particular new kinds of flint, tools 
and pottery). Good pasture for wild and domestic 
herbivores ensured a notable human population increase 
that is documented at several sites in the valley.

The subsequent Sub-Boreal stage from 3000 to 
800 BC was a period of cooling. It was during this period 
that the Camunian civilisation reached its peak. Periodic 
flooding and landslides would have made the valley floor 
a dangerous place in which to live; even the Romans had 
to build their road halfway up the valley side. The 
distribution of megalithic walls, as well as flint 
manufacts, pottery sherds, stone tools and other finds are 
evidence that the Camuni did not normally live in the 
dangerous valley floor but preferred the lateral slopes. 
Ruins of important settlements have also been found, 
such as the ones at Castelliere in Dos dell’Arca or at 
Gastello di Breno. These were important hill-forts 
surrounded by defence structures. There are vestiges of 
several different strata providing evidence of periods 
spanning thousands of years. Some of the stratigraphic 
sequences demonstrate that certain settlements were 
utilised for long stretches of time.

The evolution of Camunian art

The Camonica Valley reveals a sequence of rock art 
patterns that has become fundamental for the history of 
art and the understanding of the process of concept
ualisation. The Proto-Camunian period, an expression of 
an Epi-Palaeolithic way of life and of thinking, is typical 
of the art of these hunters, depicting the outlines of large 
game animals. As yet no scenes have been found from this 
period. In the Camunian Neolithic rock art (periods I and 
II) symbolic groups and figure pairings are found, such as 
the sun with a worshipper next to it, or a male figure with 
a female one, or an animal with a symbol. In the large 
static groups of period II, in the late Neolithic, the 
engravings do not generally portray actions, but rather 
abstract concepts. The rare scenes are static, idealised and 
timeless. For example, there are groups of worshipping 
figures; on Naquane rock number 50, thirty-four of them 
cover an area of four squared metres. Both males and 
females are represented. We do not know yet whether 
such groups of figures can be considered a scene as such; 
they are, however, harmonious, well-organised figurative 
groups. Certain elements within them lead us to believe

that some attempt was made to portray an event, as they 
follow a general conceptual vision.

Realistic composition, already well developed at this 
stage in the evolution of art in the Camonica Valley, 
appears above all in the large groups composed of lines, 
dots, and areas that are entirely textured by pecking. 
Going by what we are able to discover from later, similar 
figures, they seem to be topographical maps of fields and 
villages, either real or imaginary.

Large figures of idols, characteristic of the end of 
period II, are often found associated with compositions of 
interdependent figures, which have extremely organic 
graphic values, even if sometimes their meaning is 
indecipherable. The compositions of solar discs and 
paddles, in which the idol of Sonico has been included, or 
those of the discs and lines surrounding the idol of 
Sellero, are both meaningful examples. Rock art 
immortalises not just events but also feelings, acts of 
faith, states of mind. The rock art archive is a tremendous 
source for reconstructing the roots of Europe.

Composition reaches its highest level of harmony at 
the beginning of period III. Phase III/A corresponds to the 
monumental composition stage and to the greatest 
production of menhir statues. It is dated in the 
Chalcolithic period from 3200 to 2500 BC. There was a 
vigorous and homogeneous artistic-conceptual wave over 
a widespread area in this period, which profoundly 
influenced, among other zones, the entire Alpine area.
This emulated the rock art, along, no doubt, with other 
areas of intellectual life of the populations of the 
Camonica Valley and nearby Valtellina.

The syntax of composition acquired new 
characteristics during phase III/A. Monumental 
compositions demonstrate a sense of order, discipline, and 
a concreteness of organisation never before found. A new 
kind of society was born where order, discipline and 
rational thinking were co-ordinated by a central 
leadership. While studying the Ossimo menhirs, the 
Cemmo and Borno rocks, the Bagnolo stelae, and the 
Capitello dei due Pini rocks, it became evident that each 
figure has a well defined function within the whole; each 
subject is found exactly in its proper, suitable position. 
These compositions are not symmetrical: there are 
repetitions of the same figure but in a different position, 
so much so that they could be called ‘regularly 
asymmetrical’. The choice of the location on the surface 
was as important as the subject depicted.

At Paspardo, on the Roccia dei Cinque Pugnali (‘Five 
Daggers Rock’), two daggers are engraved opposite 
another three. At Borno a sun with sheaths, which is the 
dominant subject, appears to one side and not at the 
centre of the monumental composition. Even the two 
spectacle-spiral pendants are engraved asymmetrically.
This does not prevent each figure from having its own

The Camonica Valley: 45 Years of Archaeological Research 11



Figur. 4. The front side of the menhir-statue of Ossimo 1. 
A “lunar-face” has series of parallel lines, ‘hair’ or 
‘rays’ (f), on each side. On the “body” there are eight 
figures of spectacle-spirals. By the sides of the engraved 
boulder, the arms of the depicted entity have been 
engraved. At the bottom, the pubic triangle is depicted. 
The composition is structured in three parts which are 
separated by horizontal lines. The upper part has a lunar 
face, the central part has spectacle-spirals, and the lower 
has a pubic triangle. Period III/A (Chalcolithic, around 
3000 BC). Size of tracing: 110 x 120 cm.
(©WARA: W00S27)

value and its own well-defined position within the 
composition. An aesthetic sense can be appreciated in 
these compositions, even from a distance of five thousand 
years. Similarities in style and subject matter with 
analogous compositions from Central Siberia, Azerbaijan, 
the Pontic region, the Alps, France and the Iberian 
Peninsula may indicate the geographical extent of the 
conceptual trend.

In phase III/A, Camunian art is present both in the 
form of symbolic monumental compositions on vertical 
surfaces of considerable dimensions and as more modest 
‘descriptive’ art (especially ploughing scenes) for which 
horizontal and sloping surfaces were used. This 
descriptive art was the first attempt to freeze a moment in 
an idealised fashion. The rock art artists were approach
ing realism, a process further developed later on.

In the previous phases, human figures were 
portrayed almost exclusively in the conventional, static 
position of worship. But at this point, dance scenes, 
depictions of men ploughing, and some armed human 
figures appear. In these illustrations of groups, the human 
figure is often executed almost as a line drawing, but 
there are some cases in which the old stylisation, with its 
rigid, almost frozen figures, gives way to more and more 
active figures and forms.

12 The Future of Rock Art



Scenes from the Chalcolithic are related to the 
penetration of ideas and technology from other areas of 
Europe (metal tools, wagons, and statue-stelae or 
menhirs); some ties undoubtedly existed with the Baden 
culture from the Central Danube area.

The Chalcolithic revolution maintained some of its 
characters in periods III/B-C-D, belonging to the Early 
and Middle Bronze Age (2500-1200 BC). Mining, 
metalworking, and specialised production developed and 
were part of a commercial network covering large parts 
of Europe and the Mediterranean basin. In the rock art 
the subjects of increasingly complex compositions 
represent a lifestyle of complex economic production. 
Similarities in subject matter and style with southern 
Scandinavian rock art probably indicate long-range trade 
and cultural connections. Ploughing and other daily life 
scenes become common. Axes and daggers were the 
dominant themes for a long period and were both traded 
and worshipped. Weapons, objects and topographical 
maps, are typical of periods III/B and C. The cult of 
objects and tools in the Bronze Age, at Capo di Ponte, at 
Simris in Sweden and at Mount Bego in the French 
Maritime Alps, may illustrate an early expression of a 
consumer society.

The figures of weapons and of groups of weapons

Figure 5. Ploughing scene with two daggers. Nearby Dos 
Cul, Nadro. One has a triangular blade of Chalcolithic 
type, the other is sub-triangular typical of the Early 
Bronze Age. Transition phase between periods III/A and 
III/B (Final Chalcolithic or beginning of Early Bronze 
Age, c. 2500-2000 BC). Size of tracing: 65 x 120 cm. 
(©WARA: W01934)

were gradually replaced by scenes of warriors actively 
engaged in duels and war-like activities towards the end 
of the Bronze Age. Geometric representations, such as 
simple rectangles and groups of rectangles in contour and 
units of grooves and cup marks in alignment, forming 
realistic topographical maps also became popular. These 
topographical ‘maps’ had been depicted ever since 
Neolithic times, but in the late Bronze Age they became 
distinguished by their dimensions and complexity.

In period III/C mythological scenes and 
anthropomorhic figures increase quantitatively. The horse 
is added to the repertoire of domestic animals in period 
III/C. It was imported and was considered as a symbol of 
prestige. At about the same time, or shortly thereafter, the 
domestic horse appears also in Scandinavian rock art. No 
doubt Europeans had become good traders and excellent 
travellers.

The essential economic activities that were depicted 
illustrate a specialisation of metal working and weaving. 
Groups of several vertical looms may indicate some sort 
of industrial weaving. The cult of objects and weapons 
decreases and is replaced during period III/D by a cult of 
spirits and heroes, likely to represent Pan-European ideas.

The scenes acquire an increasing amount of rhythm 
at the beginning of period IV in the Late Bronze Age,
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Figure 6. The “Cult of Weapons” is a Bronze Age pattern. A large composition of shields and weapons: battle-axes, 
axes, spears and daggers. Luine, rock 34. Period III/B (Early Bronze Age, c. 2000 BC). Size of tracing: 1.80 x 0.90 m. 
(©WARA: W00542)

after 1200 BC. Life is beginning to move in the art. Now 
the artist portrays human intent. Gradually, man is shown 
in all his daily activities: hunting, at war, focused on his 
crafts, ploughing, or building huts. Religious ritual and 
prayer cease to be the main subjects of inspiration. The 
portrayals of the occupations and events of the time 
become popular themes of the engravings. Composition 
itself is often neglected; dynamic rhythm breaks the 
compositions static quality and a new figurative, 
descriptive and narrative idea emerges.

The descriptive style with scenes, which characterises 
period IV, develops for over one millennium, throughout 
the Late Bronze Age and the entire sequence of Iron Age 
phases. The spirit of observation that the artists show in 
period IV and their sense of what is ‘real’, or held to be 
so, led them to discover the rules of perspective. In 
previous periods, subjects such as the hut or the plough 
were portrayed in aerial perspective. For us, such 
figurative representations appear to be more abstract, 
with a greater sense of synthesis, and more ‘intellectual’.
In comparison to those from later phases, we would, in 
fact, deduce the contrary given their position in the 
progressive sequence of art in the Camonica Valley. It is a 
question of a different way of transferring information 
from the cognitive to the visual stage, from the 
preconceived pattern to an analysis of every day 
happenings. This transition may well indicate a change in 
ways of thinking.

Wagons, ploughs and structures are portrayed from 
an eye view in period IV, and huts and their roofs are at 
times seen from a three quarter perspective. These images 
reflect a way of seeing that is much closer to our own. 
There is an appreciation for every detail that was 
previously missing; the sense of synthesis is less and there 
is more interest in specifics.

The first studies in ‘personalised’ figurative 
representation had already appeared several centuries 
before in a common subject that, even though it showed a 
strong sense of abstraction, by its very nature perhaps 
required representation in a manner that conformed to 
subjective ‘reality’. The topographical pictographs are 
held to be maps of fields, houses and settlements. They 
are found mainly on the north-west side of the central 
Camonica Valley around Pescarzo, near Capo di Ponte. 
Perhaps not all of these ‘maps’ represent actual territory.
It is thought that some could actually depict ‘the 
topography of the hereafter’, a description of the 
landscape beyond the tomb as described in myths. 
However, some ‘maps’ seem to show real fields, gardens, 
courtyards, wells, streams, paths and huts. They start in 
the Neolithic and still continue to be represented in the 
Iron Age. They are the oldest known topographical 
documents in Europe.

At the time of maximum artistic creativity in the 
Iron Age during phase IV/C, the size of the animals under 
yoke sometimes varies according to their position in
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Figure 7. Ityhphallic warriors. Fighting 
and masculinity seem to have been related 
in the Iron Age way of thinking. Dos Cui, 
Nadro. Period IV/D (Middle Iron Age, 
700-500 BC). Size of tracing: 60 x 100 cm, 
(©WARA: W00566)

relation to the observer, the animal furthest away being 
smaller. Likewise, the diameter of the wheels of carts and 
the distance between them also varies. This period marks 
the peak of naturalism and of descriptive scenes. There 
are some entertaining details, such as the huts’ staircases 
that turn on themselves. The synthetic and symbolic 
concepts of the Bronze Age have been almost completely 
abandoned. One could say that the artist has fewer 
dogmas and much more freedom of expression. But also, 
that he developed from a universal view of stereotypes to 
a personalised view of anecdotal character.

Image and context

Camunian rock engravings and the numerous parallels 
with ethnography seem to indicate that creating art for 
art’s sake never existed in the Camonica Valley 
civilisation. The figurative representations had magic, 
religious, and functional ends and carving them was 
considered part of the indispensable activities that 
ensured the economic and social survival of the group, as 
well as relations with their ancestor’s spirits and with the 
other forces of nature.

Religious inspiration for rock art and menhir statues 
has been widely accepted and recognised. However, no 
sufficient attempt has been made to go beyond this

generalised notion to explain their profound meaning or 
why they exist. At times it has been possible to link 
menhir statues with the cult of the dead, but remains 
which enable recognition of the type of belief or cult 
connected with the figures, because of their relation to the 
engravings, have rarely been found.

In the Camonica Valley the rocks have an abundance 
of narrative-descriptive scenes: fighting and hunting, daily 
life, erotic or sexual scenes, figures of huts, ploughs, carts, 
other objects, maps of fields, and settlements. Many of 
these figures do not seem to have been produced for any 
specifically religious reason. In other pictures, however, the 
religious connotation seems obvious because they portray 
worship scenes or images that are believed to be idols. But 
why were they produced? With what type of religion were 
they affiliated? Did the Camuni make a distinction 
between the sacred and the profane in their conceptual 
make-up?

Such questions are problematic because sometimes
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Figure 8. Worshipping the deer-god. The god 
‘Cernunnos’, the deer-horned Celtic deity with a torque 
at his arm and a serpent around his body. A dagger is 
held in the right hand. Period IVIE (Middle Iron Age, 
500-400 BC). Zurla. Size of tracing: 70 x 100 cm. 
(©WARA: W00370)

we cannot be sure about what certain figures represent. 
Consider, for example, an image of a worshipper next to 
a solar disc that is rather frequent in the Camonica 
Valley, especially in periods I and II. Its meaning seems 
evident: it is a person with his arms raised, addressing a 
disc that at times has rays. Children and archaeologists 
think that this disc is a picture of the sun. There are 
psychologists however, who consider the disc a symbol of 
the ego; therefore it may not be a ‘solar disc’ at all, but 
an emblem of himself that the worshipper is adoring. 
Others see the disc as a female sexual symbol. In certain 
tribal populations the disc can have many different 
meanings: a place, a water well, a hut, an egg, as well as 
the sun, the moon, or a star. Then there are the examples 
from the Pacific in which the circle indicates an island.
For the Sinai Bedouins, it is a sign identifying a specific 
tribe; and for some Central American populations it is the 
all-seeing eye of God. Thus it is the specific context of a 
figure that can help us to determine the figurative 
meaning.

The disc with rays actually seems to represent the 
sun in most cases. However, when we want to know 
more about it, things become complicated: why was this 
figure made? what was its precise purpose? what is its 
cultural meaning? For various scholars such a scene seems 
to illustrate an initiation, a propitiatory act, or a magic 
rite, while others choose to define it very simply as ‘a sun 
worshipping scene’, without being more specific. The 
example concerns one common type of scene: a 
worshipper in front of a disc, with or without rays. But 
the Camonica Valley figurative inventory is immense, and

there are a great many types of scenes, several of which 
one could speculate about.

Another question arises. Can this so-called ‘rock art’ 
really be ‘art’? It certainly does not always correspond 
with our aesthetic rules and it is not always found within 
the range of pictorial values that extend from Giotto to 
Picasso. But to answer this question we must ask 
ourselves another; whether or not it contains the three 
fundamental ingredients of art: identity, communication 
and discovery. As it undoubtedly does we can see that the 
rock art of the Camonica Valley is amply qualified for the 
title. To the academic question: “Is it art?” We can 
definitely reply in a positive way.

What hidden psychic processes do blocks of stone 
represent? Why is it so difficult to read a language that 
was used by our ancestors? Despite advances made in 
interpretation of these artefacts there is still a long way to 
go to recover a more complete picture of their makers. 
However a first historical draft is emerging.

From the dawn of civilisation to 
the Indo-Europeans

From the evidence currently available, there are no 
elements of continuity between the Proto-Camunian sub- 
naturalistic style of hunters and those of successive 
periods. It seems that there was a clean cultural break, 
both in the style and the subject matter of the rock art 
and in the typology of the material culture. But, from the
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Figure 9. A horse and rider in a style of Roman influence. Period Post-Camunian I (around the birth of Christ). 
Luine, rock 13b. Size of tracing: 65 x 64 cm. (©WARA: W00385)

sixth millennium BC, that is from the Neolithic onwards, 
it is possible to follow an evolution in style and 
conceptual expression that, from the highly symbolic and 
hermetic compositions of the first phases, reached the 
descriptive, anecdotal scenes of the later periods.

New technologies increased over the millennia, 
causing revolutions in economic and social structure.
From the Proto-Camunian period, in which the rock art 
depicts only the outlines of large animals, we move into 
the Neolithic where animal figures almost completely 
disappear and man becomes the main topic of his own 
creativity and interest. Not only does he become conscious 
of himself but he also begins to worship his own image, 
representing anthropomorphic spirits or divinities. Around 
the beginning of the Neolithic (c. 5500 BC) the bow and 
arrow appears for the first time. It displays the first 
efficient use of mechanical force. It appeared together with 
the development of pottery, and plant and animal 
husbandry. This marked not just a small step in evolution 
but a new kind of existential relationship between man 
and nature. The domestication of plants and animals 
enabled a significant growth in human population and 
eventually led to a demographic explosion. These 
innovations are likely to have been imported, probably 
from the Mediterranean area.

In the Chalcolithic (3300-2500 BC) a wave of 
ideological and religious influences linked some of the 
principal rock art zones together; the Camonica Valley, 
Valtellina, Alto Adige, the Swiss Vallais (Valleys?) and the 
Aosta Valley, and separated them stylistically from other 
rock art groups, such as Mount Bego in the French

Maritime Alps. Then, at the end of the Bronze Age 
(1000 BC), new external cultural influences came to unite 
the Central Alpine zones with the ‘Urn Fields’ cultural 
sphere, so called because of the type of necropolis that 
characterised it. The later populations in the zone, having 
an Indo-European culture and language, are in fact 
descendants of the ‘Urn Field’ culture whose centre of 
propagation was in the Middle European areas of 
Bohemia, Moravia, Austria, part of ITungary, and 
Northern Yugoslavia. Archaeologists therefore consider 
this culture to be Indo-European. But, Indo-European 
elements were present in the Alpine area well before the 
Late Bronze Age Urnfield cultural wave.

A surprising factor came to light with the 
examination of the Alpine rock art. In Valcamonica and 
Valtellina, as well as in Alto Adige, Aosta Valley, in the 
Swiss Vallais (Valleys?) and in Liguria, figures of divinities 
with many weapons or ‘arms’ were found engraved in 
monumental compositions or on menhir statues, with 
symbols which appear to be traditionally Indo-European: 
spectacle-spiral pendants, solar symbols, triangular 
daggers with half-moon pommels, flat and perforated 
axes, halberds, and accompanying animals; all these 
elements take us back to the world of epic poems and 
cosmic ideas to be found in ancient layers of Indo- 
European culture. They were not of the Iron Age as was 
previously believed; they were Chalcolithic.

The wave of cultural influence which brought such 
symbolic and ideological elements into this area also 
introduced two new features of primary economic and 
technological importance whose antecedents derive from
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the Indo-European culture to be found in Eastern Europe: 
copper-working and thus the first metal tools, and 
wheeled wagons. It is not by chance that in the Camonica 
Valley, Valtellina and Alto Adige, the first appearance of 
metal daggers, axes and wagons, are documented in the 
engravings on menhir statues and in monumental 
compositions (dating to c. 3200-3000 BC).

The figurative-conceptual innovation that introduced 
new ideas at the end of the fourth millennium BC did not 
destroy the basic factors of the preceding tradition. On 
the contrary, it used and adapted them to new value 
systems and new forms in Camunian figurative art that 
mark the passage from period II to period III/A. There 
was no break between the two. There are, however, some 
changes in the types of objects depicted in the rock art at 
the beginning of the new period. Material culture 
undergoes a process of renewal that indicates the 
existence of commercial and cultural contacts. As 
mentioned, the first metal tools and the first wheeled 
vehicles appear in this period, but the objects used in 
daily life show, for the most part, the continuation of 
preceding local traditions. Also the persistence in creating 
the same kind of rock art seems to indicate that the first 
human groups in the Camonica Valley to show Indo- 
European cultural traits were autochthonous.

However, numerous cultural characteristics came 
from extraneous sources and some ties, including 
commercial contacts, undoubtedly existed with the Baden 
culture from the Central Danube area. Besides the wheel, 
the cart, and metalworking techniques, the very shapes of 
the tools pictured revealed the frequency of these 
contacts. Axes and battle-axes, daggers and knives 
depicted in the rock art sometimes show striking 
similarities to archaeological objects found in the 
Balkans.

The question often arises whether or not the Indo- 
Europeans were a population, a culture, or both. In our 
view, they were, above all, the conveyors of a lingua 
franca, a kind of ‘Latin’ for that era which took hold 
along with some beliefs and traditions. They also 
introduced new forms of social organisation, more 
structured than previous ones. The introduction of Indo- 
European cultural elements into the Camonica Valley and 
surrounding area was a penetration, not of a new 
population but of new ideas: an indoctrination or 
colonisation of pre-existing populations through the 
efforts of a few merchants, missionaries, or guides. It 
seems that this indoctrination of Indo-European ideas got 
a foothold in the Alpine area before it did so in other 
areas. This may have been due to the relative weakness of 
Alpine tribes, as they were on the periphery of the larger, 
more politically structured tribes that inhabited the great 
plains. Perhaps colonisation or indoctrination was easier 
in the Alps.

The birth of European civilisation

We have seen how the shift from a settled, relatively 
isolated existence during the Neolithic, to the Chalcolithic 
(c. 3300 BC) was precipitated by three key acquisitions: 
the wheel and wagon, metal working, and the new type 
of monument known as the menhir-statue. These three 
elements arrived in the Alpine area together, amidst an 
Indo-European cultural wave. The cart brought enormous 
commercial development and much greater mobility for 
families, clans and even entire tribes. Both the wagon and 
metalworking techniques arrived in the Alps from the 
Balkans.

Technological advances led to changes in cultural 
and social standards. Those who had metal tools had 
physical supremacy over nearby populations who did not. 
The use of metal led to a new, larger type of commerce. It 
created extensive economic, social, and political turmoil. 
Those who possessed mines had to defend them and thus 
required men and weapons. Those who dealt in metal 
accumulated wealth beyond their needs and soon found 
themselves possessing not only superior physical force but 
also superior economic power. Society itself changed 
because the clan was no longer large enough to handle 
the activities required to work and deal in metal: a more 
complex society was needed.

Finally, the menhir statues reflect another type of 
arrival; a new religion which spread from the Caucasus to 
the shores of the Atlantic on one side and to Siberia on 
the other. As it conquered sparse populations distributed 
over extremely large areas, we could define it as a 
universal religion. It is probable that proselytism existed 
on a grand scale. This was perhaps the first great 
missionary movement. It is likely that there were a few 
people who, in spreading this religion, saw it as an 
instrument of political and economic power.

These three factors, which were introduced at the 
end of the fourth millennium BC, transformed the social, 
economic and conceptual structure of various parts of 
Europe. The religion illustrated on the menhir statues 
implies a new type of social structure and human 
relationship. The new physical and economic powers, 
commercial abilities, and the possibility of accumulating 
wealth brought about by the wagon and metalworking, 
had far-reaching consequences.

Commercial and cultural expansion of a completely 
new type also occurred: the transmission of information 
that accompanied the carts and merchants. The accumula
tion of wealth produced wheeled vehicles and a search for 
the superfluous. The need to contact other populations in 
order to develop commerce brought with it a new 
dimension to social relations. Man could no longer afford 
to remain isolated, to ignore or maintain at a distance the 
nearby populations; he needed them for his market.
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The search for metals also led to exploration of the 
territory and a conscious knowledge of some aspects of 
nature, of the structure of the terrain and stone, which 
led to new cognitive orientations. ‘Stone’ hid precious 
materials and had concealed powers not known until that 
time. A new type of philosophy would develop from this 
discovery and a new ideology as well. The new 
technologies did in fact reach the Alpine area together 
with the new religion, which was adopted and then 
elaborated on locally.

Mines, raw materials and metalworking were 
sources of economic and political power, just as they are 
today. The aim of every tribal chief was to defend his 
possessions and raw materials, and expand them 
wherever possible. Thus a new phenomenon was the 
development of labour specialisation. Workmen were 
needed to extract the minerals and isolate the metals; in 
this way the embryo of what was later called the 
‘working class’ was born. At the same time, artisan and 
merchant categories developed. In order to defend raw 
material sources and to acquire others by force, military 
power was necessary and this probably led to the growth 
of the military class. Thus the foundations of European 
civilisation were formed.

The chiefs, priests, merchants, artisans, military 
personnel, workers and farmers all constitute a new type 
of stratified society which is reflected in rock art. Between 
periods II and III of Camunian art the ideas behind the 
compositions change. While previously the rock artists 
did not seem to give much importance to the precise 
position of figures within a representation, at the 
beginning of period III series of weapons, symbols and 
animals are arranged in rows in the monumental 
compositions. This displays a new concept of spatial 
organisation, in an order prompted by a new kind of 
discipline and an attempt to use space rationally.

There appears to have been a decisive cosmological 
symbolism, both religious and social: the universe is seen 
as a union of three ‘logoi’: sky, earth and the underworld 
(Anati 1967). Religion and power belong to the sky, that 
is, the priest and chiefs are ascribed to it; a newly born 
‘middle class’ is ascribed to earth, that is, the artisans, 
merchants, and warriors. The third register, which in the 
menhir statues is partially buried, belongs to those who 
work the soil in the fields, those who enter the earth in 
mines, those who attend to the burying of the dead, those 
worker-pariahs who were beginning to form the lower 
class.

The new kind of symbolism, and the new way of 
representing things, of covering rock surfaces with rigidly 
conceived compositions, indicates a fundamental change 
m the people’s philosophies and social conditioning, in 
their way of seeing and thinking. The cognitive order 
revealed in rock art appears to be a reflection of a new

system of social structure. It is also the oldest known 
record of what Georges Dumezil (1952) called ‘the 
tripartite subdivision of the Indo-Europeans’.

Later in the second and first millennia BC (during 
the Bronze and Iron Ages) the rise of political structures 
and the development of tribal societies can be detected, 
until finally the formation of true nations is reached. The 
dynamics of the distribution of cultures in Europe during 
the various epochs, from the Epi-Palaeolithic to the 
Roman Age, is relevant in the reconstruction of this 
process that emerges both from rock art and from the 
material culture. It seems possible to trace a kind of 
development curve, both in the social structures and in 
the cultural ones: the two are not always synchronic. It 
may well be that the social entity is a tribe and the 
cultural entity includes a series of social entities, or, vice 
versa, that the social-political entity is a nation or a 
federation and includes various cultural or linguistic 
groups.

As already mentioned, between 8000 and 5000 BC, 
there were a number of very broad cultural areas all over 
Europe. A gradual limitation in the size of these areas 
takes place in the Neolithic. During the Chalcolithic, the 
Bronze Age, and the beginning of the Iron Age, smaller 
and smaller cultural entities are formed down to the 
smallest ever known in Europe which consisted of single 
valleys: different cultures, the development of different 
traditions and cultural provincialism. The development of 
local dialects probably also restricted the ability of 
communication. Then the process was reversed.
Following the political, social, and economic factors 
discussed earlier, some political entities expanded, 
spreading quite rapidly to the surrounding valleys, and, at 
the same time, eliminated or absorbed weaker cultural 
areas by conquering them. When all the archaeological 
data from the Late Iron Age as well as the information 
passed on to us by Greek and Roman authors is taken 
into account, familiar names can be given to these 
cultural and political entities, such as the Illyrians, the 
Etruscans, the Ligurians, the Venetians, the Gauls, the 
Rhaetians and the Camunians.

The pattern of expansion that took place in the Iron 
Age, from the smallest cultural cores to the far-reaching 
political entity, can be seen even in Greek history, from 
the city-states to Alexander the Great. The most 
important example in history is the expansion of Rome, 
from a city-state to what became the Roman Empire, 
which swallowed up all the populations it found in its 
path.

In the Iron Age, in phase C of style IV, rock art is 
very diversified, showing strong local characters even 
between sites. Later, we notice some sort of globalisation. 
Subject matter is much more limited, primarily 
emphasising warfare, and the style becomes much
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rougher and approximate. It is a clear mark of decadence. 
Differentiation between sites decreases sharply.

In rock art, factors which make it possible to 
reconstruct the influences and the processes of cultural 
integration and expansion are reflected in the style and 
range of subjects depicted in the different periods.
Cultural contacts and areas of expansion of certain styles, 
themes and symbols can be recognised. Above all, there 
are different concepts behind the compositions and the 
associations made within them for every period. There 
are also reflections of individual ideologies and beliefs. A 
process of expansion of ideas takes place, which 
incorporates an ever-richer range of elements into the 
cultural heritage. This is accompanied by ever-newer 
technological and material acquisitions throughout eight 
thousand years of history.

The long hand of Rome drastically modified the 
destinies of many populations. The Romans found the 
Camunian tribe in the Camonica Valley just as they found 
the Triumplini (the people of the Trompia Valley) and the 
Vennoneti tribes nearby. They were all small nations with 
chiefs, and, by then, complex socio-political structures. 
There were differences in classes, groups with secondary 
and tertiary activities, and co-ordinating groups and 
managers. In other words, a structure was in force which 
western society has maintained since then and which the 
European expansionism of the last two millennia has 
transformed into virtually a global model. The birth and 
structuring of these trends are vividly revealed by the 
testimony left by the Camunian civilisation.

Epilogue

The rock art of the Camonica Valley illustrates the 
history of Europe in a different light from the customary 
one; it dissolves the arbitrary boundary between history

and prehistory and gives us eight thousand years beyond 
the last two thousand, a moment when the Camunians 
disappear from history, dismissed with the dry definition 
of gentes alpinae devictae, a definition written on a 
monument at La Turbie exalting Roman supremacy. The 
Romans do not speak of the cultural and artistic heritage 
that the Camunians left us. Perhaps they did not even 
notice it.

Undoubtedly the Roman Empire enormously 
influenced the social and political structure of Europe, as 
well as the way we act, see, think, and believe. 
Nevertheless, the depth and extent of this influence 
should also be considered in the light of the fact that, as 
soon as the Roman Empire fell, many structures outside 
the great urban centres established by the Empire were 
modified, and, in the Middle Ages, a rebirth of social and 
economic models is found, as well as pre-Roman local 
traditions, that the Roman adventure had temporarily 
silenced, but not eliminated. Thus, the characteristics of 
local cultures are discovered, on which blankets of 
superficial conformism had fallen during the Roman 
period.

The peoples of the Iron Age were conquered by 
Rome, but when Rome extended her predominance over 
them, the destiny of Europe was already marked. The 
reasons for today’s society and culture, the bases for 
modern civilisation’s well-being and malaise, economy, 
beliefs, and habits, must be sought in those millennia 
during which bands of hunters, having reached the 
Camonica Valley after the withdrawal of the Pleistocene 
glaciers, were gradually transformed into a stratified 
society with a diversified economy; the development of 
this Proto-European civilisation is testified to by the 
thousands of images the Camuni created on the rocks of 
the Camonica Valley.
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Rock Art of the Sinai Peninsula
Emmanuel Anati

Foreword

The deserts of the Near East are the receptacle of rich 
concentrations of prehistoric paintings and engravings on 
rock surfaces. For at least 12,000 years the people of the 
desert used this mode of expression, leaving behind a 
record of their lives and thoughts. Through rock art, the 
story of the desert people comes back to life. The earliest 
periods illustrate the life of hunting and gathering clans. 
Some of the animal species depicted disappeared over
10,000 years ago. The climate has since changed.

As early as 8,000 years ago rock art illustrates the 
beginning of animal domestication. The first dogs are 
represented and shortly thereafter, oxen, and then goats. 
Animal domestication developed while life was still 
mainly sustained by a hunting and gathering economy.
A series of different stylistic periods followed, through 
which we may learn about the gradual shift into a 
pastoral economy. Pastoral groups had a rich mythology 
and represented what they believed to be the spirits of 
the desert and the supernatural forces. The depictions on 
the rocks illustrate the intellectual adventures of early 
man. Through rock art we also learn about early 
migrations of populations moving along the edges of the 
Fertile Crescent from Mesopotamia to Anatolia and 
to Egypt. Rock art reveals also the beginning of oasis 
agriculture and of agricultural exploitation of semi-arid 
zones.

These images on the rocks are of vital importance to 
discover the adaptation to changing climates and the 
reactions of the human spirit of enterprise to various 
ecosystems. Rock art reveals that the desert regions of 
the Near East have been the source of religious 
revelations, of intellectual stimulation and of prophetic 
events well before Moses and Muhammad. These are 
newly discovered chapters of history.

The first images of the domesticated camel appear at 
the end of the second millennium BC. In the same period, 
through contacts with Mesopotamia and Egypt, some of 
the desert people became literate and since then 
inscriptions are found along with rock art. They are 
mostly Semitic scripts and in the course of the first 
millennium BC several Aramaic dialects are recorded in 
the rock art inscriptions.

In the late first millennium BC a particular diffusion

is noted of Nabataean inscriptions along the main 
caravan routes. Inscriptions are found also in other 
languages such as Egyptian hieroglyphs, Greek and Latin. 
Thousands of inscriptions constitute an important corpus 
of epigraphic documentation.

Islamic inscriptions frequently accompany the last 
chapters of rock art from the late first millennium and 
during the second millennium.

The study of rock art provides the raw material for a 
history of the desert people, thus revealing that, in fact, 
the “empty quarter” has rarely been empty. The role that 
the inhabitants of the desert had in the evolution and 
history of the Near East has been underestimated.

Rock art is evidencing the origins of the Bedouin 
way of life, the international relations that developed in 
the course of millennia throughout the desert, and the 
role of the deserts in Near-Eastern history. The constant 
relations between the “yellow land” and the “green land” 
have shaped the character and the destiny of this region. 
Through rock art 12,000 years of history may be 
reconstructed.

The present research on the Sinai Peninsula is part of 
the project “Art of the Desert” which intends to revisit 
and reconsider the major sites of rock art of the Sinai 
Peninsula (Egypt), the Negev desert (Israel) and Jordan. 
Thereafter the project may be extended to other 
countries.

The main goals of the project are to:
• reach a global vision on the rock art of the Near- 

Eastern deserts;
• train a group of specialists for the furthering of 

studies in this field;
• produce a reasoned inventory of the major sites of 

rock art in the Near East for the uses and purposes 
of the countries concerned;

• propose, if requested, the creation of National Parks 
concerning major sites of rock art;

• protect and preserve, in any possible way, the major 
sites of rock art;

• evaluate the possibilities of cultural and touristic 
development of desert areas with major sites of rock 
art, which are not yet included into touristic 
itineraries. Such areas may greatly benefit from a 
definition of the location, dating and significance of 
rock art.
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Figure 1. Map of the distribution 
showing the main areas of rock art in 
the Negev and Sinai. (©WARA)
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This project will contribute to knowledge of the 
desert areas and their history and will stimulate cultural 
co-operation among the involved countries. In all the 
areas involved, the local administrations will benefit from 
this research, as it will enable the promotion of touristic 
and economic development. It will provide new 
employment opportunities with guides, regional rangers, 
services for renting transportation and camels, tourist 
lodges and facilities, and various trading activities. The 
project would also allow the formation of a group of 
local specialists in rock art who could ensure the 
continuation of exploration and research after this project 
is concluded.

The present author has been involved in the study of 
Near East rock art for over forty years producing a large 
number of articles and a few books concerning various 
areas of the Near East (see Bibliography).

The area

The name Sinai, believed to mean “the Land of the God 
Sin”, defines the Asian province of Egypt. However, the 
geographical term Sinai Peninsula, includes also the 
Negev desert which is the southern part of Israel and the 
Palestinian territory of Gaza.

The Sinai Peninsula is the territory connecting Asia 
with Africa. Two necks connect it to the two continents. 
The neck that today is the Suez Canal unites it to Africa, 
while an ideal line from the city of Gaza to the southern 
edge of the Dead Sea is the narrowest passage to the rest 
of the Near East. Also from the climatic and 
environmental aspects, the Negev is linked with the rest 
of Sinai rather then with the more fertile areas to the 
north. This is also a province of rock art: it is a single 
unit with a homogeneous sequence from the Negev to
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Suez, to the southern point of Sinai that is called Ras 
Muhamad.

Until last century this was a land of Bedouin 
nomads. The only areas where permanent settlements 
persisted, more or less, in the last five millennia are a thin 
coastal line along the Mediterranean and a border line 
between the desert and the sub-fertile area, at the 
northernmost edge of this territory where tells or hill- 
settlements existed since the beginning of the Metal Ages. 
There are the Bronze Age towns of Arad, Beersheba and 
Tel Ajjul. Permanent settlements further south developed 
only for a relatively short period, in Hellenistic, Roman 
and Byzantine times, between the 4th century BC and the 
7th century AD, mainly with the caravanserais and 
trading posts.

The topography varies from the northern part, which 
is mainly characterised by sand dune desert, the central 
hill country from the Negev highlands to Jebel et-Tih, and 
the southern mountainous area of Saint Catherine.

Among the numerous wadis that mark the 
landscape, the two major ones are Wadi el Arish, which 
expands over nearly half the peninsula from Jebel el-Igma 
to the Mediterranean Sea, and Wadi Girafi, which crosses 
from Egypt to Israel, where it becomes the Nahal Paran, 
ending in the Araba Valley towards the Dead Sea.

The Sinai Peninsula is often remembered in the 
ancient Egyptian literature because of the turquoise and 
copper mines and the trade and military expeditions of the 
pharaohs crossing to Asia. It is part of the Biblical narra
tion for two mythical events concerning the early migration 
of the Hebrew Patriarchs to Egypt and the Exodus led by 
Moses, from Egypt towards the “Promised Land”.

The setting

The major sites of rock art known in this region are 
found in the Negev Highlands, in the Eastern regions 
and, to a lesser extent, in the southern mountainous 
region. The central part of the Peninsula, in particular 
Jebel et-Tih, is practically unexplored as far as rock art is 
concerned, so that further exploration may well enrich 
our record of sites.

The northern part of the peninsula is characterised 
by the sand dune landscape where hilly outcrops emerge. 
Most of the rock art known so far in this area is rather 
late, mainly belonging to Roman and Islamic times. The 
same can be said for Feiran and Wadi Mukatab in the 
mountainous area where hundreds of inscriptions are 
found along with engravings of Hellenistic, Roman and 
Byzantine times. The major sites for earlier periods are 
Wadi Abdat and Har Karkom in Israel and Umm Hajaj in
Egypt.

While rock art sites of Hellenistic and later times 
often appear as shepherds stations, earlier assemblages 
sometimes seem to have hosted social and religious events 
and ceremonies. Often, areas facing engraved rocks have 
been cleared of stones. In some cases remains of camping 
sites may be recognised but, more frequently, camping 
sites are inside wadis while rock art may also occur on 
hilltops and rough slopes. Trails leading to the rock art 
sites indicate that the engraved sites were frequented. In 
some of the sites there are remains of large fires and some 
areas have been cleared of pebbles and stones which were 
assembled at the edges. These areas show evidence of 
intense burning, including discoloration of the rocks and 
flaking. At times, such areas span over 20 m in diameter. 
In some cases, these fireplaces show similarities to the 
funerary pyres of India, but no fragments of bones have 
been yet found there and we could not establish if they 
had a similar use.

Whatever the case may be, most of the pre- 
Hellenistic rock art sites were ceremonial loci where 
people gathered and performed rites. The rock art sites 
include also megalithic structures, stone circles, tumuli, 
and alignments of orthostats. Some of the rocks of these 
monuments are engraved and other rock engravings are 
found on nearby rocks.

Traces of rock paintings have been found and it is 
likely that painting was widely practised but very little of 
it has been preserved. Most of the rock art of the Sinai 
Peninsula consists of engravings that are mostly pecked 
but also incised and polished.

While proceeding with the inventory of the rock art, 
some recurrent patterns emerged from the association 
between cult structures and the motifs of rock art in some 
phases or styles. In particular, it now seems possible to 
detect a repetitiveness of association between a determined 
style of rock art defined as period IV-A and remains which 
can be dated to the period named BAG (Bronze Age 
Complex) covering the late 4th and the entire 3rd 
millennium BC (Late Chalcolithic, Early Bronze Age and 
the beginning of the Middle Bronze Age). The later phases 
of period IV-C of rock art is often related to various 
phases of Thamudic and Nabathaean inscriptions, which 
are dated from the 4th century BC to the 7th century AD. 
Period V, Byzantine, has some inscriptions in Greek and 
Latin. Period VI is related to Early Islamic inscriptions and 
may be dated between 700 and 1400 AD. Additional but 
later Arabic inscriptions are found in period VII.

The rock art is the major, most persistent and most 
widespread documentation about the history of the Sinai 
Peninsula for at least 12,000 years, previous to written 
documents. It reveals the concerns, beliefs and anxieties 
of a long sequence of ages from the earliest presence of 
rock art to the arrival of the first Christian pilgrims in the 
Byzantine period.
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The succession of typological patterns in rock art 
follows a similar stylistic development in various rock art 
areas which have been studied, such as Ramat Matred 
and Nahal Avdat in the Central Negev, Har Karkom in 
the Southern Negev, Tirana and Wadi Edom in the Arava 
Valley, Wadi Huwara and Urn Hajaj in Eastern Sinai,
Wadi Mukatab and other sites of Southern Sinai.

The various styles which have been described in 
several articles and in the book L’Arte Rupestre del Negev 
e del Sinai (1979) have a repetitive succession which was 
determined by super-impositions and by varying shades of 
patination displayed by engravings of different periods 
found on the same rock surface.

The rock engravings include a variety of styles 
starting in the horizons of the Early Hunters (who do not 
utilise the bow and arrow and hunt with spears, lassos 
and traps). They may date back as far as the final 
Pleistocene. They are followed by horizons of Late 
Hunters (who made use of the bow and arrow), of 
Hunters-Pastoralists, of Pastoralists and of Pastoral and 
Trading societies, until the Islamic period. The sequence 
of rock art in the Sinai Peninsula reveals 12 millennia of 
history of people that acquired the ability of writing less 
than 4,000 years ago, and who never used it for annals or 
historical documentation until the Byzantine period. But 
they left behind rock art, the testimony of their personal 
concern, which is in fact an exceptional historical source.

Egyptian hieroglyphs from various dynasties, mainly 
from the Bronze Age, were left behind in military 
outposts and mining areas at Sarbit al Khadim and in a 
few other sites. This is a peculiar aspect of “literate” rock 
art, a rare case in desert rock art. Local writing, in the 
form of short inscriptions, mostly dedicatory, is present 
since at least the so-called Protosinaitic inscriptions that 
are nearly 4,000 years old.

It is not clear to what extent a few short inscriptions 
indicate a literate population. Likely, until the Roman 
period, only a few people in a community knew how to 
read and write. However, Egyptian hieroglyphs have long 
texts while local scripts usually have no more than one or 
two names and one or two other words in each 
inscription.

The engraved surfaces

A large majority of the rock engravings have been made 
on smooth, calcareous surfaces covered by dark, desert 
patina. The characteristic coat is a result of oxidation of 
the mineral components of the rocks. This patina has a 
variety of shades from rock to rock, depending on the 
composition of the rock and on its exposure to sun and 
wind, being black, dark gray, brown, or bluish.

The engravings were produced with stone tools, 
using different techniques: they may have been pecked, 
polished or incised. In all cases, the main result was that 
the cortex of the stone was removed, creating a chromatic 
contrast between the patinated surface and the lighter 
shades of the rock exposed by the engravings, thus, 
making them easily decipherable. In the course of time, 
the engravings have been re-shaded by patina. The 
internal colour of the rock being whitish, in a few 
hundred years, the engraving would acquire a yellowish 
shade, becoming brown and then darker brown in a few 
millennia. Finally, it would acquire a shade similar to that 
of the surrounding surface. The different shades of 
patination of rock engravings found on the same rock 
surface are a fundamental element for establishing their 
relative chronology. This concerns the engravings that 
have not reached as yet the same shade of patination as 
that of the base surface.

In previous studies (Anati 1979, 1987) it was 
possible to establish a stylistic chronology that relied 
primarily on the analysis of rock art in the Negev 
Highlands and in the Central Sinai. But recent research 
suggests some chronological modifications that are 
presented in this study.

Observations of hundreds of surfaces with traces of 
erosion have allowed us to identify traces of engravings 
that have been almost cancelled by natural agents. 
Remains of engravings, pecking, and incisions may have 
been seriously deformed by the process of erosion. In 
some cases, the patinated rock surface constitutes a very 
hard crust, heavily resistant to the process of erosion. The 
pecking marks, or the incisions made by human hands, 
remove the crust, and on these surfaces the process of 
erosion will progress faster. Some of the engravings have 
been polished and the process of erosion, often caused by 
natural polishing from sandstorms, has acted as a 
deforming factor. Faded traces of old engravings that 
have suffered from this process of deterioration can be 
recognised by using transversal light. Other pecked 
engravings have suffered yet another process of erosion 
and the pecked dots were transformed into deep holes. 
Variation in the degree of erosion may constitute, in some 
cases, an additional element of chronological value.

Time and cultural patterns

Typological patterns of rock art correspond to specific 
mentalities which are the effect of various factors such as 
the social economic setting of the artists, the resources 
they had for survival, environment and climate. Hunters, 
pastoralists and agriculturists have different interests that 
are reflected by subject matter, style and compositive
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Figure 2. Example of superimposed figures 
on a rock near to Kadesb Barnea in the north 

of the Sinai (length of relief: c. 65 cm).
The different phases can be recognised according to 

their distinct patina. The oldest is the bovine at the 
bottom, attributed to style III of the rock art of the Sinai 

(3rd millennium BC). In the centre there is a wheeled cart 
attached to two animals, maybe horses, of style IV-B 

(2nd millennium BC). Top right, there is a figure of an ibex of style 
IV-C (around the beginning of our era). To the left is a schematic animal 

figure in style VI (Medieval). This and many other similar sequences, 
superimposed and with different patina, have led to the construction of a reliable 

chronology in the Negev and Sinai. (©WARA: W00174)

syntax. This is noticed in different parts of the world and 
with different kinds of art. Near Eastern rock art follows 
the same trends.

The oldest engravings reflect a hunting lifestyle. The 
introduction of animal domestication and development of 
pastoral societies coincide with the spread of new 
patterns, where domesticated animals are represented and 
new kinds of weapons and tools are introduced. It is not 
unlikely that such changes indicate the arrival of new 
peoples. According to rock art patterns, ethnic changes 
are likely to have taken place more than once. In later 
periods, rock art reveals also the existence of specialised 
economic activities such as trading caravans consisting of 
rows of loaded camels led by humans. Modest attempts 
of agriculture are of two types: that typical of the 
savannah and that of oasis environments. It is also 
evidenced, mainly in Roman-Byzantine times, by the 
depiction of tools including hoes and a single plough.

The typology of weapons and tools in each period 
further contributes to the chronological and ethnographic 
analysis. Cultural elements such as the appearance of the 
bow and arrow, the development of metallurgy and the 
early uses of metal tools, the introduction of the wheel 
and of wheeled wagons, are documented by rock art at 
different periods. Subjects are depicted because they 
impressed the artists. But from the pictures we learn that 
new acquisitions are introduced into culture. History is 
acquiring new contextual elements.

Another variable factor that is relevant for the 
analysis of rock art is the representation of animals.
Some types of wild fauna disappear after the early phases

of hunters’ art, probably at the beginning of the 
Holocene, some 12,000 to 10,000 years ago. When such 
animals are represented, they are likely to constitute a 
chronological element. Domesticated animals appear 
from period II. The domesticated ox appears from period 
II until period IV-A (in terms of absolute dating, after c. 
7000 BC and until c. 2000 BC). Wild equines are present 
both in period I and in period IV-A that is in pre- 
Neolithic phases and in the Early Bronze Age. But 
the domestic horse first appears in period IV-B, in the 
late second millennium. Domestic camels appear only 
in period IV-C, the earliest examples may be around 
1000 BC, but wild camels are depicted as hunted game 
in earlier engravings. Ostriches were widespread and well 
represented in the third millennium BC, but some figures 
are as late as the Roman period. The general impression 
one gathers is that the wild fauna was more diversified 
and richer until the Early Bronze Age. A drastic decrease 
in the depictions of the wild fauna took place towards 
the year 2000 BC.

The presence of inscriptions constitutes another 
source of archaeological evaluation, although some of the 
numerous inscriptions that accompany the later rock 
engravings may be older than believed so far, they 
demand a deeper chronological analysis themselves. 
Nevertheless, nearly 90 % of the known Pre-Islamic 
inscriptions may be attributed to the two or three 
centuries before and after the beginning of our era. That 
was a period of full literacy in a desert area where nearly 
90 % of the inhabitants were still illiterate in the year 
1960 AD.
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Certain patterns of schematisation appear in well- 
defined chronological horizons and their constant 
stylistic context made them good cultural references. In 
some horizons the animal figures are dominant, in others 
human figures dominate, and in others again, signs and 
marks are more common than both humans and animals. 
The type of associations, the presence or absence of 
descriptive scenes and the gamut of subject matter vary 
from period to period. In some periods, there may be 
affinities between motifs depicted in the rock art and 
those on pottery or on other objects of material culture. 
For some periods, it is possible to draw parallels between 
the rock art of the Sinai Peninsula and that of Central 
and Upper Egypt, Arabia, and Mesopotamia. Similar 
lifestyle and similar technological knowledge, in the 
context of similar landscape and resources, may have 
produced similar art styles and similar subject matter.

A horizon or phase of rock art that displays 
recurrent characters of association, subject matter, and 
repetitive patterns of grammar and syntax, is defined as 
“style". Thus, the typology of rock art, like that of 
pottery or of flint implements, appears to have chrono
logical significance. From the present knowledge of rock 
art, it seems that different styles correspond to different 
ways of life. However different tribes with different 
traditions may have coexisted in the desert and thus 
stylistic differences may not necessarily reflect different 
periods. Even today, farmers growing agriculture and 
living in permanent houses are present in the same area 
where pastoral nomad Bedouins are present. They have 
very different traditions, material culture and art. Similar 
cases of coexistence may have existed in the past.

Some styles are characterised by the presence of 
scenes, others do not have scenes; their syntax may be 
based on associations, sequences or recurring combina
tions of graphemes. Ever since the beginning of scientific 
research in rock art, there has been a tendency for techni
cians to eliminate the term “style”. As this term defines 
the characters of an assemblage, however, we consider it 
useful and legitimate. In our view the stylistic analysis of 
rock art is of paramount importance for the definition of 
the cultural assemblages, just like the analysis of style in 
Classical, Medieval or Modern art. In Sinai, as in Arabia 
and elsewhere, stylistic characters correspond to specific 
cultural patterns reflecting moments in the chronological 
sequence of rock art, that is periods in the life of people 
and in the history or the region.

Rock art is also named “the language of the stones”; 
it displays messages that human beings have left on the 
rocks. The level of abstraction, of symbolism and of 
metaphor varies from one style to another. The 
deciphering of their significance may be reached at 
different levels. The grammatical and syntactical structure 
of rock art has some general paradigms but also

variations which enable us to distinguish one period from 
another and the recurrent patterns of one zone from that 
of other zones. The degree of schematisation and 
abstraction varies, but the elementary structure is always 
based on the variability of three types of graphemes 
which are present all over the world and which are 
defined as: pictograms, ideograms, and psychograms.

In some periods, pictograms or figurative images 
constitute the majority. In other periods or horizons, 
ideograms or symbols are more frequent. Psychograms are 
exclamations, expressions of sensations and of feelings 
that are primarily present in the art of hunters but may 
appear in other groups as well. The graphemes constitute 
the grammar of the art and their combinations and 
associations make the syntax. In the Hunting-and- 
Pastoral styles, which constitute the majority of the rock 
art in Sinai, there are scenes, anecdotal or descriptive. In 
local periods II-B and IV-B other sequences or associ
ations may prevail as the main syntactical form. In the art 
of Early Hunters, scenes are unknown or very rare.

The rock art of the Near Eastern desert appears at 
first sight rather monotonous and repetitive. But an 
accurate analysis shows that each phase represents 
specific cultural patterns with their own traditions, 
beliefs, concepts, and economic background.

Succession of periods

The different styles of rock art appear in a sequence that 
is established mainly by superimpositions and differences 
in the shades of patina. As mentioned already, other 
chronological elements consist in the presence of extinct 
animals illustrated in the rock art, in the typology of the 
depicted weapons and tools and in other representations 
of material culture such as wagons and ploughs. In the 
later periods the kinds of domesticated animals 
represented, the presence of inscriptions and of scenes of 
activities such as commercial caravans, warfare and 
ceremonies, cult and daily activities contribute to both a 
chronological and an ethnological framework.

From the discovery of the Palaeolithic sanctuary 
HK86B at Har Karkom, we know that art expressions in 
this area may be very early. The “landscape architecture” 
of site HK86B may be nearly 40,000 years old (Anati 
1998). For the time being we have no evidence in this 
area of rock art being so early.

Period I

Period I is attributed to the Early Hunters (no bow and 
arrow represented), has different phases, or horizons, is 
characterised by the depiction of outlined animals
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Figure 3. Anthropomorphic and animal figure of style I 
(pre-metallurgy), on the ceiling of a small shelter at 
Bir Suweir, along the coast of the Red Sea. In the centre 
there are two animal figures of style III with a lighter 
and later clear patina. (©WARA: W00395)

Figure 4. Detail of a larger panel. Supernatural beings 
or spirits surrounded by symbols in a composition that 
includes figures of axes and other weapons of the 
Chalcolithic period. (©WARA: W00361)

engraved with fine lines or thick lines and by differences in 
subject matter and style. Some representations of animals 
are small in size others are large. Human figures are rare. 
Scenes are absent so far. There are sequences of figures 
and associations of figures, and there are marks and sym
bols near the figures. The style is primarily characterised 
by isolated animals and by animals accompanied by sym
bols or ideograms, or by associations between pictograms, 
ideograms, and psychograms. Apparently, among the fig
ures there are extinct types of equines and caprines. These 
phases find parallels in Arabia (Anati 1968a, 1972, 1974).

At Kilwa, near the border between Jordan and 
Arabia (Rhotert 1938), the phase characterised by the 
thin line (I-A) is stratigraphicaly older than the thick line 
phase (I-B) which is known both in Jordan and in the 
Negev but not yet further south in the Sinai peninsula.
At Har Karkom, besides the thin line phase, engravings 
with entirely pecked surfaces have also been found 
depicting large animal figures with a shade of patina that 
is identical to that of the surrounding surface (I-C).

The various phases of period I were made by hunting 
societies that did not practice agriculture and did not 
have domestic animals. They are pre-Neolithic. The age 
of the earliest art is not known, but is likely to go back to 
the Pleistocene, that is before 12000 BC. Some of it may 
well be much earlier.

Period II

Period II is mainly characterised by isolated groups of 
both wild and domesticated animals. Hunting and

incipient animal husbandry are the main activities 
represented. The syntax is characterised by single 
compositions while there are some rare scenes as well. 
This style, defined as “Early Hunting and Pastoral”, has 
been considered to be contemporary to the Neolithic 
period of the fertile zones. However, an agricultural 
Neolithic culture has not yet been identified in the rock 
art of Near Eastern desert areas. Probably it never 
existed there.

While incipient agriculture was developing in the 
main river valleys and in other fertile zones, hunting and 
pastoral groups were active in peripheral semi-desert and 
desert areas where water supplies and land quality were 
not suitable for cultivation but were sufficient for hunting 
and pastoralism. There may have been frequent contacts 
between the Neolithic population of the Fertile Crescent 
and the hunting and pastoral desert population of the 
same age.

The expansion of pastoral groups from the fertile 
valleys towards the arid periphery and the occasional 
attempts of peripheral desert people to conquer and settle 
down in fertile area, are recurring motives in Near 
Eastern history and mythology.

Period II has been tentatively dated between the 
seventh and the fourth millennium BC (Anati 1979). It 
reflects a way of life based on hunting with incipient 
domestication. This style is widely spread throughout the 
Negev and Sinai, in Arabia (Anati 1968a, 1972, 1974) 
and in Anatolia (Anati 1972). Its animal and human 
figures show stylistic similarities with the decoration of 
pre- and proto-literate pottery of Mesopotamia (Goff
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Figure 5. Scene of style III from Wadi Huwara. A figure with raised arms, as if praying, is surrounded by animals of 
different species, including bovine with long horns and ibex. A large feline predator is approaching from the left. 
(©WARA: W00276)

1963, figs. 79, 87, 88, 97, 136, 143, 145, 174, 198, 201, 
202, 494).

In the Araba Valley and in the Har Karkom area 
there is also a schematic style defined as II-B that is 
probably contemporary to style II-A, but it is obvious 
that it was produced by a different population. It is 
primarily composed of ideograms and so far, in the Har 
Karkom area, it is known only in three out of over 200 
sites of rock art. In the Araba Valley it is known near the 
copper ores of Tirana and at Nahal Odern and it has been 
suggested that it may be related to intrusive early metal 
surveyors at the beginning of the Metal Age (Anati 
1979:40-41).

From the same general period, a third style is found 
in a few sites of the central Negev and in Jordan. At 
Dhuweila in Eastern Jordan, Alison Betts excavated a pre
pottery site with such rock engravings, likely to be related 
to a C14 dating of 8190 ± 60 BP (Betts 1995:69-76).
It is defined as II-C. Figures of wild animals are thinly 
incised while human figures are pecked. One of the 
human figures seems to hold a boomerang. The site may 
be connected to nearby desert-kites, large structures used 
as traps for wild animals.

All we can say is that the various groups attributed 
to period II should belong to horizons where the 
prevailing activity was hunting, perhaps along with the 
incipient domestication of animals. The main type of 
activity seems to have been that of trapping animals. This 
practice may well have favoured the beginning of animal 
domestication.

The differences of the stylistic groups make of period 
II a rather heterogeneous horizon. Different traditions are 
likely to have coexisted in the desert areas of the Sinai 
Peninsula and of Jordan, displaying a situation analogous 
to that of Central Arabia, though the artistic output is 
much varied in Arabia (Anati 1972).

Period III

Period III is more homogeneous than period II and, 
despite its long duration, may be considered as a single 
style from beginning to end. Its syntax is characterised by 
well-conceived scenes, especially of hunting, where the 
protagonists are represented naked or dressed in animal 
skins and the most common weapon is the bow. Dogs 
assist the hunters and the prey is almost always the ibex 
or the wild goat. This style is spread over the Negev,
Sinai, and Jordan, while examples are found also in the 
eastern desert areas of Egypt. The major concentration is 
found at Har Karkom and in the surrounding zones of 
the Negev.

This style represents a specific way of life that is 
defined as Evolved Hunters, that is hunters using bow 
and arrow and using the scene as a syntactic system 
(Anati 1994:47). Hunting clans may have lived in arid 
zones at different times and one of the main questions is 
to which archaeological period it may belong. Both the 
bow and the dog seem to indicate that it could be 
Neolithic or post-Neolithic, but not pre-Neolithic. 
However, these were marginal tribes and the way of life
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in the fertile areas may have been quite different during 
the same period. That they are naked or wear skins 
makes it unlikely that they are later than the Bronze Age.

Relying upon the stratigraphic evidence, several such 
scenes probably go back to the 5th and 4th millennia BC 
while others may be later. Such scenes remind us of the 
description of Genesis concerning the son of Hagar, 
Ismael, father of the Arab Nation, “and God was with 
the lad; and he grew, and he dwelt in the wilderness, and 
became an archer. And he dwelt in the wilderness of 
Paran,” (Genesis 21,20).

Period IV

Period IV is reflecting “Hunting-and-Pastoral” societies 
dominated by figures of wild and domestic caprines. The 
main elements of the subject matter are goats, 
anthropomorphic figures, ostriches and dogs, grouped in 
simple scenes. Period IV is subdivided in three phases. 
Phases A and C are widespread, while phase B is found 
mainly in the least dry areas, especially in the Negev 
Highlands. We may therefore suppose that period IV-B 
belongs to an age in which many areas of Sinai were not 
used by pastoral tribes because of drought. Period IV-B 
belongs to a very dry period, which is likely to 
correspond to a major decrease in the level of the Dead 
Sea, for most of the 2nd millennium BC.

Period IV-A may have started in the 4th millennium 
BC, or even before, but most of its expressions may be 
attributed to the 3rd millennium BC. In this period there 
are depictions of oxen, both in the Negev and in Eastern 
Sinai. Thereafter this animal is not represented in the rock 
art of the region. There are figures of lions and wild 
felines that were much more commonly represented at 
this time than ever before or after.

In the area of Har Karkom, in period IV-A there is a 
category of rock engravings that appear to be a local 
version developed around this mountain. Scenes of cult 
activities and of adoration prevail. One of the scenes 
repeated several times is that of a human being with 
upraised arms, in the position of worship, in front of a 
simple line or an abstract sign. In other areas of the 
Sinai in this phase, there are prayers in front of the sun, 
the moon or astral symbols and also in front of animals. 
Here several of them are in front of abstract signs. 
Apparently this reflects a pattern of belief in the 
supernatural world which is best documented here.
What does it mean?

Other engravings assemble seven, eight, or ten short 
lines that may have had numerical values. An exceptional 
depiction presents a rectangle, above which there are two 
rounded shapes. The whole is subdivided into ten parts 
and appears as some sort of prototype of the classical 
figures of the tablets of the law. Obviously such

Figure 6. Two dancing figures playing the asymmetrical 
lyre, they are facing an animal, style IV-A (2nd 
millennium BC). (©WARA: W00317)

depictions convey ideas and concepts and may turn out to 
be of outstanding interest for the understanding of early 
Semitic religions. The rock art has a very marked 
development in the period IV-A and we shall come back 
to this point.

Period IV-B is well known in the central Negev; it is 
characterised by scenes and compositions of ideograms 
near anthropomorphic and animal figures. This style is 
totally absent in several of the major sites of Sinai rock 
art, such as Har Karkom, Wadi Huwara, Bir Suweir, Ein 
Hudra, Urn Hajaj, Feiran and Wadi Mukatab.

In the Araba Valley at Timna, a magnificent scene of 
wagons trailed by oxen may be attributed to this horizon 
(Anati 1979:52-53; Rothenberg 1972:122). This period is 
attributed to the 2nd millennium BC, when the region 
was very dry and numerous zones were uninhabited 
(Anati 1993).

Period IV-C is widespread all over the eastern side of 
the Sinai Peninsula. The figures are less elegant than 
previously. Both human and animal figures are widely 
represented. The main activity depicted concerns animal 
husbandry, the goat being by far the most represented 
animal. There are different views on the date of the 
beginning of this period that, in any case, covers most of 
the 1st millennium BC and possibly also a few centuries 
after the beginning of our era. In the evolved phases of 
this period several thousand inscriptions are known; in 
the area of Har Karkom alone nearly 200 inscriptions are 
found: they are written in Thamudic, Nabatheans, 
Lihianite, and other Aramaic dialects belonging to the last
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Figure 7. Detail of a larger panel from the Cave of the Wagons, near Timna in the Arava 
Valley. The wagons are each drawn by a pair of animals and ridden by two anthropomorphs. 
A standing figure is aiming a bow and arrow at the riders on the carts, style IV-B (late 2nd 
millennium BC). (©WARA: W00396)

Figure 8. A fighting scene with armed anthropomorphs and horses at Wadi Fluwara, Style V 
(Byzantine period). (©WARA: W00397)
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centuries BC and the first centuries of our era. In Um 
Haj aj and in Wadi Mukatab, there are thousands of short 
inscriptions, mostly of dedicatory character. Writing was 
used as some sort of abstract art. In many cases writing 
was replacing art, and the quality of the drawings is 
becoming less accurate and less elegant.

In periods IV-A and B there are more depictions of 
animals than of humans while in IV-C humans 
predominate. There are more fighting, pastoral, and 
hunting scenes and for the first time, there are depictions 
of mounted horsemen. The end of this period is likely to 
be contemporary to period V when Roman and Byzantine 
influences became evident. It is not unlikely that late 
period IV-C and period V are the issues of two different 
populations of the same time range.

Period V

Period V corresponds to an age of proliferation of human 
presence in this area where both archaeological sites and 
rock art are widely represented. New people, probably 
due to the spread of soldiers during the Byzantine period, 
reached the area. The iconography includes representa
tions of caravans of both horses and camels. There are 
numerous inscriptions mainly in Nabathaean and 
Thamudic. Beside the Aramaic dialects, a few inscriptions 
in Greek and Latin have been detected. Depiction or 
crosses may indicate a diffusion of Christianity before 
Islam.

The rock art reflects a way of life of pastoralists and 
caravan traders. The only known depiction of plough 
belongs to this period in which agriculture was an 
important economic activity. Most of the agricultural 
terraces of this area may be attributed to this period.

Periods VI and VII

Periods VI and VII belong to Islamic periods and are 
characterised by the abundance of tribal marks, wasm, 
and many other schematic representations. Goats and 
camels are the most common animals depicted. Fighting 
scenes are frequent and may indicate a major interest of 
the art makers. The main activity represented is 
pastoralism. Some Arabic inscriptions may be dated to 
the first centuries of the Islamic era and may be referred 
to the end of the 1st and the beginning of the 2nd 
millennia. Other Arabic inscriptions are more recent. The 
rock art becomes rough: it is the work of people who 
often reused, completed, or copied previous engravings. 
The rock art of these periods is widely diffused in the 
central Negev, in the Araba Valley, along the shores of the 
Red Sea, and in several areas of the northern, central, and 
southern Sinai. It is also found in Saudi Arabia (Slattery 
1995:120-123).

Some considerations on the rock art 
of period IV-A

The large concentration of rock art of period IV-A at Har 
Karkom, a flat mountain, 847 m.a.s.l., is surprising 
because its style is practically unknown in the 
surrounding areas. It is known in the Negev Highlands 
but it is not at Har Saggi (1006 m.a.s.l.), a mountain 
higher than Har Karkom and about 15 km away, or at 
Jebel Arif el Naqa (938 m.a.s.l.), a mountain about 30 
km away where the rock engravings known are all late, 
from the Roman period on. The abundant assemblage of 
period IV-A at Har Karkom and surrounding valleys 
appears to be the result of a deliberate choice of site by 
those who came there to make the rock engravings. 
However, this area is not more fertile or hospitable than 
the other mentioned areas. It is a fully desert area with 
years in which rainfall is less than 50 mm.

Mention was made already of the repetitive image of 
the worshipper in front of the line and of the exceptional 
engraving known as the “tablets of the law”. The ibex 
was worshipped and images of this animal are depicted 
on altar-stones with cup-marks nearby. Other images 
seem to be connected to myth and legends. They include 
what may represent masked human beings or spirits, 
dancing scenes in which some beings are depicted with a 
human body and an animal head. Some such depictions 
may find parallels in the Chalcolithic paintings from 
Tuleilat Ghassul (Cameron 1995, figure 78).

Several chronological elements locate this style 
within its general framework. The main activity portrayed 
is pastoralism while hunting is also well represented. In 
the entire Sinai Peninsula, with the only exception of the 
wheeled wagon at Timna, period IV-C is the last period 
where domesticated oxen are represented. Timna was the 
location of a camp for slave labour, but sites representing 
a free tribal population living in the desert do not have 
any representation of oxen that we know of after the end 
of period IV-A. This seems to indicate a dating previous 
to a major phase of desertification which started around 
the 2000 BC.

The human figures of period IV-A sometimes hold a 
metal dagger with a triangular blade and a lunate 
pommel which may be dated to the 3rd millennium BC 
when compared to similar weapons found in 
archaeological excavations (Yadin 1963:140).

The depictions representing worshippers in front of 
abstract symbols are found mainly along the trails leading 
to the plateau of Har Karkom from the surrounding 
valleys, as if they were depicted by pilgrims going up to 
the mountain. Some of the engravings may represent 
mythological scenes showing parallels to biblical stories. 
One composition represents a staff and a serpent. The 
staff has two horns, probably indicating its power.
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Rock arts and periods in the Negev and Sinai.

Period Principal activities 

in order of importance

Weapons and significant 

tools in order of 

importance

Domesticated 

animals in order of 

importance

Associations

and chronological index

1 Hunting Spear, lasso, bolas (?) None Art of Archaic Hunters in Arabia and

North Africa before the 6th millennium BC. 

Hunting magic practices.

ll-A Hunting, incipient 

domestication

Spear, stick Dog, ox Similarities with Mesopotamia

6th to 4th millennia BC.

Early attempts at domestication.

Cult of animals.

ll-B Hunting Spear, stick Dog Tentatively located between periods of ll-A 

and III. Geometric style with ladders 

rectangles and circles. Old patina.

Hermetic symbols.

II-C Hunting Spear, stick, boomerang? None Related to Pre-pottery Neolithic,

C14 dating c. 6190 BC.

III Hunting, animal 

domestication

Bow and arrow, mace 

with spherical head

Dog, goat, ox Art of Evolved Hunters.

Similarities with pre- and proto-dynastic

Egypt. V, IV and III millennium BC.

May have started earlier.

IV-A Pastoralism, hunting, 

dance, religious 

ceremonies, 

mythological evocations

Bow and arrow, dagger, 

axe, spear. Metal-made 

tools.

Goat, dog, ox, donkey Arrival of pastoralists. Datable figures of 

the III millennium from Jericho,

Arad and the Uvda Valley.

Association with Mesopotamia and Egypt.

Ibex worship.

1V-B Herding, hunting Bow and arrow, mace 

spear, ax, musical 

instruments and 

war chariot

Goat, dog and horse II millennium and into 1 millennium BC. 

Processions and cult of ancestors.

IV-C Herding, trade, hunting Bow and arrow, mace, 

spear, shield

Dog, goat, horse and 

camel

Thamudic and Nabathaean inscriptions.

1st millennium BC to Mid-1st millennium of

our era.

V Trade, warfare, herding Spear, shield, bow and 

arrow, sword

Horse, camel, dog, goat Romano-byzantine associations. Greek and 

Nabataean inscriptions. 70-650 AD.

VI Herding, hunting Spear, shield, bow and 

arrow

Camel, horse Medieval Arabic inscriptions.

650-1300 AD.

Vll-A Herding Spear, bow, curved sword Camel, goat, horse Post-Medieval

Vll-B Herding, trade Sword, gun Camel, goat, donkey, 

horse

Recent

Nearby there are two ideograms likely to indicate the 
action of transformation of the staff into the snake. This 
composition is recalling the biblical narration of Moses, 
“Take thy rod and cast it before Pharoah, and it shall 
become a serpent” (Exodus 7,9).

Several other depictions in the Har Karkom area 
seem to refer to Biblical accounts. One of them is the so- 
called “tablets of the law”. The ten framed spaces are 
organised as two at the top, six in the centre and two at 
the bottom. It shows the same conceptual subdivision of 
the Ten Commandments into three parts: the two 
uppermost concern God, the middle six concern society, 
and the last two concern the individual.

Another depiction represents a group of animals, six 
snakes, one saraf, or poisonous lizard, and two 
scorpions. It seems to be a pictographic representation of 
a passage in Deuteronomy, “Remember your God, who 
led thee through the great and terrible wilderness, 
wherein were fiery serpents, and scorpions, and the 
saraf, where there was no water; who brought forth 
water out of the rock of flint” (Deut. 8,14-15). The rock 
engraving is likely to indicate a pool of water in the 
nearby bed of the Wadi. It may thus use the same 
metaphor as the biblical account.

The rock art of period IV-A at Har Karkom appears 
to be part of a high cult place and to have a role in such
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a context. In the Chalcolithic and the Early Bronze Age 
the rock art may have had religious tasks, not just there 
but also in other areas of the Sinai Peninsula. Period IV-A 
reflects many new ideas and a new kind of mythological 
depictions that are more abstract than both before and 
after. This period seems to be the last in which rock art 
had an important ritual and religious function. It is the 
end of the ages in which rock art covered a conventional 
ceremonial and perhaps liturgical role. In the later periods 
rock art appears to be more secular.

Conclusions

The rock art of the Sinai Peninsula constitutes a vast 
documentation on the open-air activities and practices of 
the people that lived in the region during the course of 
millennia. It includes “Early Hunters” rock engravings 
which likely belong to the Late Pleistocene and the Early 
Holocene. No domestic animals are known in this period. 
Wild animals include equines, caprines and bovines. 
Human figures are rare.

Domestic animals were represented, probably as a 
secondary activity already in periods II and III, however 
pastoralism seems to have become dominant as the main 
way of life from period IV-A, that is not until the 
Chalcolithic period.

The stylistic and thematic changes seem to indicate 
the arrival of new populations in this area during the late 
4th and 3rd millennia BC. All over the Sinai Peninsula 
this period is characterised by pastoralism, first with 
bovines, then with caprines. The rock art seems to 
indicate that after period IV-A caprines constitute one of 
the main economic resources. In period IV-A caprines 
seem to be objects of cult rather than an economic 
resource. The ibex appears depicted with human 
footprints, a sign of reverence, and at the foot of altars.

In the book Arte Rupestre del Negev e del Sinai 
(1979) it was proposed a dating of style IV-A in the 2nd 
millennium. Thereafter, the analysis of rock art has 
progressed. The new finds, at Har Karkom in particular, 
seem to indicate that period IV-A belongs to an earlier 
date. Some external archaeological evidence does 
corroborate these hypotheses. A tomb from the Early 
Bronze Age, excavated by K.M. Kenyon at Jericho, had 
some engravings of quadrupeds, mainly caprines, and 
human figures, analogous to those of period IV-A of Sinai 
(Kenyon 1957:206, 1965:138-141). This discovery has 
initially raised some queries, but other figures found in the 
excavations of Tell Arad (Amiran 1972) and in the Uvda 
Valley, are certainly dated to the 3rd millennium BC.

At Arad, an engraving of two human beings has 
been found in archaeological layers dating the Early

Bronze Age. At Uvda, in the excavation conducted by 
Avi Eytan, engravings from periods IV-A have been 
found in a stone-built structure in front of a fireplace. 
The engraved slab was covered by Bronze Age layers 
(personal communication). It seems therefore, that period 
IV-A may be located within the time range of the BAG 
period (which includes the late Chalcolithic and the 
Early Bronze Age until the beginning of the Middle 
Bronze Age).

Another aspect of this research that was clarified in 
the course of the last expeditions concerns what may be 
called the collections of stones. In numerous sites peculiar 
stones have been noticed, they usually have a natural 
shape which reminds one of anthropomorphic or 
zoomorphic heads. These stones have been collected and 
grouped by man and sometime a human hand has added 
incised marks representing eyes, a mouth, or brow ridges.

From the Har Karkom project it appears that this 
kind of collection of peculiar stones is present in at least 
two different periods. At Har Karkom, in 12 cases out of 
a total of 50, at sites that have been analysed, the stone 
collections are located in Upper Palaeolithic sites. In 24 
cases out of 50, they are located in sites belonging to the 
BAC or Bronze Age period. Sometimes these stones are 
positioned on the top of platforms or other stone 
structures that may be identified as altars (site HK/173c). 
In 6 cases such groups of stones are in the vicinity of 
Nabatheans, Hellenistic or Roman-Byzantine sites. The 
remaining 8 sites are out of archaeological context. 18 of 
these 50 sites also have rock engravings. It is not unlikely 
that anthropomorphic stones and rock art are somehow 
related. It is surprising that this may have happened in so 
many different periods.

The rock engravings have been introduced and have 
accumulated in the course of millennia. Sometimes, one 
has the impression that human beings have played with 
the environment, collecting anthropomorphic stones, 
putting up standing menhirs and other stone structures, 
making geoglyphs or pebble drawings on the ground, 
producing rock engravings, building up alignments and 
circles of stones. All these monuments still appear today 
as messages from man to nature in the immensity of a 
silent landscape.

The old idea that rock art was the creation of lazy 
shepherds may perhaps still hold for the late periods. 
Many rock engravings of the Roman, Byzantine and 
Islamic periods may appear, at first sight, as depictions 
made for killing time. But, regarding the early periods, 
one gathers the impression that most of the rock art is 
part of a well-structured conceptual context.

Early Hunters may have started producing rock art 
before the usually accepted dates but so far there are no 
precise hints for the beginnings. The Proto-art of the 
Palaeolithic Sanctuary HK86B at Har Karkom, in the
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Rock art and periods in the Negev and Sinai: crohonological chart.
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Southern Negev may go back between 40,000 and 30,000 
years and is the earliest example of “art” known in the 
considered area. We have no evidence for rock art as old 
as that. Because of the presence of depictions of extinct 
animal, we can only say that there is some Pleistocene art, 
likely to be earlier than 12000 BC.

Looking at the chart of the previous page one 
gathers the impression that the most intensely creative 
periods reflected by rock art concentrate between 7000 
and 2000 BC. This may well be a relevant consideration 
concerning also the peopling and the development of new 
ethnic groups in the fertile areas. In fact several of these 
people detected in the desert rock art are likely to have 
settled down in the Fertile Crescent to be the founders of 
civilisations.

The ages that run from pre-pottery Neolithic to the 
beginning of the Middle Bronze Age had a variety of 
populations living in the marginal areas. The different 
styles of rock art reflect at first just hunting groups, then 
Hunting and Pastoral. The pattern of fully Pastoral 
societies developed mainly with period IV-A, between 
5000 and 2000 BC. But the penetration into the fertile 
areas by people of the desert never ceased. The Biblical 
story of the Patriarchs may reflect one of those events. Its 
time in the sequence is still open to discussion, but the 
story of the Patriarchs of the Hebrews may well be 
connected with the penetration of the Pastoral people in 
period IV-A in the 3rd millennium BC.

After the year 2000 BC there was almost one 
millennium in which rock art was mainly present on the 
more rainy area of the Negev highlands and on regime 
outposts like Serbit al Khadim and Timna.

A widespread revival of the habit of producing rock 
art takes place in the 1st millennium BC. Large quantities 
of engravings are found in places such as Wadi Mukatab 
and Ein Hudra, but in most cases rock art has lost its

hieratic, solemn and imposing appearance. Obviously it 
had lost its main social and conceptual roles. It had 
become some sort of personal game of shepherds 
imitating the figures of previous periods or receiving from 
them the stimuli to use the same mean of expression, that 
is rock art.

In the present study we have traced the general lines 
of the state of the art, for the rock engravings and 
paintings of the Sinai Peninsula. For millennia the desert 
people left behind little evidence of their own existence 
besides rock art. Such consideration makes us realise how 
important rock art is for reconstructing history. Deserts 
occupy two thirds of the Near East but their people 
became part of history only when they had contacts with 
urban society. The old rule that “there is no history 
without writing” can be overcome by rock art.

Recent events emphasise how vulnerable this 
exceptional cultural patrimony can be. Some rock art 
sites have been destroyed and others severely damaged by 
military activities. Tanks have scraped millenary 
engravings and some of the ancient human and animal 
figures have been used as targets and are perforated by 
bullets. Other areas of rock art, which were visited some 
years ago, have now become military areas, out of 
bounds, and we do not know what may have happened 
there. It is necessary to save at least the memory. 
Documentation is the only way and it is urgent to 
proceed with systematic inventories before it is too late.

Besides the heavy damage determined by military 
activities, other causes are sources of concern. 
Development of roads and tourist areas make rock art 
vulnerable. Rock art is becoming a widespread attraction 
for tourists. This may be useful for economic 
development. But to make sure that such development 
continues, rock art should be protected, preserved and 
also explained, making its significance accessible to the 
public and assuring its scientific, cultural and educational
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British Prehistoric Rock Art
Stan Beckensall

Almost all of British prehistoric rock art is abstract: there 
are no pictures of animals, people or activities. This has a 
limited appeal to some; to others it has opened the doors 
of speculation. The people who have found it most 
interesting and who have done most work on it have not 
been professional archaeologists, but have succeeded 
notably in other careers.

Major rock art is limited largely to northern Britain 
and Ireland, where there are suitable outcrops of parent 
and earthfast rock. Wales has very little, however, and 
southern England confines its decorated stones mainly to 
monuments such as burial cairns. It is possible, of course, 
that other, more perishable materials were used as a base 
for decoration, such as skin, wood and cloth. The major 
sites are Argyll, Galloway, Northumberland, Durham, 
west and north Yorkshire, with less extensive sites in the 
Peak District, the North Yorkshire Moors, Clyde-Forth 
and Tayside. Ireland is well represented both in 
monumental and landscape art.

Although ‘rock art’ is a term generally used to define 
it, much of it can hardly be termed art. It is when limited 
symbolism takes into account the surfaces and irregulari
ties of the rocks chosen for special treatment that sensitiv
ity to the medium and skill of execution earn it the title of 
‘art’. There is a surprising individuality expressed by those 
who have chosen to use such a limited symbolism.

Rock art has justifiably been known for years as 
‘cups and rings’. Cups are small hollows picked into the 
rock surface with a tool harder than the parent rock, 
probably impacted with a mallet. This universal symbol 
may appear singly, clustered either randomly or in a 
pattern, or as part of a design that involves the use of 
straight, curved or serpentine grooves. The most common 
motif is a cup with a groove running from it, at the centre 
of one or more concentric rings. There may be common, 
simple elements, but some panels show individuality in 
design. It is not necessary to account for unusual motifs 
such as spiral or rosette forms by diffusion: the 
symbolism is so limited that it is possible for people in 
different parts of the country to come upon the same idea 
without having contact. There is also universality in the 
choice of the circle as a main component of rock art. 
Britain, for example, has hundreds of prehistoric sites 
such as stone circles and circles of wood built as 
community and ritual centres.

Whereas antiquarians used to concentrate largely on 
reproducing the designs seen on individual panels, there 
has been a new attempt to place rock art in a wider 
context and to record it more accurately. Many questions 
that these early researchers asked remain unanswered, but 
there is much more data available. Britain has a 
considerable amount of new material for further research, 
which now concentrates on three inter-related areas:

• Art in the landscape.
• Art in monuments.
• Portable rock art.

These three headings provide a coherent framework 
for the summary that now follows.

Art in the landscape

By this we mean marked outcrop and earthfast rocks, 
which mostly occupy the higher ground, frequently 
overlooking river valleys and access to important 
settlement and ritual sites. Most are at the best 
viewpoints, but what could be seen from them thousands 
of years ago would have depended on what was growing 
there. A rock panel in a forest might have no view. The 
sites might be visible and inter-visible; not so the marked 
rocks, for most can only be seen today from close by. 
People would have to know where to find them. There 
are more obvious landmarks that would guide people 
through the land, such as cliff outcrops. We are 
considering the life of people who had to be mobile in 
order to make the best use of resources; the introduction 
of arable agriculture, the fixing of more permanent 
homes, fences and walls, did not make pastoralism and 
hunting less important. Grazing areas were necessary on 
the poorer upland areas, with their thin soils. Trails, 
clearings and activities relating to regeneration of 
vegetation were in areas where the land was ‘signed’. An 
outcrop could have served as a special place before it was 
formally marked. For example, it could have been 
connected with an event or person, in a way similar to 
that in which in which places and fields were later given 
names to mark them, when the name itself then took on a 
special sound and identity.

Richard Bradley’s work in this field introduced a
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Figure 1. Blarbuie, Argyll. An outcrop panel 
recently recorded in the middle of a planted forest 
(Stan Beckensall, P. Brown & B. Brown).

highly structured search of areas where there was rock art 
to measure views to and from the rocks; he did the same 
with rocks in the same area that had no markings to ask 
why one particular outcrop was chosen. He found that 
the unmarked outcrops had more restricted views. If the 
markings were messages, he wanted to know whether 
they were intended for different ‘audiences’. He detected 
a structure. The more complex markings were generally 
at higher points than simple markings, and he thought 
the difference meant that more complex motifs were for 
visitors who were making for the major monumental 
sites. There are bound to be exceptions to general rules; it 
is important to test all hypotheses in the field. Recent 
discoveries above Loch Tay by the Royal Commission on 
the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland have 
revealed several complex patterns of markings high above 
the loch (publication pending).

We shall look briefly at some outcrop sites. The 
Kilmartin valley in Argyll is an extensive valley floor with 
a variety of important prehistoric monuments of many 
periods. Elaborate panels of outcrop rock mark the 
margins of this ritual complex, many on terraces. The 
complexity’ of design is in the number of concentric 

grooves, in the inter-relationship of motifs and in their 
distribution on the rock surface. Since his study we have 
located five cupmarked earthfast boulders at the same 
height as the more complex patterns above and around 
Kilmartin itself, which modifies the picture but does not

change the general picture. It is most likely a working 
area rather than a ritual area, high above the monuments. 
The outcrop designs are different from those in the 
monuments that the outcrop panels overlook, which 
include a spiral, simple cup and cup and ring marks on 
standing stones and later representations of metal axes in 
modified cairns and chambered tombs. The largest 
outcrop art in Britain is at Achnabreck, which overlooks 
the sea and the valley leading to Crinan, thus dominating 
the entrance to this monumental area. It is covered with 
an exotic range of motifs. However, I choose as my 
illustration a panel that I have only recently recorded that 
lies in an almost impenetrable forest at a greater height at 
Blarbuie (Figure 1). Here is a flat metamorphic rock 
surface, the lowest step of a series of descending outcrops, 
ending with a small cave (unexcavated) at its south end. 
Superficially the ‘artists’ have echoed the natural veins 
down to this feature with grooves from cups that are at 
the centre of many penannular rings. As the panel lies at 
the crossing place of the high ridge, the significance and 
importance of the place are strengthened, not as the 
highest part of the ridge. In Ireland at Derrynablaha the 
only route across the high ground of the Iveragh 
peninsula is carefully marked with motifs, directing the 
observer’s view to the head of the pass.

In contrast to this we shall look briefly at decorated 
rocks in more extensive landscapes in Yorkshire. Building 
on previous work with The Ilkley Archaeological group,

British Prehistoric Rock Art 41



Figure 2. Gayles Moor (Richmondsbire). A decorated 
boulder on a military range.

Keith Boughey and Edward Vickerman have published a 
complete account of Prehistoric Rock Art of the "West 
Riding (2003, West Yorkshire Archaeology Service). This 
has covered over 600 individual rock art surfaces of all 
shapes and sizes. 94 % of all the listed rocks lie on four 
main watersheds, mainly on the Millstone Grit to the east 
of the Pennine anticline. The marked gritstone and 
sandstone bedrocks, boulders and erratics lie mainly 
between 250-360 OD. Some have distinct regional 
variations, but on the whole the designs are not so 
elaborate as those in Galloway, Northumberland and 
Argyll. Even so, some are unique, such as the ladder 
motif on Ilkley Moor. Many are at extensive viewpoints, 
not usually at the highest points, on gently sloping 
ground. They are on marginal lands with poor soils, well 
suited to pastoralists. Unlike Kilmartin, they do not focus 
on rich monuments.

In County Durham and Richmondshire, where the 
number of marked rocks found has multiplied 
dramatically in the past ten years, there is a coincidence 
of sites favoured by Mesolithic, Neolithic and early 
Bronze Age groups for hunting and herding (Figure 2). 
Arable farming was being established in river valleys and 
terraces which rock art overlooks; the survival rate of 
these mostly ice-carried small earthfast panels is because 
no one has since wanted to use the land except for rough 
grazing, mineral extraction, grouse rearing and army

ranges. The marked rocks, mostly sandstones brought in 
by ice, are small and do not have the range of motifs that 
make them comparable to more northerly areas, but they 
occur in clusters or groups of individual sites above 
250 m OD, associated with cairns, low-walled enclosures 
and some burnt mounds. Some are close to spring sources 
and other special sites such as dry places in marsh.

Galloway (Van Hoek 1995) has one of the highest 
concentrations of rock art in Britain, with almost none in 
monuments. This separation of monument and rock art 
sites occurs also in Ireland at Iveragh. In Galloway it 
clusters around peninsulas that are estuaries of major 
rivers. Many sites have extensive sea views for this 
reason. Away from the sea are large tracts of open 
moorland; in places the land is broken up into basins, 
divided by rock outcrops and dykes, where there are 
small pools and lakes. Most rock art is in shallow valleys 
in or around the coast. There is an exciting and wide 
range of motifs, including rare spirals across these areas 
and unique motifs.

Northumberland (Beckensall 2001) is one of the 
richest and best-recorded areas of rock art in Britain, 
with a tradition of research going back about two 
hundred years. A notable feature in the area is a cliff at 
Morwick, Warkworth, at a fording place on the River 
Coquet that is profusely decorated with a large repertoire 
of spirals. Of particular interest is the way that the land
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Figure 3. Ketley Crag, Northumberland. A newly recorded decorated 
floor of a rock-shelter.

including an early Bronze Age urned 
cremation in its floor. The panel illustrated 
here is a rock overhang at Ketley Crag, 
discovered as a result of the activity of 
badgers, and only fully recorded in January 
2001. The views from it, in an area rich in 
outcrop rock art, are outstanding. This 
decoration is one of the most skilful in 
using all the natural features of the rock 
surface (Figure 3).

Among recent discoveries in Cumbria 
(Beckensall 2002) is a massive slab of tuff 
in the Langdale valley, found after a 
systematic search based on a theory of 
where rock art ought to be. The eastern 
vertical surface is covered with motifs of 
many different kinds, including multiple 
concentric circles that are not centred on 
cups. At almost the same time hundreds of 
cups and linear grooves were found on 
outcrop in the Ullswater valley. These 
discoveries were made as usual by non
professionals. Each site is a significant 
route through the Lakes, the former 
focused on the important Langdale 
Neolithic axe factory, and both have 
become a vital part of the picture of 
prehistoric life about five thousand years 
ago. Both are at ‘natural’ places, rising 
high above ground level, like Morwick, 
and like the decorated cliff at Ballochmyle 
(Ayrshire) (Figure 4).

on a massive earthfast block.

overlooking the Milfield Plain, an area rich in henges 
3nd other ritual sites, has spectacular panels of complex 
art, and so do rocks that overlook the valleys that flow 
tnto this region. An area like Lordenshaw, easily 
accessible in the Northumberland National Park, has a 
wide and significant distribution of marked rocks that are 
at outstanding viewpoints, and have many different 
combinations of symbols and motifs.

There are the sites of five rock shelters with art, one

Art in monuments

If all we had to consider were marked 
rocks in the landscape it would be 
impossible to date. Its distribution suggests 
a mobile people engaged in hunting and 
herding, whereas art in monuments gives it 
a firmer context where it occurs in burials, 
stone circles and standing stones.

Irish passage grave art has an exotic range of motifs 
that distinguishes it from the rest (Figure 5, next page). 
Here slabs of stone have been brought in to build 
passages and chambers and to form massive kerbs, some 
profusely decorated. Some form the interior of a cave-like 
space into which only a few people can enter at a time. 
Outside, people could have viewed other forms of art, the 
symbolism of which would be understood by them, but 
lost to us. A similar phenomenon is seen in Anglesey and 
Orkney. A late Neolithic date puts such tombs into a

Figure 4. Langdale valley (Cumbria). A recent important discovery
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secure context, but the nature of the motifs is somewhat 
different from those on outcrop rock.

The tradition of using motifs in burials has a wide 
time-span. A recent excavation at Fulforth Farm,
Durham, establishes a decorated cist cover with cups and 
rings on the underside and simple cup marks on top as 
one made in the late Neolithic/early Bronze Age- 
reinforced by the inclusion of two pristine decorated slabs 
inside the cist (Beckensall & Laurie 1998). However, the 
discovery of other decorated slabs in graves once led to 
the idea that all such slabs were the same date as the 
burial; more careful analysis shows that many slabs had 
been broken off decorated panels and reused after erosion 
had taken place. The fact that they were chosen for cists 
however, facing into the grave, means that they still held 
significance to the grave builders. Art on cists in northern 
Britain has a high proportion of rings. Cup-marks on 
outcrop rock predominate, yet they are under-represented 
in cists. That cups were of less significance than rings is 
indicated when a cist cover has two decorated surfaces, as 
at Fulforth Farm, Durham, when the more elaborate 
decoration is placed face down over the burial cavity. It is 
kerbs that tend to have more cups, but where kerbs are 
hidden by the mound (as at Weetwood, Glassonby and 
Little Meg) they may have elaborate decoration.

Only a small number of round barrows have rock 
art in them: we must keep a sense of proportion. Of great

Figure 5. Newgrange (Eire). An elaborately decorated 
kerb stone at the rear of a passage grave.

significance is the use of art on the material of which 
some mounds are made: cobble stones. At Weetwood and 
Fowberry in Northumberland the author excavated 
mounds in which many decorated cobbles (over 50) with 
a wide range of motifs had been incorporated in their 
structures, mostly with the decoration facing downwards. 
Some round barrows are built on outcrop with motifs 
pecked into the rock, which may already have been a 
result of the rock’s already-important significance within 
the landscape. We do not know, however, whether the 
cairns were built over it at the same time as the mound 
was constructed or centuries before. At Clava the 
chambered tombs with rock art, platform and standing 
stones were built in one period: the early Bronze Age.

There are many burial sites that vary in structure 
and chronology that incorporate rock art. For example, 
a megalithic tomb in Cornwall at Tregiffian has cup 
marks on its entrance, now visible because they were once 
hidden inside the Neolithic tomb until it was 
reconstructed during the early Bronze Age. In Cumbria at 
Old Parks, Kirkoswald, a huge mound destroyed by use 
as road-building material had a line of five earthfast 
slabs, three of them decorated with serpentine grooves 
and ‘shepherds’ crooks’ (the beginnings of spirals). 
Hundreds of years later, in the early Bronze Age, it 
attracted 32 deposits of burnt bones in hollows in the 
ground (Beckensall 2003).
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There are sites in Britain that will repay excavation to 
establish a possible chronology. We know of many cairns 
that incorporate decorated stones, especially in their kerbs, 
and cairnfields where there are scattered cup-marked 
rocks, and more of these are being recorded each year.

Many standing stones have decoration, usually of a 
simple type: cups, sometimes with a single ring. There 
follows a brief description of a few such sites.

At Temple Wood, Kilmartin, one upright has a 
horned spiral stretched across two faces, and another has 
two concentric rings. It is impossible to determine when 
these were put on, as the site has a life of over a 
thousands years during which modifications were made.
In Cumbria the famous site, Long Meg and her 
Daughters, has a red sandstone pillar covered with lines, 
concentric circles and spirals, standing outside the 
entrance portal (Figure 6). It is not known when it was 
erected in relationship to the circle of stones, or when the 
decoration was added. In the same county, Castlerigg 
stone circle in Cumbria has recently been shown to have 
a spiral, two lozenges and a partial cup and ring on four 
of its stones.

Recumbent stone circles are a specialised variety 
found in north-east Scotland. Sunhoney is a good 
example, where a large number of cup-marks cluster on 
the recumbent, lying between two pillars, and positioned 
horizontally in line with the southern moonset. There is a 
Scottish phenomenon known as a ‘four-poster’, with an 
overspill into Northumberland at Goatstones, where one 
of the four stone settings has a cluster of cups on its 
inclined surface, fainter cups on the others and three cup- 
marked cobbles or small boulders nearby.

Stonehenge has axes on some of its stones and one 
dagger, the axes being of a different type from those 
found in cists in the Kilmartin valley, but axe-carvings 
(made with a metal tool) are exceptional.

Portables

Portables are decorated rocks that have been taken away 
from their original locations. They may be slabs that have 
been cut away from outcrops and reused, in burials, for 
example. In this case they have a ritual purpose. Some are 
used as building material, in house- and other walls in 
Northumberland. It is clear from an examination of many 
outcrops that motifs have been quarried off. The largest 
outcrop in northern England at Roughting Linn has its 
West part missing and a slice out of its centre, all done 
before 1860.

The destruction of burial mounds has dispersed 
many cobblestones from cairns, and a small proportion of 
these with markings survives in spoil heaps, rockeries and

40cm

Figure 6. Long Meg (Cumbria). Decoration
on a standing stone outside the portal of a stone circle.

walls. A superb example of a well-made cup, duct and 
three rings had become the copingstone of a field 
boundary wall, and is now safe in Berwick Museum. 
Although as a general principal rock art ought to be left 
in situ, there are real dangers of small pieces disappearing 
for other uses, and they must be taken to safety. The 
proportion of such portables depends on the interest and 
activity of local researchers. The Museum of Antiquities, 
Newcastle, has the largest collection of such stones, most 
of which are not on display.
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Symbolism and meaning

We understand that at the time symbols were pecked into 
the rocks there was no language that we know that was 
handed down by these people to answer our questions 
about them. We can only rely on the archaeological 
record, which is always very fragmentary.

In some parts of the world, art on the rocks can give 
a pictorial record of some human activities, such as 
hunting, gathering honey, ploughing and ritual, but in 
Britain rock art consists of abstract symbols only. A 
function of symbolism, whether it appears as language or 
visual representation, is that it acts as a kind of 
shorthand; it condenses meaning into a compact 
statement that still contains levels of meaning. In the 
modern world we are at home with this process: at one 
level, for example, we may automatically recognise the 
meaning of traffic signs and symbolic washing 
instructions. The Christian cross, with all its variations, is 
familiar.

One does not necessarily have to know how a 
symbol originated in order to understand it. If we assume 
that cups and rings have been used for at least 1,000 
years, it is unlikely that the origin of the symbol would 
have been so important to those who knew it as what it 
meant and why it was there. People could have gone on 
using the same symbols, perhaps modifying them, 
experimenting with them, accepting them without 
question.

The universal nature of these symbols has led some 
people to speculate that they have a common origin 
within the human neural system, by observing that the 
making of concentric circles and spirals, for example, is 
inherent, especially in young children. Others in our drug- 
obsessed culture have seen in primitive societies an origin 
of the symbols in drug-induced states of trance. Others 
do not think it necessary to attribute this to drugs, but to 
states of trance produced by dance or rhythmic chants 
and clapping. Observations of many third-world living 
cultures have been used to support this argument.

This is all speculative, but it is understandable that 
we want to know, for example, why some Californian 
rock art looks like panels in Northumberland, or why 
there are strong similarities between Galician rock art and 
British. Producing theories about what they mean is not 
surprising because you can often see in them whatever 
you are looking for. Ronald Morris did a great service to 
archaeology when he investigated the large number of 
theories and put forward “one hundred and four 
varieties” of explanations in his book The Prehistoric 
Rock Art of Galloway and the Isle of Man in 1979. He 
was a solicitor, used to weighing evidence, a scholar and 
discoverer of rock art, and his informative and amusing 
excursion resulted from his observations, reading, and

contacts with many people working in this field. He 
looked at all the theories, and gave them marks out of 
ten.

He supported Professor Thom’s arguments that some 
were placed on standing stones that had important 
astronomical alignments. He noted their use and re-use in 
burials. One of his strongly-held beliefs was that their 
proximity to copper and gold sources was deliberate, but 
others see this as merely coincidental. He was strongly 
convinced of their religious and magical significance, but 
not at all moved by theories that they denote breasts, the 
Mother Goddess, eyes and phallic symbols, or that they 
were connected with fertility rites. He pointed out that 
there was no evidence to link them to sun worship, water 
divining, their use as mixing vessels, for casting bronze or 
colour, quantity measures, or the Freemasons’ earliest 
symbol, the All-Seeing Eye. I have mentioned only a few 
of the unsupported ‘origins’ of the symbols.

A breathless list of possibilities will no doubt grow, 
but the crucial point is that the acceptance of any theory 
depends on the supported of evidence. It is different from 
simply having a ‘gut reaction’.

Because contact with rock art can produce strong 
reactions, including a great sense of wonder, one must 
remember that poets, other writers and visual artists are 
going to respond to it in different, personal ways. This is 
to be expected and encouraged, but no theory of origin 
and use can be accepted unless there is evidence to back it 
up. Sadly, we are being plagued with some quite absurd 
‘explanations’ of the rock art symbolism that exist only in 
the minds of the proponents. It really has become very 
silly!

A framework for the future

The ‘Rock Art Pilot Project’, commissioned by English 
Heritage in 1999, was the first concerted attempt to find 
out what techniques have been and should be used for a 
study of rock art, and to lay out a programme for the 
future. It was set up to report on the current state of 
research, conservation, management and presentation of 
prehistoric rock art in England. It was directed by 
Bournemouth University and the Institute of Archaeology, 
London in 1999, and its draft proposals were released in 
January 2000. We all await the next step.

The project recognises the need for a common 
language in a set of definitions. No one will disagree with 
the terms used to describe its situation: in the open 
air/landscape, in monuments and on portable stones. 
Those of us who have been writing for years about rock 
art have become accustomed to use a term like ‘portable’ 
and prefer that to ‘mobiliary’ because it implies people
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doing the moving. When we look at a perfectly clear term 
like ‘cup’, and are presented with the alternative ‘cupule’, 
which is aesthetically an awful word, with connotations 
of some sort of skin disease in its sound, we might not 
wish to change. In fundamental ‘units of record’ there are 
definitions that can be argued about. For example, 
whereas I prefer to see a single element, such as a cup, as 
a symbol, and a combination of symbols as a motif\ 
others may see it the other way round. The Oxford 
English Dictionary defines symbol as a representative sign 
or mark; it is a summary. To symbolise also means ‘to 
combine, to unite with elements to form a harmonious 
union.’ A motif is ‘a constituent feature of a composition, 
an object or group of objects forming a distinct element 
in a design.’ The term engraving is inaccurate for a 
process that depends on using a pick. Some object to rock 
art as a term because it clearly is not all ‘art.’ Dictionary 
definitions too make carvings a dodgy term, because 
carving means to cut and is often used synonymously 
with sculptures and engravings. Carving, according to the 
OED ‘is now usually restricted to work in wood, ivory, 
etc., sculpture being work in stone.’

So we have compromises to make through discussion 
m order to agree on our essential terminology, and my 
hope is that it will be as simple as possible so that we 
make it easy for everyone. There is a disturbing tendency 
ln r°ck art terminology to make it obscure enough to 
exclude non-specialists from its mystique; language 
becomes pompous and inflated, reflecting the aspirations 
°f the people who use it.

Just as we need a common language to define what 
we are recording, we need a common system of 
recording. The best ways are the most expensive, so we 
have a problem. A laser scanner (costing £20,000 
Perhaps?) is an excellent way of recording what is on a 
rock surface. A GPS system that locates the exact position 
of rocks on the earth’s surface through satellites is the 
best way to pinpoint the rock’s position so that it can be 
found even when covered up. To make sure that a rock is 
not recorded twice in different positions and to locate it, 
some form of electronic tagging is possible. Once the 
Positions are plotted on a map, the sites can be related to 
ah other finds in the area.

The standard of recording what is on the rocks 
varies considerably. At one end we have the equivalent of 
P'n men figures, simplified, inaccurate, and telling us very 

t e about, for example, differences in depth of pecking 
0r about order in which the marks were put on. At the 
I r^er end we have an accurately scanned image that can 

rePr°duced three-dimensionally. The use of substances, 
Ven chalk, on marked rocks is not to be encouraged; this 

poses an interpretation on the supposed pattern that 
m k' *3rOVeS *naccurate- The use of colour in grooves is 

n8 an assumption about the prehistoric use of rock

art that is totally unjustified. It forces the next visitor to 
see it that way; it is a kind of arrogance. It is better to 
leave them alone and view them when the sun is low in 
the sky, for sharp shadows do so much to reveal 
subtleties. Another important element in recording is to 
give details of the condition of a rock and its immediate 
surroundings. We need to know what threats there are to 
rock surfaces, not just from being plough-scratched, 
trampled by animals or people, but what growths are bad 
for them. Does lichen growth (and of which kind) protect 
a surface from further erosion or destroy it? What about 
pine needles? Are they acidic? Coniferous trees have been 
planted on major sites. Should they have been? How far 
are planning authorities aware of such considerations?

The immediate environment of rock art has been 
little studied. A programme is needed in which we can 
more carefully look for clues about what the immediate 
landscape was like at the time when art was pecked on 
the rocks. There are some important questions that we 
pose which palaeobotanists may be able to answer. We 
need to know what was growing around the marked 
outcrops at certain times so that we can begin to 
understand what could have been seen from them 
thousands of years ago, otherwise our assumptions about 
their being at viewpoints remains conjectural. If we could 
go even further and determine whether there were 
woodland clearings and paths we would be able to 
understand how the marked rocks were used to focus on 
some particularly significant places. Of course, there may 
not be any material there today to give us such 
information, and we must be prepared not to know very 
much. That some material is present is indicated by the 
uneroded rock surfaces that sometimes emerge; if they 
have been covered for so long since they were made, 
perhaps the surrounding soil may also be relatively 
undisturbed.

Another issue to be addressed is that of access. 
Whose rock art is it? Should people be excluded from it? 
We know what the dangers of open access are. It is the 
responsibility of all landlords, tenants and County 
authorities to agree on a programme of access and 
display of rock art sites. Some sites are fragile and should 
be covered over if that is the best way to protect them. 
Others are more robust and have been open for centuries 
without much harm, where erosion may deepen grooves 
on a sloping surface. If we have money to spend on our 
past, one way forward might be to get landowners to set 
aside patches of ground and access to them, and to co
operate with them in its management and access. Once a 
spread of rocks to which the public has access is agreed, 
and others covered over, the next issue is how they should 
be displayed. An example of intelligent and sensitive 
practice is to be found in the Kilmartin area of Argyll 
where the largest panel of rock art in Britain can be
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found. It has been cleared of trees and scrub, surrounded 
by a fence, which has a wooden walkway in parts, and 
visitors are provided with information panels that blend 
well into the site. The manner in which the passage 
graves of the Boyne valley in Ireland are accessible to the 
public has made Newgrange a major and protected 
attraction. We may not like the idea of metal fences, but 
it is one way forward. One only has to visit the Cow and 
Calf rocks on Ilkley Moor to see the results of terrible 
vandalism on open sites. We may not be able to control it 
fully, but we can make it clear to the public why these 
sites are important by giving them concise and interesting 
information, and by appealing for their help to preserve 
them.

The trouble with official investigations and reports is 
that sometimes they are not followed up. Very often we 
find that there are too many theorists in the field, with no 
one doing any original, practical work. The English 
Heritage Project team just melted away, and the project 
has only been reconvened this year. The most that has 
been done is that Durham and Northumberland County 
Councils are being funded to record the rock art in these 
two counties, yet this has already been largely completed 
(see the book list!). All the important issues are about 
preserving the rock art that we have, and in my 
experience this has been a low priority.

With the transfer of my archive to Newcastle 
University and the appointment of Dr. Aron Mazel to

supervise the project, re-visiting the sites that I have 
recorded, and recording them with GPS, record sheets 
and new photographs, has led to the discovery of more. 
We now have over 870 marked rocks recorded in 
Northumberland, considerably more than in any other 
English County. All this information is to be available for 
different audiences on the Internet in over a year’s time. 
The project is the most important of all recording in 
England (see the Internet for details of the aims of 
project). The work has also drawn detailed attention to 
the threats to rock art in this locality, which are reported 
to English Heritage. We know of many sites that 
desperately need attention - and they are all worth it.
This should be the priority, rather than re-recording.

People enjoy rock art. Thousands have bought books 
about it. Pieces of pottery and flint implements may be 
some of the things that help us to understand the past, 
but people like being in a vast, beautiful landscape, able 
to stand at a place with great views, look at art on the 
rocks, and to continue to wonder what it’s all about. 
People love places. People love a mystery. Give them the 
chance and they will be the best preservers of our rock 
art heritage. Try to exclude them physically, intellectually 
and spiritually, and they will resent you, for rock art is 
not exclusive to a favoured group. It is the earliest means 
of ‘communication’ that we have in symbols with people 
from the deep past. It will continue to intrigue us, worry 
us, and we want to remain linked to it.
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Millennium:
the State of Australian Rock Art Research
Robert Bednarik

The most interesting aspect of Australian rock art 
research is that Australia’s rock art scholars are 
significantly less inclined to attempt interpretation of rock 
art than those of any other world region. Bearing in mind 
that Australia is universally agreed to have the strongest 
ethnographic evidence for the original meanings of its 
rock art, this presents us with a strange paradox. It 
would seem that Australian rock art researchers are either 
excessively pessimistic in interpreting rock art, or other 
rock art researchers are excessively optimistic about their 
powers of interpretative discrimination.

However, this is not all we have learned from 
Australian rock art. Australian researchers, opting for 
scientific investigation in lieu of the creation of a modern 
mythology about rock art, have been very active in such 
fields as physical rock art analysis, age estimation, 
preservation techniques and methods of site management. 
Indeed, Australia is a leader in these fields, a position 
reinforced by the research work conducted especially since 
the formation of the Australian Rock Art Research 
Association (AURA). Since the early 1980s many excellent 
scholars in Australia have pursued these areas of study. 
This country, almost the size of Europe but with a 
population only a third of that of Italy or Britain, boasts 
not only the greatest concentration of rock art in the 
world, but also the highest number of rock art researchers 
relative to population size. The work of these researchers 
over the past ten or twenty years falls primarily into four 
areas: inventories and new discoveries, analytical studies 
and dating work, ethnographic studies, and conservation 
and site management projects.

Inventories

With such a large national corpus of rock art, the creation 
of inventories is a long-term process involving many 
individuals and research teams. Because the largest 
concentrations of rock art tend to be in the north of the 
country, this is where most of the survey work has been 
focused. In the far north of Queensland, especially on 
Cape York Peninsula, the pioneering work by Percy 
Trezise (1971) has found a continuation in projects by

Andrée Rosenfeld (Rosenfeld et al. 1981), Josephine Flood 
(1987), Noelene Cole (Cole & David 1992), Mike 
Morwood (1992), Bruno David (David & Chant 1995) 
and John Campbell (2000). Similarly, the famous Arnhem 
Land rock art, initially explored by George Chaloupka 
(1984), has been the subject of several more recent studies, 
involving primarily Paul Taęon (1987, 1988), Christopher 
Chippindale (Chippindale & Taęon 1993) and Erie Nelson 
(Nelson 2000; Nelson et ai. 1995). Howard McNickle 
(1991) opened up another major rock art region in the 
Victoria River District, which is geographically inter
mediate between Arnhem Land and Kimberley, while 
Grahame Walsh (1994) and David Welch (1990, 1995) 
have explored the massive rock art body of the remote 
Kimberley during the 1990s. Further to the west, in the 
Pilbara, the largest petroglyph concentration of the world, 
Robert Bednarik (1973, 2001) still continues the survey 
which began in the 1960s and his work has been 
augmented by that of Michel Lorblanchet (1992) and 
Patricia Vinnicombe (1987). Ben Gunn (1995), June Ross, 
Dick Kimber, Josephine Flood, Julie Drew and others have 
conducted surveys in the central part of the country, 
around Alice Springs. It needs to be emphasised that all of 
these studies have been conducted with the active 
involvement of local Aboriginal custodians whose 
collaboration with researchers has always proved to be 
highly productive.

The major northern concentrations of Australian 
rock art consist of thousands of sites, so it is understand
able that progress in comprehensive inventorying is 
correspondingly slow. The often great remoteness and 
inaccessibility of sites also hamper it. While it is correct 
that the large number of sites in the north have attracted 
most interest, it should not be overlooked that inventories 
have also been attempted in some southern regions. For 
instance, Ben Gunn has worked in the Grampians 
mountains of Victoria, while Robert Bednarik (1990) 
explored the extraordinary deep cave art sites in four 
limestone regions along the continent’s southern coast, so 
far locating with his team almost fifty sites of cave art. 
Margaret Nobbs (1984) surveyed the sites of the Olary 
region, Jo McDonald (1992), Hugh Cairns and Kelvin 
Officer (1992) surveyed those near Sydney and John Clegg 
(1992) focused on a single site, Stuarts Meadows, in
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Figure 1. Rock paintings 
and petroglyphs (boulder 
on lower right) on 
sandstone in Victoria River 
District, Northern 
Territory. The section is 
about 4 m wide.

western New South Wales. While the rock art of southern 
Australia is visually not as spectacular as that of the north, 
the scientific issues it has presented are just as important 
and this research has been very productive overall.

It is impossible at this stage to provide reliable 
quantitative estimates of Australian rock art and in view 
of the size of the task this will remain so for many more 
years. However, in assembling the best estimates from 
leading specialists working in the main regions one 
would expect that there are in excess of 100,000 rock art 
sites in Australia. The largest of them comprise several 
tens of thousands of motifs, but as a very rough estimate 
°f average numbers, a figure approaching perhaps 1,000 
motifs per site seems reasonable.

Analytical studies

Scientific analytical work was pioneered in Australia with 
the introduction of direct dating and nanostratigraphy, 
both by Robert Bednarik, in the 1970s (1979). The 
tradition of rock art dating which Australian researchers 
have since developed remains unsurpassed. Nearly all 
analytical rock art dating methods currently in use were 
mitially developed in Australia: carbon nuclide and 
uranium series analysis of carbonates as well as micro- 
erosion analysis by Robert Bednarik (1992, 1999a); radio
carbon analysis of oxalates and inclusions in accretive 
mineral crusts by Alan Watchman (1990, 1992, 1993a,
1996); carbon isotope dating of paint residues by Jo 
McDonald (McDonald et al. 1990) and colleagues (first 
Used in South Africa, however; cf. Van der Merwe et al.

1987); and luminescence analysis of sand grains in wasp 
nests by Bert Roberts (Roberts et al. 1997, 2000).
Methods introduced elsewhere, such as the determination 
of cation-ratios in rock varnishes or cosmogenic radiation 
products, were rejected in Australia as unsuitable. 
Nanostratigraphy, first introduced in 1977 (Bednarik 
1979), has during the 1990s been developed into a 
stunningly sophisticated technique by Alan Watchman 
(2000; Watchman & Hatte 1996), who with John 
Campbell (2000), has recently produced outstanding 
analytical results from such sites as Walkunder Arch Cave 
in north Queensland. In one case, ten radiocarbon dates 
spanning 26,000 years were obtained from a sequence of 
mineral layers only 2.11 mm thick. This kind of work has 
been made possible by the introduction of innovative 
techniques such as Focused Laser Extraction of Carbon
bearing Substances, replacing manual excavation of 
microscopic stratigraphies (Watchman 1993b). The 
development of the Lucas Heights AMS facility by 
Claudio Tuniz has been a great help in these analytical 
projects. Another recent development is the reliable dating 
of Pleistocene petroglyphs in the Pi 1 hara, for which Robert 
Bednarik (2001) has just obtained a calibration curve for 
microerosion dating from a series of inscriptions made 
during the last 200 years.

Analytical work with rock art is not limited to dating 
attempts, however. For instance, Noelene Cole and Alan 
Watchman (1998) have examined paint residues to locate 
evidence of binder substances as well as incidental inclu
sions, such as brush fibres, vegetable remains, pollen and 
airborne matter, all of which can provide useful informa
tion about the circumstances of the painting event. Other 
applications of analytical methods applied in Australia
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Figure 2. Rock paintings in Victoria 
River District, Northern Territory. The 
macropod figure is 3.2 m long.

include: investigations of paint recipes by John Clarke 
(Clarke and North 1991) and Malcolm Ridges (Ridges 
et al. 2000); ‘internal analysis’ of engravings in deep 
limestone caves; and Robert Bednarik’s (1998) study of 
petroglyph technology, which includes the analysis of the 
tools that were used in creating petroglyphs. All of these 
areas of research are now well developed in Australia.

Ethnographic studies

It is precisely because of Australia’s superb access to 
indigenous ontology’s and cosmologies that the 
continent’s rock art researchers have learnt to exercise 
restraint in the invention of interpretative mythologies.
If there is one thing Australian rock art researchers can 
teach Eurocentric or Western-centric colleagues in other 
parts of the world it is that if they have vibes about the 
meaning of rock art they are very likely deluding 
themselves, as well as the consumers of their self- 
delusions. To illustrate the point with an example: there 
are in Europe numerous petroglyph motifs of simple line 
figures resembling human forms with apparently raised 
arms. Nobody has ever demonstrated scientifically that 
these are indeed images of humans (perhaps they are 
stylised plan views of quadrupeds, or pictures of 
something entirely different). These figures are called 
‘adorants’; i.e. they are interpreted as worshippers or 
supplicants. They have variously been attributed to the 
Neolithic, the Bronze Age and the Iron Age, from the 
southern Alps to Scandinavia, but their true age remains 
unknown. Nor has anybody ever demonstrated in what 
body attitude the people of the Neolithic worshipped, or 
indeed, that they worshipped at all.

So-called researchers of an entirely alien culture have 
simply assumed that these motifs depict praying humans,

by projecting their own iconographic perceptions and 
contemporary beliefs onto the mute and undated rock art. 
It is inappropriate to call the application of such a 
simplistic belief system ‘research’. The most important 
message from Australian rock art studies is that, unless 
one is a participant in a culture, one has no scientific 
access to what the rock art means. To pose to the public 
as an expert on interpreting pre-Historic rock arts, secure 
in the knowledge that all such propositions lack falsifi- 
ability, is inappropriate. Much of rock art ‘research’ 
outside of Australia comprises such practices and it has to 
be resoundingly rejected by the serious scholar. Australian 
ethnographic rock art research, while still inadequate in 
many ways, is by far the most comprehensive in the 
world. This is the result of observations of the production 
and use of rock art being made throughout the twentieth 
century in some parts of the country and the continuation 
of the importance of this cultural element within an 
existing society. Such research has always shown that the 
valid interpretations of rock art are vastly more complex 
than a Eurocentric observer would be able to deduce; 
interpretations concocted by uninitiated outsiders are 
almost universally wrong. We know from various contem
porary peoples that their perception of the world can 
differ significantly from that of, say, modern Europeans, 
so it would be hasty to assume that people of the distant 
past, such as the Upper Palaeolithic people of Europe, 
perceived the world as modern Europeans do. Hence it is 
to be expected that the intricate iconographic meanings of 
Palaeolithic art are not effectively accessible to us.

Ethnographic studies of Australian rock art have 
been conducted by many scholars, including George 
Chaloupka (1992), Percy Trezise, Robert Bednarik, Ken 
Mulvaney (1996), Josephine Flood (1995), Claire Smith 
(1993), Patricia Vinnicombe (1992), Paul Taęon (1992), 
Bruno David, Robert Layton (1992) and Graeme Ward 
(1992).
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Figure 4. (Above) Non-iconic petroglypbs on sandstone in Victoria River 
District, Northern Territory. Divisions on scale are 50 cm long.

Figure 3. (To the left) Petroglyphs on dolerite at Burrup Peninsula, 
Western Australia. The scale is 10 cm long.

Site management

Another area for which Australian rock art students are 
renowned - is the field of rock art preservation and site 
management. Here, much credit is due to Colin Pearson 
(1978), Alan Watchman (1992), David Lambert (1995), 
Fay Gale (1985), Andrée Rosenfeld (1985) and Andrew 
Thorn (1991, 1993), who have been instrumental in 
establishing an Australian tradition of site care that is 
considered to be exemplary. The underlying strategy is 
that by selecting well-known and easily accessible sites for 
public viewing, attention is drawn to these localities, to 
the benefit of others whose locations remain confidential. 
Vast numbers of sites are on private land and with most 
landowners being quite co-operative. This offers consider
able protection, particularly in remote regions. Sites 
selected for public visitation are intensively developed, 
usually with marked access paths, raised walkways and 
viewing platforms, ‘psychological barriers’ as well as 
Physical barriers of various types, interpretation material 
and visitor books. Vandalism at Australian sites has 
decreased sharply as a result of subtle public education 
measures and is virtually approaching zero level. Active 
conservation measures include graffiti removal, 
stabilisation of deteriorating rock, artificial drip-lines and 
°ther changes to hydrology, modification of micro
climates, removal of fire hazards, dust suppression and 
mstallation of protective barriers.

Of particular importance is the involvement of local

Aboriginal communities who in many cases now own the 
sites and manage them, who employ specialists in 
conservation and management techniques, and who with 
the assistance of relevant state agencies develop long-term 
management strategies. Funding of protection and site 
management programs is available from several sources.
As a result of the policies developed over the last ten or 
fifteen years, even the few sites ‘sacrificed’ to tourism are 
usually in excellent condition, while the remainder are 
protected by restricting visitors access and by appropriate 
protective legislation. The Australian public now perceives 
the country’s rock art as a very major cultural asset, and 
an integral part of the international image of Australia, as 
much so as furry marsupials or eucalypt trees.

This public attitude itself is perhaps the most 
important safeguard of rock art protection: it is more 
effective than laws, fences or signs. The change in public 
attitudes to rock art, from one of complete indifference 
and ignorance just twenty years ago, coincides with the 
establishment and progress of the Australian Rock Art 
Research Association, which since the mid-1980s has 
lobbied the media and public agencies. In this sense the 
Association has been spectacularly successful. Hardly a 
month passes in Australia now without rock art being 
featured in the national press or electronic media. Not 
only have these changes had profound effects on the 
prospects for Australian rock art’s survival, they have had 
equally dramatic effects on the public’s perception of 
Aboriginality, that is, of the value and significance of
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traditional Australian culture. Not so very long ago, 
Aboriginal people were regarded as a public liability in 
Australia; now they are seen as the custodians of the 
longest continuous cultural tradition on Earth. Their rock 
art is regarded as the principal manifestation of that 
tradition.

This shows how far-reaching the effects of 
campaigns to raise the cultural status of rock art can be 
in some circumstances. In the Australian experience it 
needs to be emphasised that the public funds made 
available to this program are in fact quite unsubstantial, 
in many cases derived from small seeding grants or drawn 
from various public works programs and even from 
corporate funding. The Australian experience indicates 
that the actual level of funding is not necessarily a 
decisive factor in the success of a campaign to protect 
rock art. The most important factor is that such an 
endeavour needs to be supported by a genuinely altruistic, 
non-governmental body such as a scholarly society. 
Bureaucracies and the mass media can both be usefully 
enlisted in such efforts, but the impetus must come from 
dedicated and highly motivated individuals with a long
term commitment to the cause. No government agency 
has such attributes, and no international authority can 
conduct such a campaign effectively.

International work by Australians

Some Australian rock art researchers have also been 
conducting extensive studies abroad and some of the 
scholars most active in Australia are visiting from other 
countries. Indeed, recent rock art research projects 
illustrate a marked internationalisation; the separation of 
national research traditions is becoming increasingly 
blurred. Two Australian researchers especially, Alan 
Watchman and Robert Bednarik, are participating in 
overseas studies practically every year in virtually every 
continent. Watchman’s work in Mexico, Canada, Egypt, 
Portugal and South Africa was mostly focused on issues 
of dating rock art as was Bednarik’s work in Siberia, 
China, India, Indonesia, Bolivia, South Africa and various 
countries of Europe. A typical example of such an 
international project is the proposed commission to 
resolve the extremely early age claims concerning several 
Indian petroglyph sites. This is a collaborative project 
involving a dozen Indian and Australian researchers and 
several organisations in both countries.

In addition to specialist work conducted by 
Australian researchers throughout the world, they also 
conduct more traditional inventories closer to home. This 
has included, for instance, projects by Chris Ballard in 
Western Melanesia, by David Roe in the Solomon Islands,

and by Matthew Spriggs in Vanuatu. This work is 
currently being continued on Vanuatu by Bruno David 
and Meredith Wilson, including archaeological 
investigation and dating.

Conferences and publications

Australian rock art research is well served by both 
conferences and academic as well as general publications. 
The AURA Congress is the world’s largest rock art confer
ence and the Third AURA Congress was held in July 2000 
in Alice Springs. It was distinguished by a large contingent 
of indigenous participants, from Australia as well as from 
several other continents. The AURA Congress has 
established itself as a principal forum for the voicing and 
realisation of indigenous aspirations concerning rock art 
and in this sense alone has become an event of great 
significance. It now assists not only Australian indigenes 
but also those of New Zealand, South Africa, Asian 
countries and North America to realise their goal of 
reclaiming their traditional cultures. The rapport that has 
as a result developed between indigenes and researchers is 
in stark contrast to the traditional neo-colonialist ideology 
of Eurocentric rock art studies, and it will have significant 
effects on the direction of world rock art research in the 
new millennium. Nowhere is this more apparent than in 
the AURA Congress.

Smaller conferences are held by AURA in the years 
between the major congresses and occasionally rock art 
meetings are also conducted by government agencies. Of 
particular interest in this respect is the First Australian 
Rock Art Dating Workshop, held in February 1996 at 
Lucas Heights, the nuclear research facility near Sydney. 
The workshop was attended by Australia’s foremost rock 
art dating specialists and two American colleagues, 36 
scholars in all. It has resulted in the recent issue of a 
benchmark publication on rock art dating, Advances in 
dating Australian rock-markings, edited by Graeme Ward 
and Claudio Tuniz (2000). While the workshop costs 
were met by two government agencies, the scientific 
proceedings, summarising the current state of rock art 
dating, were published by AURA, a non-governmental 
organisation. This illustrates the role of AURA in setting 
agendas, direction and policies in the discipline.

Australian rock art researchers also publish Rock Art 
Research, the world’s premier academic journal in rock art 
science, which is now in its eighteenth year of publication 
and which sets the scientific standards in the discipline. It 
serves as the official organ of both AURA and the 
International Federation of Rock Art Organisations 
(IFRAO), with its 39 affiliated member organisations. 
AURA also publishes a series of major monographs as
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well as the A URA Newsletter, and will shortly expand its 
publishing program further. Finally, the publishing 
endeavours for the general public are well advanced, with 
excellent standard reference works such as Josephine 
Flood’s (1997) widely read Rock art of the Dreamtime, 
recent books by Percy Trezise, George Chaloupka (1993) 
and Grahame Walsh, and several books currently in the 
making (e.g. by Mike Morwood, Bruno David and Robert 
Bednarik). The Australian public is also well served by the 
mass media, with rock art being one of the most popular 
scientific topics, and at least one leading journalist, 
Nicholas Rothwell, specialising specifically in rock art 
reports. This quality promotion ‘network’ has already 
served Australian rock art research superbly and is likely 
to continue to do so into the future.

The future

Much of what has been said above already provides a fair 
indication of what the future of Australian rock art 
research is likely to have in store. Major discoveries can 
still be expected in Australia because large tracts of land 
potentially containing rock art concentrations have 
simply not been examined so far. The ongoing 
exploration work is therefore very likely to yield more 
spectacular finds. In the last ten years, the largest rock art 
motifs in the world, up to 50 m in size, have been 
discovered by Howard McNickle (1991) and the number 
°f as yet undiscovered sites is certainly expected to be in 
the tens of thousands. The current process of refinement 
m Australian analytical methods will continue and there 
18 a strong expectation that a large component of 
Australian rock art, especially petroglyphs, will be shown 
to be of the Pleistocene period. It is already widely 
assumed that the initial colonists, who we now think 
arrived about 60,000 years ago on bamboo rafts from 
either Timor or Rod, first introduced rock art in 
Australia. The feasibility of this has been demonstrated 
hy Bednarik’s (1999b) epic journey on a stone-tool built 
raft at the end of 1998, which took two weeks from 
Timor to Australia, relying entirely on Middle 
Palaeolithic means and technology. We therefore need to 
expect that age estimates for Australian rock art, 
currently in the order of 30,000 years, will be pushed 
back progressively to about twice that age. On present 
indications, very similar rock art traditions existed in 
southern Asia well before the first colonisation of 
Australia. Much future research can be expected to focus 
°n these issues.

Figure 5. Petroglyphs on granite at Spear Hill, Western 
Australia. Anthropomorphs about 1 m high.

It is also to be expected that the process of handing 
control of the country’s rock art back to the Aboriginal 
communities will be continued and completed and that all 
rock art research in the country will be with the 
collaboration and approval of the traditional custodians. 
Methods of dating rock art, the development of which 
Australians have been so prominently involved with, will 
continue to be subjected to healthy criticisms and scientific 
testing; new methods will almost certainly be introduced 
progressively. Another future development one can 
reasonably predict is a growing interest in the rock art of 
nearby regions, particularly in the Indonesian archipelago.

Finally, the relatively new medium of electronic 
publishing, either on the World Wide Web or on compact 
disk, has hardly been taken advantage of until now and it 
is to be predicted that Australian researchers will embrace 
such opportunities eagerly as they enter the new 
millennium.
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Recent Studies of Prehistoric Art in 
the Iberian Peninsula
Antonio Beltran

During the last twenty years traditional ideas on the 
prehistoric art of Spain and Portugal have been seriously 
criticised, especially the rigid division into three 
conventional periods - Palaeolithic, Levantine and 
Schematic - which in reality are not so inflexible as was 
presumed. Such rethinking has been stimulated by new 
dates from Chauvet cave and other sites in southern 
France and Cantabria (32000 BP) as well as by the 
geometric paintings in the shelter of Villabruna, in the 
Italian Dolomites (12000 BP). Interest has grown in the 
themes of absolute and relative chronology, the meaning 
of images, the sacredness of places and pictures, the 
creative process of graphic expression, and the social 
conditions which led hunters and gatherers, farmers and 
shepherds to place their pictures in caves and shelters.

News in Palaeolithic art

Some recent discoveries have strengthened current ideas 
on Magdalenian art which have been gathered in a 
collective work on the paintings and engravings of 
Altamira cave (Beltran 1998a). But other finds, such as 
the red horse and engravings of Ambrosio cave at 
Vélez Blanco, Malaga, discovered by Sergio Ripoll, or 
the engravings of Nalón Valley, Asturias, published by 
Javier Fortea, contradict the earliest dates as they border 
on the Solutrean period. In both cases the superposition 
of archaeological strata on paintings and engravings 
allows a relative dating of Ambrosio cave art to around 
16000 BP in the Solutrean period (it is unclear to which 
of the typical or evolved phases the art belongs to). 
These images can be formally compared with engravings 
of horses at Moro cave, Tarifa, and Escullar cave, 
Almeria. Important news comes from the open-air sites 
of Foz Cöa and Mazouco, in northern Portugal, where 
pictures also date to the Solutrean period although 
engravings belong to historical times. The engravings on 
flat fluvial rocks nearby Siega Verde in Salamanca 
(Spain) are of a similar Solutrean date. Other sites in 
Spain are also of interest: Domingo Garcia in Segovia 
where a possibly Palaeolithic engraving has been 
reported but is as yet unpublished; the red paintings

from Jorge and Cabras shelters in Cieza and Murcia; the 
hand prints in Salin cave; the engravings of horses in 
Cova Fosca de la Vail de Ebo and a red horse painted in 
Reinós (Vall de Ebro), both in Alicante. All of these sites 
range between 30000 and 20000 BP which suggests a 
revision of traditional ideas on the subject.

Between Palaeolithic and "Levantine" art

The supposed chronological hiatus of four or five 
thousand years between Magdalenian VI and Azilian 
painted boulders and between Palaeolithic polychrome 
pictures and those of the Levantine is refuted by recent 
discoveries and new valuations which necessitate the 
introduction of intermediate stages which cover this 
presumed void. This problem was already tackled by 
Paolo Graziosi when he presented the “Mediterranean 
province”, treating certain painted boulders in Italy 
as of the Epi-Palaeolithic, and by his suggested date of 
11000 BP (9964 ± 110) for the bovine plaque from 
Levanzo. French scholars have reinforced this stance with 
studies of engravings from Murat de Rocamadour shelter, 
La Borie del Rey, and Pont d’Ambon which imply a 
prolongation of the Post-Magdalenian period without any 
break from the previous naturalistic style.

Research on the Sahara’s climate and that of the 
coastal regions of the western Mediterranean has revealed 
a humid period between 12000 and 6-5000 BP. This can 
also be applied to southern and eastern Spain where 
changes in the rock art parallel the Saharan transition 
from the “Bubale” or “Big wild animals” phase to the 
“Round heads” or “Shepherds” phase. Within the 
Levantine area the style named “Macroschematic” by 
Mauro S. Hernandez, discovered in 1980 between 
southern Valencia and Alicante, has some conceptual 
affinities with the “Round heads” period. Also, Fortea’s 
“Lineal-geometric” style (superposition’s from Mallata in 
Huesca, Los Chaparros in Teruel and Calicanto and La 
Arana in Valencia) is formally very similar to the well 
dated paintings from Riparo A of Villabruna in northern 
Italy. Both are found under Levantine paintings and 
therefore have a well-fixed relative chronology.
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Figure 1. Paleolithic art. Cöa Valley, Portugal.

Figure 2. Paleolithic art. Ambrosia Cave, Vélez Blanco, 
Almeria, Spain.

Comparisons of the large representations of ‘prayers’ 
from Cocentaina with pictures on cardial pottery from 
Valencia (at the sites of de l’Or cave, Beniarrés, and Sarsa 
in Bocairente) and with animal representations on sherds 
found in archaeological layers, have convinced Mauro S. 
Hernandez to date the “Macroschematic” style to the 5th 
millennium BC. In Beniali cave in Vail de Gallinera, 
Alicante, Levantine paintings executed over a snakelike 
figure have vanished due to erosion of the surface.

Hunters Levantine art

One of the most difficult problems of Levantine art, that 
of absolute chronology, has been solved by Mauro S. 
Hernandez who correctly approaches this matter as 
“hunters art of the Neolithic period”. Breuil’s allocation 
of any prehistoric paintings which can not be assigned to 
Palaeolithic or Schematic styles to the Levantine is 
misleading. The present author stressed this in a study of
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Figure 3. Macro-schematic art. Pia de Petracos, Castell de 
Castells, Alicante, Spain.

paintings from Penarrubia de Cehegin, in Murcia, which 
are genuine but differ from typical Levantine art (Beltran 
1987). Compared to these are paintings from Cehegin, 
as well as Las Aranas de Carabasi, Santa Pola and 
Higuera cave in Cartagena, which show some continuity 
but also display particular features which parallel art in 
the Porto Badisco cave in Italy and that in the northern 
Sahara.

Regarding other generally held ideas on Levantine 
art, it must be stressed that it is not confined to either 
shelters or open air sites in inner regions only. We also 
find it near the sea, at Catchupa, Denia for example. It’s 
distribution spans from the north of the Aragonese 
Pyrenees (Alquézar-Colungo, Villacantal and Vero valley) 
to the Jaén mountains (Nerpio and Murcia) in the south. 
All of the sites has particular local and regional 
characteristics thus making it difficult to group them in a 
single ensemble.

Since those paintings were produced by hunter 
societies, it is remarkable that at sites such as Mortero 
gorge, in Alacón, animals and men are shown together 
but there are no hunting scenes. Symbolic elements are 
also frequent: astral conjunctions, fertility themes, snakes, 
jewelled women, dance scenes, possible representation of 
deities, black figures on white ones (at Ceja de

Piezarrodilla, Albarracin), transformations of deer into 
bulls or visa versa (at Barranco de las Olivanas) and 
gigantic animals coexisting with miniature figures (at Val 
del Charco or Arana). This image diversity suggests that 
the stimuli which produced these paintings, rather than 
being unique, were quite heterogeneous.

Therefore, there is no single Levantine art but, 
instead, a complex of styles which, although sharing 
unifying elements, also display clear differences, which 
may be partially due to chronological and geographical 
variations. An explanation for the umbrella use of the 
term “Levantine art” is that the finds made in the first 
half of the century conformed to a general approach to 
prehistory that it still current. There is no doubt that the 
special conditions of the Iberian Peninsula contributed to 
the bolstering of such an approach.

Galician-Portuguese petroglyphs and 
megalithic art

Amongst others, Elisabeth Shee, R. de Balbin and 
Primitiva Bueno have synthesised and updated the 
problems concerning Galician-Portuguese engravings and
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Figure 4. Levantine art. Val del Cbarco del Agua 
Amarga, Alcańiz, Teruel, Spain.

Figure 5. Schematic art. Fenya de I’Ermita del Vicari, 
Altea, Alicante, Spain.

their Atlantic links with The Canary Islands and 
northwest Africa. Contributions and new finds by 
Antonio de la Pena Santos and other Galician colleagues 
include the re-edition of Sobrino Bohigas’ classical work 
on the petroglyphs, important news of an engraved ship 
at Santa Maria de Oia, the discovery of large engravings 
of swords, and tombs painted with praying figures and 
geometric motifs.

Schematism and Geometricism

The emergence of metallurgy resulted in cultural changes 
which modified the graphic expression of ide^s all over 
the world. Its effects in Spain were wide ranging due to 
its rich mineral resources whose exploitation and trade 
stimulated complex external influences. Amongst these 
influences were new religious concepts which are 
evidenced in new element within the rock art: depictions 
occur in dolmens, horned figures appear, structures 
(possibly wooden) with altars and female representations 
occur, and schematic and geometric styles developed. The 
new images often re-used shelters and previous 
representations, modifying them or appearing in close
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proximity, thus maintaining graphic continuity despite 
cultural changes. The small paintings and abundant 
engravings in the Canary archipelago are an unusual case, 
manifested especially on the island of La Palma, and have 
parallels in the Mediterranean, v.g. in the island of Lesbos 
or, in the case of the Neolithic, “pintaderas”, in Reggio 
Calabria.

Cultural Parks and Periodicals

Ars Praehistorica, an excellent journal edited in Sabadell 
(Barcelona), is, unfortunately, out of print. But it has been 
replaced with Boleti'n de Arte Kupestre de Aragon 
(B.A.R.A.), by the “Centro de Arte Rupestre Antonio 
Beltran” of the Autonomic Government of Aragon. There 
have been three issues since 1998. Cauces, with a more 
restricted scope, is the journal of the “Centro de Arte 
Rupestre Antonio Beltran” of Arifio (Teruel) (Beltran et 
al. 1998).

Archaeological sites containing prehistoric art are 
protected areas: they are recognised as a wealth of 
cultural interest (B.I.C. in Spanish abbreviation) 
according to the Law of Spanish Historical Heritage, art. 
40 paragraph 2 (Law 16. 1985, 25th June). The 
Government of Aragon has promulgated a Law of

Cultural Parks, No. 16, 1985 (25th June). Prehistoric art 
is a primary concern of the cultural parks of Rio Martin, 
Rio Vero and Albarracin as well as protecting the 
ecosystem, landscape and other cultural interests. As a 
result of this legislative initiative, special centres of 
research have been established: The Rock Art Centre in 
Arino which has a library, an archive and an exhibition 
consisting of life-size copies of all the paintings of the 
park (Beltran 1998; Baldellou 1998; Juste 1998; Royo
1998); the Centre of Palaeontology in Alacón; Arts and 
Folk Traditions in Albalate del Arzobispo; Geology in 
Montalbån; Iberian Culture in Oliete. Other parks have 
been set up outside Aragon in Monfragiie (Extremadura), 
Villar del Humo (Cuenca) and Nerpio (Albacete). All 
open air rock art in the Spanish Mediterranean Levant 
was declared a World Heritage Area on 3rd December 
1998, in Kioto (Japan). The same protection is 
guaranteed for the Cave of Altamira, a nearby replica of 
which will relieve the original paintings of the detrimental 
effects of visitors.

Various special meetings held in the last two years 
include those at Vigo, the courses of the Academia de 
Cultura Valenciana (Gandla) and the “Antonio Beltran” 
Centres, as well as the “Jornadas sobre Patrimonio” in 
Arino (Teruel) and Alquézar (Huesca). These have greatly 
contributed to the knowledge and protection of 
prehistoric art in the Iberian Peninsula.
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Rock Art of the Northern Hemisphere - Scandinavia, 
Finland and Russia - Cultural Contexts, 
Chronological Implications and Major Traditions
Ulf Bertilsson

The earliest tradition

Rock art in the Northern Hemisphere is abundant. Some 
sites in Scandinavia like Leiknes and Bardal in Norway 
(Figure 1) and Gärde and Lake Ånn in Sweden seems to 
belong to the same Late Palaeolithic tradition of big, 
contoured animals executed in a naturalistic style similar 
to that of Foz Coa in Portugal. Regardless of the obvious 
similarities the dating seems not to correspond very well. 
Whiles the Portuguese engravings seem to be 20,000 
years old (Zilhao 1997:434, Varela Gomes 2000:25), the 
Scandinavian ones do not reach even half that age. The 
oldest possible dates for Leiknes would be approx.
10,000 years due to the changing level of the sea.

However, the dates suggested are much later, “...at least
6,000 years old.” (Hagen 1990:54, my translation.) 
Östmo & Moe (1994:16) suggest the dates for this early 
engraving tradition to be 8000-6500 BC and thus 
actually 10,000 years old. According to Hagen, this early 
rock art tradition of the Northern Hunters was the 
heritage from the Late Ice Age cave art of Southern 
France and Spain.

This statement was made before the discovery of the 
open-air engravings at Foz Cöa in 1993. Although, it 
most certainly existed a considerable time gap between 
those engravings there is a striking resemblance between 
the composition of the panels and the engraving 
technique at Leiknes (Hagen 1990:53) and e.g. Penascosa, 
Rocha 4 (Baptista & Varela Gomes 1997:382) (Figure 2). 
It should be mentioned that attempts to date the Foz Cöa 
engravings by radiocarbon analyses have resulted in dates 
ranging from 8,000 to 2,000 years BP. These dates have 
however been strongly questioned since they obviously 
contradict those based on archaeological evidence and 
stylistic arguments but also natural scientific ones (Dorn 
1997:449). If the radiocarbon dates would be adequate 
then the rock art at Foz Cöa and that of the Scandinavian 
sites would equally be old dating to the Mesolithic. 
Abiding for this matter to be finally settled we can 
conclude that it is most likely that there is a time 
difference of many thousand years between those 
engravings of the Northern and Southern Hunters. There 
are also some parallels elsewhere to the big animals’ style 
like at the Luine site in Valcamonica Italy. This site holds 
a vast number of panels from the Bronze and Iron Age 
but also some naturalistic animal engravings of elks and 
red deer where the latter even turns the head backwards 
in a characteristic fashion that indicates movement (Anati

Figure 1. Plan of the rock engraving at Leiknes in 
Tysfjord, Norway. The engraving is likely to be the oldest 
in Scandinavia. Its composition of superimposed animals 
is similar to that of the Late Paleolithic engravings in Foz 
Cöa in Portugal. (After Flagen 1990.)
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Figure 2. Rock engraving 
at Penascosas in Foz Cóa, 
Portugal with 
superimposed animals 
from Late Paleolithic. 
Photo: Catarina Bertilsson, 
RockCare.

2000:108-109). According to Anati (1976 and 1982) 
these engravings are of “ protocamunian ’’ origin and at 
the most 10,000 years old. This means that they also 
could be contemporary with the Scandinavian ones at 
Leiknes, Gärde and other sites.

Although Scandinavia has tenth of thousands of 
engravings only a few seems to belong to this early 
tradition with big naturalistic animals. In total less than 
ten sites can be attributed to this tradition. Except for 
Gärde and Landverk in Jämtland, Sweden they are all 
situated in the northern parts of Norway with sites like 
Sagselva, Hamaröy in Nordland, and Hell in Tröndelag 
(Hagen 1990:30 and 36). A common feature for these 
sites is the often-spectacular landscape setting. At Leiknes 
in Tysfjord the fjord and mountains form a kind of 
natural amphitheatre around the engravings. At Landverk 
in Jämtland the engravings are situated immediately on 
the shore of the Lake Ånn. This creates the impression 
that the naturalistic elks engraved on a projecting rocky 
cape are literally standing on the water surface. Forests 
and wetlands surround the lake with a distinct, barren 
mountain ridge facing the engravings. In the area are 
numerous traces from the hunting cultures such as 
trapping pits and settlement sites. A settlement situated 
located just above the engraving was excavated and dated 
to approx. 5000 BP. (Jensen 1989:211 p.). This means 
that a considerable time gap of 3-5,000 years would exist 
m comparison with the earliest engravings of this

tradition Leiknes. Even though this seems like a terrible 
long time it might be explained by the span of time it 
took to spread this tradition all the way from the coast of 
Nordland in the north to the interior of Jämtland in the 
south. One reason for this could be some remaining 
negative climatic effects of the retreating Inland ice in the 
latter area situated more than 600 kilometres away.
Before this “riddle” of chronology can be solved more 
thorough analysis of the sites attributed to this early 
tradition is needed.

A more common and widespread tradition in 
Northern Scandinavia and Finland is that of rock 
paintings of which there is a series dating to the 
Mesolithic and Neolithic (c. 6000-2000 BC and for 
Finland 5100-1000 BC, calibrated C14-datings). These 
paintings have been found on rock surfaces that are 
often sheltered by projecting rocks. The paint consists of 
red ochre - iron oxide mixed with animal fat. The 
images depict humans and wild animals including elk, 
reindeer and stag. Boats, geometric designs and flat 
painted areas also occur. The number of paintings 
registered is approximately 160. They are widely 
distributed: at least 34 in Sweden, 30 in Norway and 92 
in Finland. New discoveries occur frequently. In Sweden 
15 of the now registered paintings were discovered in the 
1990s and in Finland only two were known before the 
1970s. And new findings are still frequent. The actual 
number of paintings that were made was certainly many
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Figure 3. Rock 
painting at 
Flatruet mountain 
plateau in Tännäs, 
Härjedalen, 
Sweden.
Photo: Bengt A. 
Lundberg, RAA.

Figure 4. Rock 
painting at 
Flatruet with 
contourpainted 
elks with marked 
inner organs. 
Photo: Catarina 
Bertilsson, 
RockCare.

times greater than those remaining today. In Denmark 
there are no paintings due to the lack of suitable settings 
and rock surfaces.

The paintings occur in a belt that stretches from 
south-eastern Finland through northern-central Sweden to 
middle and south-eastern Norway. In the north, scattered 
paintings are also found in Finnmark in Norway and in 
Lappland in Finland. The majority of these were made by 
the Stone Age culture of the northern hunters, but recent 
discoveries in western Sweden indicate that the relation
ship of this art to the engravings of the Bronze Age 
cultures in the South might more complex than has been 
hitherto assumed.

In Sweden the largest number of paintings may be 
found in middle Norrland and the provinces of Jämtland, 
Ångermanland and Lappland. As in Finland, elk 
dominates the repertoire of images. The setting is similar 
too, paintings occurring on steep, inclining panels on 
rocks that meet with the water of lakes. Some paintings 
are, as in Norway, also found in mountainous areas. Yet 
some are located into caves like Kollhelleren at Moskenes 
in Lofoten, Norway.

Sweden: northern rock art 
in the landscape

In Sweden the most important locality is Flatruet, in 
Härjedalen. More than 20 painted images, including elks, 
reindeers and humans, have been found on a light, ice- 
polished mica-schist panel that is sheltered by a projecting 
rock. The painted area is restricted to a small, smooth 
panel on a rock terrace from which there is an 
exceptional view of the vast lower woodland areas 
(Figures 3 and 4).

The context of the rock paintings and the 
northernmost rock carvings are totally dominated by 
hunting and fishing cultures as far as subsistence economy 
is concerned. In Jämtland, Härjedalen, Ångermanland and 
southern Lappland and Västerbotten rock art sites occur 
close to shore dwelling sites, trapping pits along rivers and 
streams or close to lakes. There are notable prehistoric 
remains of this type at, for example in Hästsko tjärn in 
Kali and Landverk at Lake Ånn. The latter engraving is 
situated in one of the richest prehistoric hunting areas in 
Sweden. The continuous close contact with water at the 
sites in Norrland and Värmland provide a good picture of 
the prehistoric hunting environment.

Similarly to the north, paintings found in southern 
Sweden were also often located in areas rich in dwelling 
sites. For example, in Tumledalen near Göteborg the 
paintings lie within a very compact set of dwelling sites 
that date from the end of the Mesolithic period. The 
paintings in Bohuslän have now lost contact with the 
shore on account of land elevation: several of them now 
lie in uncultivated country at high elevations which, in 
Mesolithic times were central coastal sites for hunting, 
fishing and settlement. However, this typical setting is still 
evident at Lake Blomsjön in Värmland where new 
discoveries of paintings have been made. However, a few 
paintings in Norrland, including those at Flatruet in 
Härjedalen, mentioned above, lie high up in the hunting 
area without any original contact with the shore. A similar 
landscape context appears at the painting at Honnhammer 
at Tingvoll in Möre and Romsdal. This variation in 
settings may reflect the adaptation of Stone Age cultures 
to different areas of subsistence. The position of the 
paintings on flat rock surfaces either close to water or 
high up in mountains might reflect the outer limits of the 
world, or rather the cosmos, of those hunters.

The concepts of
the northern rock pictures

The rock pictures of hunting and fishing cultures were 
created, like the rock carvings, to communicate with both
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the surrounding physical and the spiritual worlds, with a 
certain emphasis on the latter. The subjects are repeatedly 
stereotyped but in many cases produced with great 
artistic skill. All hitherto known paintings have a, more 
or less, strong ochre-red tone that comes from an iron 
oxide based pigment. In many cases this mineral can be 
found close to the paintings, often oozing from fissures in 
the rock. The lines are often about a finger’s breadth 
wide, which suggests that they were painted without 
brushes. Some special devices must however have been 
used when covering bigger areas with paint.

Both paintings and carvings are said to closely reflect 
their surroundings, the animal figures being those of the 
local fauna. Elk are the dominant animal in the north; 
there are also depictions of reindeer and bear. Elk also 
dominate at Värmland but, as in Bohuslän, stag also 
occur. A red stag together with a salmon and some 
geometric designs constitute the painted images at 
Tumlehed, close to Göteborg. These animals were import
ant game, so the depictions might indicate that the rock 
figures had a primary function in widespread magic 
hunting rites. The theory of hunting-magic dominated 
Scandinavian rock art research from its start by Hallström 
in the early 20th century until the 1980s by Gjessing, 
Helskog and others. As with the paintings, some of the 
engravings reflect the local fauna, the most obvious 
example being Nämforsen where numerous elk images are 
accompanied by salmon. Also, some of the Bronze Age 
engravings of the south display hunting scenes, such as 
that of a giant wild boar at Himmelstalund in Norrköping 
and that of the red stag at Massleberg in Bohuslän.

Another interpretation of the northern art, suggested 
by Ramqvist is that the images might also have served as 
totem symbols, that is, tribe emblems. However, this 
interpretation seems to lack credence since the elk are the 
most frequently depicted animal not only in Sweden but 
also in Norway, Finland and the whole of northern 
Russia. It seems hardly likely that one and the same elk 
tribe or clan populated the whole area ranging from the 
Atlantic to the Bering Strait. On the other hand it is 
evident that the elk held a significant position in hunting 
culture cosmology in this entire area. An alternative 
explanation would be that the paintings and engravings of 
the hunting cultures reflect a different kind of communica
tion between man and nature: a communication that took 
place in dangerous and/or hidden, sacred places literally 
located at the outer limits of the Stone Age hunter’s world.

The numerous elk images might then even reflect the 
existence of an Elk God or Spirit. However, recent 
discoveries at Forsaån in Jämtland with images of 
anthropomorphs interacting with elk may, like the 
engraving with a similar motif at Alta in Norway, indicate 
that the elk was a helping spirit of man, that is, the 
shaman. The latter is especially illustrative of this since it

Figure S. “Pack" of elks and antropomorphs on rock 
engraving at Nämforsen in Ångermanland, Siveden. 
Photo: Bengt A. Lundberg, RAÄ.

Figure 6. Panel with antropomorphs, boats and elks at 
Nämforsen. The antropomorph to the lower right is 
carrying an elk-headed staff raised over his head. 
Similar devices are also found at engravings in Alta, 
Norway and at Onega Lake in Russian Karelia.
Photo: Bengt A. Lundberg, RAÄ.

depicts an anthropomorph holding an elevated elk-headed 
device in his hands (Bertilsson 2000:44, fig. 12). This elk
headed tool is actually in direct contact with the adjacent 
elk: they are noose-to-noose. This could be an interesting 
representation of the Elk deity with whom the human is 
trying to get in contact by partly morphing into the 
animal’s shape. At Nämforsen in Sweden there are 
numerous engravings of big “packs” of elks and 
antropomorphs (Figure 5). At many instances some of the 
latter category carries elk-headed staffs or similar devices 
(Figure 6). Actual elk-headed staffs were found at the 
Stone Age cemetary on Olenij Ostrov in Lake Onega, 
Russia, in the 1950s. A connection with shamanism may 
in fact reflect an inherent quality of Scandinavian rock art 
(Bertilsson 2000). At the above-mentioned engraving at
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Figure 7. A row of human foot prints leading up to an 
elk at Gärde in Jämtland, Sweden. The engraving 
indicates a close relationship between man an animal 
typical of Shamanistic religions.
Photo: Catarina Bertilsson, RockCare.

Gärde in Jämtland it seems that two different traditions 
occur. The first and oldest is represented by three (or four, 
an engraving of what might be a gigantic hind leg of a 
fourth elk was discovered in recent years) over-sized and 
contoured elks that have been cut into the rock. The cut 
lines have later been polished. These engravings find 
parallels with the contemporary Norwegian traditions that 
can be best studied at Leiknes in Tysfjord and at Bardal in 
Steinkjer (Hagen 1990:103 p.). One difference is that the 
Norwegian sites display a wider range of animals 
including whale and goose. At Gärde the big elks seem to 
belong to the oldest Scandinavian rock art tradition, the 
naturalistic one. Then it becomes interesting that this site 
also includes images of the same animal but in a different 
style: contoured elk but with wider lines executed similarly 
to those engraved in southern Scandinavia during the 
Bronze Age. Another difference is the size of the engraved 
images, which is now much smaller.

However, more striking than this feature at Gärde is 
the series of human footprints and animal tracks. The elk 
tracks are paired in groups of two and the human 
footprints form a long line leading up to one of the 
engraved elks, giving the impression of someone walking

in the direction of the elk (Figure 7). So far this has been 
interpreted as a man sneaking up on the elk from behind 
in hunting magic terms. An alternative explanation would 
be that both man and elk are present and in close contact 
at this site. Further, the footprints may indicate that the 
presence was of spiritual nature. This explanation would 
be an analogy to that of footprints representing “the 
invisible god” on the Bronze Age engravings. Then at 
Gärde, like in Alta, the presence of human and animal 
spirits indicate the element of shamanism. This was 
probably the very place where man, by changing his 
appearance, could get in contact with other worlds and 
creatures. In that respect Gärde is one of the key rock art 
sites of the early hunters in northern Scandinavia. At first 
it seems that animals were the most important 
mythological creatures like in the Palaeolithic art of the 
Mediterranean countries. But as time went by man also 
entered the mythology and became spiritualised. Further, it 
seems man and animal were equal and that the latter 
became less important as is indicated by the decreasing 
size of the animal depictions. Exactly when this change 
took place is not evident, it was probably a gradual 
process that became more marked during the Bronze Age 
in the south. In that way it also indicates contacts and 
relations between the northern and southern traditions.

Finland

In order to fully understand all of the aspects of the 
northern rock images it is of vital importance not to 
delimit the analyses to one single country. It is impossible 
to make a correct interpretation of the phenomenon of 
rock art unless the whole of Scandinavia and Finland is 
considered. There has literally been an explosion of new 
discoveries of rock painting sites, especially in Finland, in 
recent years. More than 80 sites were registered according 
to the latest overview published in Finnish by Kivikäs in 
1995. However, this number has already changed and 
today the actual number is 92 (Helena Taskinen personal 
communication).

The two most important sites are Astuvansalmi 
(Figure 8), (Sarvas 1969) and Värikallio (Figure 9).
Except for traditional motifs like elk and humans, the 
images of these two sites, such as boat images, may help 
to shed new light on the paintings and engravings in the 
whole of the Scandinavian Peninsular. Both sites are 
extraordinarily rich, with between 60 and 100 painted 
images. They display several exceptional traits: at 
Värikallio there are superimposed figures and humans 
with triangular heads and bodies in positions similar to 
some engraved figures (Figure 10) at Alta and Vingen in 
Norway (Hagen 1990; Helskog 1988; Kivikäs 1995:55).
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Figure 8. The head and face shaped cliff 
at Astuvansalmi in Ristiina, Finland. The 
rock painting is located to the panel in 
the centre. Photo: Helena Taskinen, 
Museiverket.

Figure 9. The steep cliff with the rock 
painting at Värikallio in Suomussalmi, 
Finland. The painting is located to the 
panel behind the wooden walkway. 
Photo: Helena Taskinen, Museiverket.

Figure 10. Painted 
antropomorphs with triangular 
heads at Värikallio, 
Suomussalmi, Finland. Similar 
but engraved images are also 
found on rock engravings in 
Alta and Vingen in Norway. 
Photo: Helena Taskinen, 
Museiverket.
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Figure 11. Painted band stencil on rock painting at 
Astuvansalmi in Ristiina, Finland. Photo: Helena 
Taskinen, Museiverket.

Figure 12. Painted antropomorpb ivith tivin horned head 
with raised hammer/axe in right hand in central right part 
of panel surrounded by elks with horns at Astuvansalmi 
in Ristiina. Photo: Helena Taskinen, Museiverket.

Figure 13. Painted antropomorpb ivith tivin horned head 
on rock painting at Värikallio in Suomussalmi.
Photo: Helena Taskinen, Museiverket.

At Astuvansalmi there are boats, and at least one painted 
hand stencil (Figure 11). The richness and complexity of 
motifs also includes humans and animals such as the elk. 
In contrast to the way it was normally depicted in 
Sweden and Norway here it can also have horns. Like at 
Värikallio there is human images one of which show 
some extraordinarily features (Figure 12). This image 
seems to depict a human carrying a raised axe or 
hammer. In addition to that, it has a two-horned head 
(Figure 13) paralleling some of the numerous Late 
Bronze Age engravings in Bohuslän e.g. at Bro Utmark in 
Tanum (Figure 14) and Tiede in Kville (Figures 15 and 
16). Also, if its prominent position in the central painted 
area of this rock is considered, it seems that it is the 
depiction of a deity or spiritual creature. An image with 
some definite resemblance to this one is painted in the 
Norwegian cave Helvete (Eng. Hell! my translation) on 
the Island of Röst dramatically situated at the 
southernmost point of Lofoten in Norway. The painted 
images were discovered only in 1992. They are 
dominated by a 90 cm high antropomorph with spread 
legs and stretched out arms and hands with five 
respectively four fingers. The head seems to have two 
horns and in that way looks much similar to the 
antropomorph at Astuvansalmi in Ristiina, Finland 
Norsted 2000:119, pi. 3). Since these images are situated 
more than 1,000 kilometres apart this seems to be an 
obvious case of development of parallels within the 
prehistoric rock paintings in Norway and Finland. 
However, the reason for this parallelism seems to be a 
common set of shared religious ideas and symbols. If we 
accept this fact, it still gives us reason to think why these 
two similar depictions of antropomorphs were painted 
onto rock walls in two much different locations. The 
painting at Astuvansalmi on a big rock completely 
dominating the surrounding landscape and the painting 
at Hell inside a dark cave where it was impossible to see 
without light although the entrance of the cave is a very 
obvious feature in the landscape. Despite of those 
different locations the reasons for painting the images 
right there could actually have been much the same. The 
two panels were chosen because they were thought to be 
the best places to come in contacts with the spiritual 
creatures that needed to be addressed. In that way the 
rock surface functioned almost like a computer screen 
and became an interface between the different worlds. 
This is once again an illustration to the fact that the 
early rock art was literally situated at the End of the 
World, no matter if painted high on a steep rock or 
down in a dark cave (Bertilsson 2002). Larsson (1999) 
has presented a much interesting theory in this 
connection where he argues that the natural shape of 
rock art panels and caves might have been regarded as a 
three-dimensional mass and communicative medium.
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Figure 14. Engraving with duelling warriors with twin 
horned heads at Bro Utmark in Tanum, Sweden. 
Nightphoto. Photo: Bengt A. Lundberg, RAÄ.

This goes well along with the old Saarni belief that 
deities and spirits lived in big boulders and rocks (see 
also Fanden 2001).

The outstanding character of the Astuvansalmi site is 
further emphasised by the finds of four amber pendants, 
three shaped like human heads and a fourth like a bear, 
and two stone arrowheads in the water in front of the 
painting. The stone arrowheads are of a type that can be 
dated to the Bronze Age. The finds were lying on a 
rockshelf 4 metres under the lake’s surface and indicate 
that ritual offerings were made in front of the panel 
(Taskinen 2000:30, figs. 10 and 11). Excavations in front 
of the Flatruet painting in Sweden in 2003 also revealed 
two arrowheads, one of which was damaged from having 
been shot at the painting as is indicated by a dent in the 
rock surface (Anders Hansson and Carl Johan Olofsson: 
personal communication). Another interesting trait is that 
the projecting rock at Astuvansalmi has the shape of a 
human head, especially when approached from the lake. 
Although the shorelines of the lake were probably higher 
when some of the images were painted this may be the 
reason why this panel originally was chosen.

The rich variety of motifs of the Finnish paintings is 
further illustrated by the two sites situated not far apart 
ln Kirkkonummi (Sw. Kyrkslätt) in the southern part of 
the country. The first one at Vitträsk recorded in 1917 
and consists of an organised triangular zigzag pattern 
inside a frame. The second one at Juusjärvi consists of 
approx. 20 images of antopomorphs, hands, elks, bear 
and salmon forming a scene of vivid interaction. Some of 
the antropomorphs are depicted with bent legs and 
upraised arms to indicate movement maybe dance. And a 
couple of them even have birdshaped heads (Taskinen 
2000:25, figs. 6 and 7; Kare 2000:figs. 88 and 100). This 
is a highly interesting fact in connection with the 
appearance of images with similar shaped heads, and

Figure IS. Phallic antropomorph carrying a cicular boss 
ornated shield and sword sheath with winged chape from 
Late Bronze Age period V. To the right an antropomorph 
with twin horned head and to the loiver left an acrobat. 
Nightphoto. Photo: Catarina Bertilsson, RockCare.

Figure 16. Rubbing of the same rock engraving as figure 
15 at Hede in Kville. Rubbing: Catarina Bertilsson, 
RockCare.
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sometimes-even wings, on engravings in Bohuslän in 
Sweden. Not pushing the interpretations to far, this is 
obviously another interesting example of the existence of 
related images and image elements in the Finnish rock 
paintings and the Scandinavian rock engravings.

One immediate effect of the many new discoveries of 
rock paintings in Finland is that the Finnish Lake District 
now constitutes the centre of distribution of Stone Age 
rock paintings in the Nordic countries. As a consequence, 
this astonishingly rich and varied cluster of rock art 
indicates a pressing need to rethink the traditional 
interpretations of Scandinavian rock art, both 
geographically and intellectually! The localisation of the 
painted sites in direct contact with the huge lake system 
that penetrates interior Finland and gave rise to extremely 
rich prehistoric settlements is one of the most obvious 
elements. A related and puzzling fact is that rock 
engravings, with one minor exception at Rovaniemi 
(Taskinen 2000:21, fig. 3) are still not represented in 
Finland. Flowever, the sudden outburst of rock painting 
discoveries in the last 30 years might indicate that the 
present situation reflects a research gap rather than an 
actual lack of rock art.

Norway

In Norway the situation of the Stone Age hunters’ art can 
be characterised as rich and varied. A complex and small 
variety of engravings and paintings constitutes the early 
art. The images of the paintings in Norway are relatively 
modest whereas the location is definitely the much the 
opposite. The paintings in the cave at Helvete - Hell on 
the Röst Island in Lofoten is outstanding due to its setting 
in a cave on a small island far out at sea. Only to get there 
in a small Stone Age canoe was generally a most 
dangerous enterprise due to hard winds or strong 
underwater currents or both. Hell is literally situated at 
the End of the World. The location and landscape context 
of the caves is often most spectacular like at Kollhelleren 
at Moskenes also in Lofoten. The entrance of the cave is 
less than ten metres wide but almost 50 metres high! Not 
very much fantasy is needed to suggest it look like a 
natural vagina. Another striking feature is the painted 
images them designed like “lizard-shaped” antropomorphs 
with rounded-pointed heads and downwards/backwards 
spread arms and legs (Norsted 2000:121, pi. 4). Some 
seem also to be phallic. Painted images having similar 
distinct features can be found elsewhere e.g. at Holmedal 
in Värmland, Sweden (Bertilsson 2000:42, fig. 8).

However, when the early engravings are considered 
the picture is the reverse. Some of the sites with early 
rock carvings in Norway are among the most outstanding

in Scandinavia. The most important one is by far the 
Leiknes site, at Tysfjord in Nordland, presented above, 
with its beautiful, naturalistic, oversized animals that 
were manufactured using a technique of polishing the 
engraved lines in order to enhance the visibility. The 
magnificent natural setting with the high barren mountain 
ridges surrounding the huge fjord gives a monumental 
setting like a natural cathedral.

There are two close parallels to the Leiknes site, one 
at Gärde in Jämtland in Sweden, and another at Bardal in 
Tröndelag, Norway. The Gärde situation was presented 
above. The complexity and image contents at these three 
sites really challenge the mind of the interpreter 
considering the alternative approaches discussed above.

From a different viewpoint the other parallel to 
Leiknes is Bardal in Tröndelag which in some respects 
also parallels Gärde. The Bardal panel holds more than 
400 figures of which more than 50 are expressions of the 
naturalistic animal tradition. The animal species represent 
once more the big game like whale elk, reindeer and 
water birds. Although, the animal images are interesting, 
the most exceptional trait at Bardal is the presence of 
more than 350 images typical of the farming Bronze Age 
cultures: boats, horses, humans with swords, paired 
human footprints and abstract geometric symbols with a 
combination of concentric circles and typical spirals 
(Figure 17). These latter designs can also be found at 
Ekenberg in Östergötland, Sweden (Figure 18) and are 
probably depictions of the sun. In that way, the unique 
panel at Bardal, reflects the two major rock art traditions 
of this part of Scandinavia representing a possible time 
span of at least 3,500 years, maybe more. Whether the 
figures are testimonies of continuous or intermittent use 
or of contacts between the two prehistoric cultural 
traditions or not are matters for future analyse.

Yet another, hitherto specifically Norwegian, element 
of early rock art is that of a tradition of contoured 
animals - generally elk and fish - with interior body 
decorations of geometric patterns. As far as the art of the 
hunting cultures of the Early Stone Age is concerned, this 
tradition is most frequent in the south in the counties of 
Telemark, Aust-Agder and Hedmark (Hagen 1990:60 
pp.). This specific tradition has many highly interesting 
elements and expressions. Some features are somewhat 
similar to the Australian x-ray-style although of course no 
direct or personal could be argued. It is suggested that it 
start in the Neolithic period after 2700 BC but prevails 
also into the metal ages and ends around 500 BC 
(Simonsen 2000:20 p.). It seems evident that also the 
Glösa engravings where the animals, weather elks or 
reindeers decorated in a similar way, in Jämtland belongs 
to this tradition.

In Norway is also found two of the most intriguing 
sites in all of Scandinavia: Ausevik in Sogn and Vingen in
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Figure 17. Plan of rock engraving at Bardal in Tröndelag, 
Norway with big contoured animals in naturalistic style 
dating to the Mesolithic and antropmorphs, boats and 
spiral designs dating to the Bronze Age. After Hagen
1990.

Figure 18. Antropomorph carrying spiral shaped design, 
probably the sun, above the head at Ekenberg in 
Norrköping, Sweden. Photo: Catarina Bertilsson, 
RockCare.
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Fjordane. Both point to the period of contact between the 
northern hunting culture and the southern farming 
culture. The sites are characterised by numerous 
depictions of animals, dominated by red deer, humans and 
geometric and abstract symbols. At Ausevik the number of 
images exceeds 300 and at Vingen 1,500. The dominating 
figures on both sites are deer with the interior of the body 
being geometrically decorated. The locations of the two 
sites are overwhelming, but for different reasons: Ausevik 
is close to a farm with pastoral fields overlooking a fjord 
and facing snow covered mountain peaks. The contrast of 
the setting furnishes the site with a strange tension that 
must have been even more obvious in the Stone Age. At 
Vingen, situated on the beautiful but barren rocks at the 
shore of the Bremanger fjord, the basic elements of nature, 
the rock, the sky and the water is so obvious that the site 
can be said to be literally situated at the End of the World. 
In this respect, these two sites have few counterparts in 
Scandinavia or elsewhere. The Vingen engravings are 
probably the oldest, dated by stylistic elements etc. to 
c. 3000 BC. Hagen (1990) dates the Ausevik rock carvings 
to 1800 BC and argues that Ausevik reflects elements that 
were significant in the transition from hunting to 
agriculture. Recent excavations in front of the rock art 
panels at Vingen indicated that the dating should be set 
even earlier, to about 4000 BC and thus to the Mesolithic 
period (Klungseth Lødøen 2003). Looking for parallels 
elsewhere it depends a little of what features we have in 
mind, landscape setting, image content or archaeological 
context. In the first case, both Vingen and Ausevik belong 
to the category of sites that are located in extraordinarily 
and monumental settings. In that respect they share this 
quality with Leiknes, Alta and Landverk and a few others 
like Besov Nos.

When we consider the image content, there are 
similarities especially with the tradition of animals 
having interior body decoration like at Skogarveien and 
Glösa.

Regardless of the sites presented above, the most 
important rock carvings in Norway are probably those of 
Alta. According to Helskog (1988) the panels in the 
Hjemmeluft area covers a time-span from 4200-500 BC. 
This dating is based on the direct connection with the 
withdrawal of the sea shoreline in combination with 
typological and stylistic elements. Although normally 
considered to be the oldest element in Scandinavian rock 
art, the oversized, naturalistic game executed in the 
technique of engraved and polished contour lines, is not 
represented. Still, the proposed dating is probably correct. 
However, as is the case with many of the northern sites, 
the Alta engravings need to be re-evaluated and perhaps 
partly re-interpreted, when their richness is compared to 
the complete Scandinavian tradition. Its complexity is 
already obvious, displaying traits that otherwise charac

terise both the Finnish rock paintings, dealt with above, 
and the Bronze Age engravings of southern Scandinavia. 
Alta may in fact prove to be one of the key sites when we 
try to describe and understand that complexity. In later 
works Helskog has in a fruitful way applied and 
demonstrated the explanatory power of general theories 
of shamanism alongside the obvious connection with 
ancient mythology (Helskog 1995:247 p.).

Rock art in Russia 
- the White Sea region and Karelia

Russia is an enormously big country with an equally big 
number of rock art sites. It is literally impossible to cover 
this topic in this restricted space. Another difficulty is 
that, although much research is performed and reported, 
the language barrier makes it almost impossible to keep 
updated on the subject since very few publications are 
written in foreign languages. However, since much of the 
rock art in Russia has relevance for the study of that in 
Scandinavia and Finland we will make a brief overview of 
some of the most important sites in the White Sea region 
and Russian Karelia. In those regions two very rich 
assemblies are located Zalavruga at Belomorsk at the 
White Sea and Besov Nos at Lake Onega in Karelia. 
Several other sites like at Konozero (Fin. Kannjärvi) exist 
but they will not be dealt with here.

The Zalavruga engravings were originally located on 
the rocks on the shore of the river Vyg. In fact, some of 
the panels like Staraja (Old) Zalavruga and others must 
have been flooded when the river was high. Today, the 
river is almost dry due to the construction of an electric 
water power plant built in the 1960s. At that time a 
museum was built over some of the engravings closely 
situated to the power station. The museum erected in 
concrete elements is now closed since it just about to 
collapse. The engravings at Staraja Zalavruga was 
recorded and published already in the 1930s (Ravdonikas 
1938). The panel is now a heavily worn, originally 
polished by ice and water and in modern time by using at 
is a road for driving heavy motor vehicles. Some of the 
images are hardly visible except by artificial light. The 
panel is dominated by a row of big naturalistic reindeers. 
Although arranged in a slightly different fashion than at 
Leiknes and Foz Cöa there is some obvious resemblance to 
these sites. The panel is obviously the earliest on the site 
and the most ancient in the region. It is suggested that it is 
approx. 6,000 years old dating to the Late 
Mesolithic/Early Neolithic period (Devlet & De viet 2004). 
The neighbouring Novaja Zalavruga panels display a 
different set of smaller images, depicting antropomorphs, 
elks, birds, fishes, trees and boats in vivid action.
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Figure 19. Elk hunting 
scene with archers on 
skies/snow shoes at 
Novaya Zalavruga, 
White Sea region Russia. 
Photo: Ulf Bertilsson, 
RockCare.

The images are manufactured with high artistic skills 
and almost every single peck-mark is still visible. The 
reason for that is that the panels were buried under river 
deposits already in prehistoric times. On those deposits 
then settled other prehistoric populations. At the time of 
the water power plant construction these settlement sites 
were excavated and the panels once again became visible 
(Savatejev 1970, 1977 and 1984). There are several 
extraordinarily images and scenes however; the most 
fantastic one is that of the skiers elk hunt (Figures 19 and 
20). This scene depicts not only the skiing archers and the 
elk but also the ski track and other details that make it 
look almost like a modern comic strip. Although, the 
panels are still in excellent condition that may soon 
change due to destructive forces of the climate and other 
factors.

Lake Onega situated in the heart of Russian Karelia 
ls extraordinarily rich in prehistoric settlements, burials 
and in rock art. Almost everywhere when a granite rock 
18 found along its otherwise sandy shores there is some 
Prehistoric rock engravings like at Shala and many other 
places. However, the most outstanding engravings are to 
be found on a small cape with the strange name of Besov 
Nos (Eng. The Devil’s Nose). It might be that this name 
actually refers to the rock art images. The biggest of them 
all is an antropomorph placed on both sides of a long 
natural crack in the rock surface. The image, which is full 
Slze, has a completely pecked out body with legs and

Figure 20. Vivid scene with phallic archers, birds, deers, 
boats and a tree at Novaja Zalavruga in Russia.
Photo: Ulf Bertilsson, RockCare.
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Figure 21. The ”She Devil" at Besov Nos 
on Onega Lake in Karelia, Russia.
Photo: Ulf Bertilsson, RockCare.

Figure 22. Engraving with ”sun-stand” and funnel- 
shaped design with an elk head close to Besov Nos. 
Photo: Ulf Bertilsson, RockCare.

arms. It looks rather hideous and is supposed to be a 
female, probably due to the crack in its body which, 
might have been considered as a natural vagina or a 
womb. An ancient tradition that still is alive is the habit 
for visitors to offer something into this crack, a coin or 
even a sip of vodka.

It might be that this image is the reason for the 
naming of the panel. In this connection it is a highly 
interesting fact that a Christian cross of Gregorian type 
has been added later to the left hand of the engraving. 
One reason for doing so may have been an attempt to 
counteract the evil forces connected with that specific 
image. In addition, there are several more images some of 
big sizes like sturgeons, swans and elks. One of the most 
interesting is definitely one that is found almost on the 
foot of the panel close to the water surface. It is a funnel- 
shaped design almost looking like a depiction of a 
seamark, a buoy with a point down. According to 
Professor Abraham Solyar, this design is actually a kind 
of mark that is pointing in the direction of the famous 
Stone Age cemetery at the island Oleny Ostrov. This 
island is situated more than 10 kilometres away from 
Besov Nos (Figures 21 and 22). This specific design is 
also to be found on some other panels along the shores of 
Lake Onega. Sometimes it is accompanied by highly 
artistic and skilfully engravings of antropomorphs, elks 
and daggers. The daggers looking to be of the same type 
as the most advanced Neolithic flint daggers found in 
Southern Scandinavia. Another interesting parallel to 
Scandinavia is the images of what have been referred to 
as “sun-stand”. Similar engravings are found in Bohuslän, 
Sweden e.g. at Backa in Brastad where the famous panel 
with the warrior with the axe-hammer “The Shoemaker”
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Figure 23. The ”Shoemaker” panel at 
Backa in Brastad, Bohuslän, Sweden. 
The phallic ”Shomaker” himself 
carrying an axe-hammer in raised right 
hand. Modern Human feet above to 
indicate size. Photo: Catarina Bertilsson, 
RockCare.

Figure 24. The ”Shoemaker” panel also 
holds other deeply engraved animals, 
boats and antropomorphs.
Photo: Catarina Bertilsson, RockCare.

(Figures 23 and 24). Since the “sun-stands” most 
Probably are depictions of mirrors there is a definite link 
to the sun. Despite of these similarities, there are also 
other like boats, it is not easy to see a direct link between 
Karelia and Scandinavia regarding the rode art at Lake 
Onega. Still, this area is one of the most interesting in 
Northern Europe. It is normally supposed to cover a time 
span from Late Mesolithic and through the Neolithic.

The rock carvings of southern Scandinavia 
~ Sweden

Sweden has a considerable number of rock carvings. For 
a long time the dating and the cultural background of

rock carvings in the south remained unclear. As late as 
the mid-19th century it was suggested, because of the 
numerous boat images, that the carvings depicted Viking 
adventures. But it was finally established that they 
belonged to the Nordic Bronze Age culture in 1869, when 
the Director General of the Swedish National Board of 
Antiquities, Bror Emil Hildebrand, identified engraved 
swords in the Ekenberg panel near Norrköping as being 
typical of the Early Bronze Age (Figure 25). This dating 
method by comparison of rock art images with actual 
archaeological finds is still one of the most important 
chronological tools for dating rock art. However, the 
earliest engravings of the southern tradition, represented 
in at least two areas/sites, are somewhat older than the 
Bronze Age. The oldest is probably the Släbro site in 
Södermanland, situated at an old estuary now some
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Figure 25. Bronze Age 
engraving at Ekenberg, 
Norrköping with animals, 
boats, spirals and a sword. 
Photo: Catarina Bertilsson, 
RockCare.

Figure 26. Geometric and stylised 
depictions of antropomorphs of Calcolithic 
type at Slabro in Nyköping in Sweden. 
Photo: Catarina Bertilsson, RockCare.

Figure 28. Circle-crosses, ceremonial axes 
and boat of Rörby-type on Bronze Age 
rock engraving at Simrislund. Nightphoto. 
Photo: Catarina Bertilsson, RockCare.

Figure 27. Oversized shafted ceremonial bronze age axe 
carried by phallic man at Simrislund in Scania, Sweden. 
Nightphoto. Photo: Catarina Bertilsson, RockCare.
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kilometres inland due to land upheaval, with strange 
geometric and stylised anthropomorphic designs that can 
be dated to the Late Stone Age and/or to the Calcolithic 
period (Figure 26). Parallels can be fined in the earlier 
stages of the rock engravings of Valcamonica, Italy, in 
Galicia in Spain and in neighbouring areas in Portugal. In 
the Simris area in the coastal zone of south-east Skåne is 
a different, but likewise early complex of engravings of 
weapons from the transition period of the Late Neolithic 
and Early Bronze Age. The dominating image is that of 
large, shafted, ceremonial bronze axes with wide, convex 
edges. Small phallic men carry the axes, which clearly 
indicate that the weapons were more important than its 
carrier (Figure 27). Other images appear like boats, some 
animals and a kidney shaped engraving. The latter has 
been interpreted as a depiction of a cloak or a mantel. 
Images of that kind are extremely sparse counting less 
than ten in all Sweden. The interpretation of a piece of 
cloth may seem strange but it rests not only on mere 
fantasies. An actual cloak of similar shape and size has 
actually been found in a peat bog in Västergötland. It was 
probably put there as a gift to the gods. It is dated to the 
Bronze Age. One indication of the dating of the Simris 
engravings can be derived from the shape of the crew
lines of the boats. They look much similar to the ones 
engraved on the famous Rörby sword from Denmark that 
has been placed in the 2nd period of the Early Bronze 
Age (Figure 28).

A highly interesting parallel in Europe is found at 
Valtellina in Italy, although in a setting much different 
from Simris. In Valtellina the weapons are engraved on a 
steep rock overlooking an Alp valley whereas at Simris 
they are engraved in a flat panel very close to the 
seashore (Sansoni et al. 2000). The Simris carvings are 
executed in hard, extremely dense sandstone that has 
resisted degradation through time. A trait that Simris and 
Valtellina have in common is the focus on the weapons 
and its size. A size that was often exaggerated both seen 
ln relation to actual weapons and to other images 
depicted on the panels. However, this exaggeration of size 
does not concern only those Bronze Age weapons. In the 
early hunters’ art it is connected with the animals such as 
the contoured elks at Gärde and in the Late Bronze 
Age/Early Iron Age it is mostly connected with 
antropomorphs especially in Bohuslän/Östfold, where the 
gigantic ‘Spear God” at Litsleby is the most famous 
example (Figure 29).

From the Early Bronze Age, c. 1800 BC, and 
onwards boat images dominate the rock carvings in 
southern Sweden and Norway. The boats are 
accompanied by humans and animals, chariots and 
wagons, weapons and ornaments, circle-crosses, 
footprints and cup-marks. The rock engravings have most 
probably resulted from a cult oriented towards fertility.

Figure 29. Oversized (2.40 m high) 
image of phallic spear carrying 
antropomorph at Litsleby in 
Tanum, Bohuslän, Sweden. It has 
been suggested that this ”Spear 
God” actually is a Depiction of 
Odin. Photo: Bengt A. Lundberg, 
RAÄ.

Rock Art of the Northern Hemisphere - Scandinavia, Finland and Russia - Cultural Contexts, Chronological Implications and Major Traditions 81



Figure 30. ”The Dancer” at Järrestad in Scania, Sweden. 
This antropomorph show typical attributes such as raised 
arm and hands, enlarged calves and a sword sheath of 
Bronze Age type but seems to lack head. Photo: Catarina 
Bertilsson, RockCare.

Figure 31. Contoured foot prints, one with marked toes 
inside and a dwindling spriral design possibly indicating a 
snake at Järrestad. Photo: Catarina Bertilsson, RockCare.

Common traits may have been worshipping of the sun 
and rain-making, witnessed by the numerous symbolic 
depictions of the sun in the form of circles, spirals, discs 
and cup-marks. Many researchers have discussed the 
existence of a cult of death that is evidenced by the 
numerous boat images, by scenes on certain panels, and 
especially by the decorated slabs found in the mega-sized 
Kivik burial cairn close to Simris (Randsborg 1993). 
Elements of shamanism may also be attributed to 
representations of anthropomorphs wearing bird-masks 
and sometimes also wings, at Kallsängen in Bottna, 
Bohuslän, for example. The so-called “dancers” at 
Järrestad in Skåne and elsewhere may also indicate this 
(Figure 30). At the Järrestad panel there are also 
numerous depictions of the human footprint, mostly in 
bare condition but sometimes also contoured indicating 
sandals. Sometimes, these two types can be presented in 
combination (Figure 31). The footprints are considered to 
be early and possible parts of the megalithic tradition 
connected to many other sites and areas inn the north, 
including the previously mentioned sites of Gärde and 
Nämforsen.

Rock carvings are unevenly distributed in Sweden. 
Northern Bohuslän, where Tanum is central, constitutes 
the richest area by far. Its connection with the bordering 
areas in Östfold, Norway is obvious. This area is in fact 
one of the richest of its kind in Europe and elsewhere. In 
Northern Bohuslän only, the number of registered 
engraved panels exceeds 4,000 with more than 60,000 
figures (Bertilsson 1994). Those engravings are extremely 
rich in variety of images and scenes, depicting not only 
single valuable objects but also central themes and scenes 
in Nordic mythology. They are executed in a skilful, 
highly artistic manner. The height of the tradition seems 
to have been reached during the Late Bronze Age/Early 
Iron Age from 1000 to 500 BC when the Hallstatt culture 
dominated Europe. This dating is verified by recent 
analysis of images by David Vogt (personal 
communication). In Bohuslän, easily identifiable and 
datable objects such as weapons and ornaments represent 
this period. Most famous is perhaps the warrior from 
Hede in Kville carrying a decoratively embossed shield of 
Hallstatt style and a sword-sheath ending in a winged 
chape that is dated to Montelius period V by actual finds
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(See Figures 15 and 16!). The numerous detailed 
representations of huge warriors carrying swords, spears 
and axes and helmets with twin horns reflect the focus on 
warriors and fighting. Although the fights may have been 
rituals, analysis of the wear of actual bronze weapons 
from contemporary burials indicates that the weapons 
were used in actual fighting (Kristiansen 1982). In that 
way the engravings might reflect much of the same 
worship and cult of fighting and war that is described in 
the literature of the Nordic Saga tradition from the 
Viking era almost 1,500 years later. Many such warriors 
are depicted in opposing positions, the closest parallels 
being found in Valcamonica, Italy, where they are named 
“duellanti” e.g. on the magnificent panels at Naquane, 
Nadro and Campanine. There are strikingly many 
resemblances of images and scenes between Bohuslän and 
Valcamonica. This is especially valid for the depictions 
concerning animals and antropomorphs, deer’s, horses, 
dogs and warriors (Figure 32). The ceremonial aspect is 
further mirrored by depictions of grouped lure-blowers, 
acrobats, adorers and human processions. The focus on 
fertility is also obvious from the so-called bridal-couples 
performing sexual intercourse, but also from the scenes 
with ploughmen. The rather numerous disc-shaped 
images which, most probably are depictions of the sun 
are also part of the same set of symbols and ideological 
concepts connected with life and fertility (Figure 33). 
Reminiscences of these ancient rites and ceremonies also 
survived in part in the historic farming community as late 
as the 19th century.

The reason such large number of rock carvings occur 
in certain Bronze Age settlement areas, especially in 
Bohuslän, but not in others is probably related to two 
factors: the geographic position favouring sea 
communications and the existence of a large portion of 
arable land suitable for cattle grazing. The landscape in 
Bohuslän is characterised by small, open settlement areas 
on moraine slopes overlooking clayey plains and fracture 
valleys surrounded by steep, but rather low, mountain 
ridges. Rock carvings are found on granite rocks that 
have been polished by the inland ice and often washed by 
the sea, at the foot of the mountains along the clayey 
soils. The contemporary Bronze Age graves, large cairns 
and small flat cairns lie on hilltops and ledges facing the 
open country. The known dwelling-sites are not so 
numerous, but they often lie close to carvings.

In some of the other important rock carving areas in 
Sweden in Norrköping in Östergötland and in Enköping 
m Uppland there are graves and dwelling-sites with 
numerous heaps of fire-cracked stones. In the latter area 
f ere are a total of 1,200 engravings and in the former 
aPproximately 800. The most outstanding engraving in 
the Enköping area is the 4.2 m long, beautifully designed, 
Brandsskog ship, close to a burial cairn (Figure 34).

Figure 32. Antropomorph 
with bird shaped head and 
oversized hands and a boat 
at Aspeberget in Tanum, 
Bohuslän, Sweden. Photo: 
Bengt A. Lundberg, RAÄ.

Figure 33. Engraving of complex scene at 
Aspeberget in Tanum with antropomorphs, 
birds, a circular disc, horses and a phallic 
deer with impressive antlers. The scene with 
the circular disc has been interpreted as two 
women, the sex indicated by the pony tails, 
atid eight birds are helping each other to 
carry the sun across the sky.
Photo: Bengt A. Lundberg, RAÄ.
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Figure 34. The stern of the 4.2 m long Brandskog ship in 
Boglösa with stylized horsehead and crew with paddles. 
Photo: Catarina Bertilsson, RockCare.

Other important sites are found at Rickeby with the 
engraving known as the “Bride’s Chair” and documented 
already in the 1660s.

Peder Alfssön, a vicar, made the earliest copy of a 
Scandinavian rock carving at Backa in Brastad, Bohuslän 
in 1627. Strangely enough, the depiction by Alfssön 
represents a woman with typical gender attributes, while 
the actual figure, known as “The Shoemaker”, is an 
obviously phallic male warrior carrying a battleaxe 
(See Figure 22!).

The two most important sites of the Norrköping 
area are those of Himmelstalund and Ekenberg. The 
Himmelstalund panels hold more than 1,500 images: 
boats, human, hunting scenes etc. The site, close to 
Motala Stream, probably functioned as a ceremonial 
centre during the Bronze Age. At Ekenberg, there are 
more than 400 figures, including the Bronze Age swords 
discussed above, a human procession and boats decorated 
with Bronze Age symbols like spirals that were executed 
in a highly skilful artistic manner (See Figure 17).

Another important and most impressive Swedish site 
is that of Nämforsen in Ångermanland, where some
2,000 images are carved in the rocky banks of the rapids

of the river. Although, the panels are dominated by Stone 
Age depictions of game, elk and salmon, there are also 
figures that are typical symbols of the Bronze Age culture 
such as paired human footprints and circle-crosses (see 
Bertilsson 2000:42, fig. 7). The placing and grouping of 
the figures and the carving/pecking techniques display 
traits that are typical of the south. In that way, the 
Nämforsen engraving may illustrate close contact 
between the two traditions and geographical areas of 
Scandinavia: the northern hunters and the southern 
farmers. These contacts resulted in a much varied and 
complex, rich and beautiful rock art complex. It is 
important to stress that the tradition at Nämforsen could 
have been started rather early in the Stone Age but 
persisted for a very long time. The biggest elk on one of 
the central rocks of this much-dispersed site is obviously 
closely connected, spatially, with a pair of contoured feet. 
This combination between animals and paired footprints 
can be found on many different sites. One of the most far 
away located such from Nämforsen is Har Karkom in 
Israel. The animal there on that panel is not an elk but an 
ibex but otherwise the combination is strikingly similar 
(Anati 2001:143). The dating suggested for this depiction 
is between 2300-2000 BC that means Bronze Age in 
Israel. In Southern Scandinavia footprints of the 
contoured Nämforsen type also seems to belong to the 
Bronze Age which means, that they should be at least 500 
years later. This might be an indication that foot prints 
belong to a similar set of concepts of religious beliefs 
developed at a certain cultural stage appearing at 
different times in different geographical. Footprints of a 
different kind displaying the naked foot with toes are 
quite common in Scandinavia and appear already during 
the Neeolithic in the megalithic context. In Valcamonica 
they are especially frequent in the Iron Age where they 
display a very elaborated design (e.g. Sansoni and 
Maretta 2002). Having this background of multi time 
and type appearance it might be argued that footprints is 
one of the rock art “archetypes”.

Denmark

Finally, in order to make this short outline of 
Scandinavian rock art complete, some words about 
Denmark. So far Denmark has no known rock art 
originating from the hunting Stone Age culture that is 
otherwise frequently witnessed by dwelling-sites and 
burials. The art representing this period decorates bone 
artefacts and similar objects. There are several objects 
decorated with geometric patterns and symbols. In some 
instances depictions of humans and animals also occur. 
The objects seem to belong to the Mesolithic phase
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Figure 35. Boulder with rich engravings 
of circle crosses, cup marks and grooves 
at Lille Strandbygård in Bornholm, 
Denmark. Photo: Gerhard Milstreu, 
Tanums Hällristningsmuseum, Underslös.

Figure 36. Small bolder with rich 
engravings of boats with crew strokes 
and antropomorphs. The biggest has a 
bird shaped head and a cup mark 
between the legs indicating it is a female. 
Photo: Gerhard Milstreu, Tanums 
Hällristningsmuseum, Underslös.

known as Maglemose. In that way it seems to be earlier 
than the earliest actual “rock” art from the Scandinavian 
Peninsula. A possible connection might be found in the 
engravings of geometrically decorated animals of the 
Norwegian Stone Age that were mentioned above. An 
mteresting question then arises regarding the 
chronological implications for sites like Vingen and 
Ausevik.

In the subsequent prehistoric period, the Neolithic, 
the first rock art occurs in Denmark. This art is 
connected with the megalithic tombs: dolmens, passage 
graves and stone cists the roof slabs of which have been 

ecorated with grooves and cup-marks. Although it has 
een argued that this art was made later, during the 
ronze Age, it is obvious that some of it is connected 

W'th the period when the tombs were constructed.
In the following period, the Bronze Age, some

additions of boat engravings seems to have been made on 
the roof slabs. A parallel situation occurs in the megalith 
areas in Sweden and elsewhere. A most spectacular 
example is actually the passage grave at Gladsax in 
Scania where the roof slab is covered by engraved cup 
marks, boats and geometric designs and symbols 
(Burenhult 1981:301). In this period some open-air rock 
surfaces were engraved on the island of Bornholm, the 
only district where such conditions actually exist in 
Denmark. Sometimes the boats are accompanied by 
circle-crosses, footprints and similar designs. In total 
Denmark now holds approx. 1,200 rock engravings of 
which almost one thousand consists of cup-marks 
engraved on free lying boulders or slabs in megalith 
constructions. The numbers of sites has increased 
considerably in later years due to systematic surveys, 
especially on the island of Bornholm (Gerhard Milstreu
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personal communication). Although, the total number of 
sites in Denmark is low in comparison with those of 
Norway and Sweden, it is in fact rather dense on 
Bornholm. The appearance of the basic rock art image 
types can also seem to be restricted at a first glance. Still 
it seems that many “key” types of ships, footprints and 
various geometric designs are present including the 
phallic male warrior (see Bekmose 2000:94, figs. 10 a 
and b) and antropomorphs with bird shaped heads 
(Figures 35 and 36).

A most important expression of Danish rock art is 
the engravings that have been found on small slabs: the 
so-called “Hand Sign Stones”. Those are stones that have 
been carefully chosen and shaped as gravestones, deeply 
engraved with a stylised arm and hand together with four 
vertical lines placed above the hand. More than 20 such 
stones have been found. The majority come from an 
excavation on the island of Själland and belongs in 
general to cremation burials that can be dated rather

precisely, in these cases to the Montelius period IV, a date 
that corresponds to the beginning of the Late Bronze Age. 
Some of the Själland stones belonged to a structure that 
has been interpreted as a house built for mortuary 
practices (Kaul 1987 and 1988). Three similar stones 
have been registered in Bohuslän, Sweden and two in 
Östfold, Norway. Engravings of hand signs have been 
found on the reverse side of actual bronze fibulas that are 
also dated to the fourth period of the Nordic Bronze Age. 
A complex connection with the “normal” Scandinavian 
rock art might be indicated by the appearance of hand 
depictions on some engraved panels in Bohuslän and the 
hand stencil on the Finnish painting at Astuvansalmi.
This may have many intriguing and analogous 
implications for future rock art research and clearly 
indicates that the inherent information and complexity of 
the prehistoric rock art in the various contexts and 
cultures of the Nordic countries has not been fully 
understood and explored yet.
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Rock Art - our Priceless Heritage Endangered
Ulf Bertilsson

Rock art is a global phenomenon that is represented in all 
continents and all climatic zones except for the true arctic 
areas. It is probably the most widespread testimony of the 
existence of prehistoric humans, reflecting their myths 
and beliefs from around 40,000 years BP to the present.
It constitutes one of the most valuable cultural heritage 
categories of humanity and as such its preservation 
deserves special attention. By conserving rock art, we are 
not merely saving the images for the future: we are 
preserving a key to ancient beliefs, traditions and rituals 
and handing these on to future generations.

However, regardless of all the efforts that have been 
made, and which are continuously being made in many 
countries throughout the world, our rock art heritage is 
still very vulnerable and under almost constant threat. 
Even with “normal conditions”, many sites are lost due 
to deterioration caused by climatic factors such as heat 
and freezing. In many instances this deterioration is 
“enhanced" by human effects of which the most obvious 
and widespread is environmental pollution including acid 
rain and global warming. Yet another risk, and possibly 
the most dangerous one, is the development of 
mfrastructure and modern landscape planning. Dr Glottes 
°f France highlighted this growing threat to rock art in an 
ICOMOS report on World Heritage Rock Art sites in the 
middle of the 1990s. But, the situation has not been 
halted, let alone reversed, and there are regular reports of 
rock art sites being lost all over the world1.

The threat from infrastructure can best be 
exemplified by the current situation in two of the most 
Prominent World Heritage sites with rock art: at Tanum 
m Sweden and Valcamonica in Italy. These two sites 
represent the artistic peak of European Bronze Age 
culture. The rock carvings in Tanum have been the focus 
°f research for more than two centuries and the Swedish 
National Heritage Board has been engaged in several

1 • Recently, a rock art site in the Drah Valley, Morocco, was 
Partly destroyed by the quarrying of the rocks for building 
Purposes. In Ningxia, China, an area of rock art has been 
crossed by a new road, which has destroyed several engraved 
surfaces depicting Neolithic images some 5,000 years old. The 
construction of a dam and bridges is endangering important 
concentrations of prehistoric rock art in the Guadiana/Alqueva 
area in Spain and Portugal.

projects over the years. In recent years, there has been a 
marked shift in the focus of research from interpretation 
to documentation and conservation. Not that 
interpretation as a theme has become less interesting, on 
the contrary. But since the basis of interpretation is based 
on the images, the engravings have to be preserved or at 
least documented before they vanish.

This is reflected in the Air Pollution Project of the 
National Heritage Board that was carried out between 
1988-1996. The results from the analysis of the effects of 
environmental pollution that were undertaken, indicate 
that almost 75 % of the rock art sites were suffering from 
negative effects. Although the task of recording the 
damages is not yet complete, we have already learnt from 
analysis of the data that has been collected, that some of 
the rock art masterpieces in Tanum will already have 
disappeared in our lifetime.

That is one of the reasons why the National Heritage 
Board decided to start the ‘Rock Art Care’ project co
financed by the European Commission as a part of the 
Raphael and Culture 2000 programmes. The full name of 
the project, ‘RockCare - Tanum Laboratory of Cultural 
Heritage’, indicates the focus of the work that aims at the 
following objectives:

• To arrange seminars and meetings so that the 
RockCare project can use the help of a network of 
international expertise.

• To develop new methods for the presentation of 
rock-engravings and to improve access to the sites in 
Tanum.

• To produce further methods for the protection 
against environmental destruction and deterioration.

• To develop new methods for documentation and to 
make an effort to make the results comparable 
between different countries.
Since the beginning of the project in November 

1998, the need for protection of the sites and panels of 
the World Heritage Area in Tanum has increased further. 
The reason for this is the fact that the area is at this very 
moment threatened with permanent division by a four- 
lane road, of which one alternative is to cut right through 
the heart of the site. Although the regional cultural 
heritage authorities, the National Heritage Board, 
UNESCO and ICOMOS, Paris, have collectively rejected 
this alternative, it is still the Road Agency’s main
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Figure 1: Bronze Age rock engraving at 
Möckleryd in Torhamn, Blekinge, 
Sweden. The bedrock surface is severely 
damaged by cracks and exfoliations. 
Photo: Catarina Bertilsson, RockCare.

planning alternative. If implemented, the negative effect 
on the landscape might result in the cultural landscape of 
Tanum loosing many of its World Heritage values. The 
continuous use of the landscape was one of the 
fundamental values for accepting the Tanum rock 
engravings on the World Heritage List.

To prevent those negative impacts, the present writer 
and the president of ICOMOS SWEDEN initiated a 
public debate in the newspapers, and on radio and 
television. Public opinion in favour of stopping the 
motorway is increasing. The Swedish National Heritage 
Board has produced a video “The Rock Carvings of 
Tanum - World Heritage at Risk” presenting this 
priceless cultural heritage. The matter was twice brought 
to the agenda of the meeting of the World Heritage 
Bureau in Paris in July. The Swedish Government will 
make the final decision of the road alternative in the late 
Autumn this year.

The same threat caused by the development of 
infrastructure is posed to the rock carvings in 
Valcamonica in Italy. This World Heritage Site is situated 
in a narrow valley of the Dolomites, through which runs 
one of the main roads leading to the ski resorts in Italy 
and Austria. The standard of this road is now being 
upgraded. This will have a major impact on the landscape 
and the rock engravings, which are already negatively 
affected by numerous electric power-lines, some of 
considerable size. Not very much attention has been paid 
to this problem by the Italian authorities. The natural 
topography of the area limits the possibility of finding 
solutions that do not affect the landscape in negative way. 
Tunnels might be the only possible solution in this 
respect. A fundamental problem is that the rock 
engravings of Valcamonica do not constitute one single 
connected area, but are made up of several small and

scattered ones. This fact has a negative effect on both 
conservation and infrastructure planning. It originates 
from the fact that Valcamonica was incorporated into the 
World Heritage List in the 1970s, when the modern view 
of landscapes, as consisting of an overall system including 
cultural and natural elements, had not yet been 
developed.

It is now recognised that the setting of a panel, not 
only its images, is fundamental to understanding its 
message. Therefore, a first priority of CAR is that rock 
art should be preserved in its original environment. 
Consequently, the measure to cut out and remove rock 
art panels in order to save them from destruction is 
never recommended by CAR. If it is still applied, as is 
inevitable in some cases, one must be aware of the fact 
that this rock art has been robbed of its original context 
and thus becomes a sort of relic that, of course, can still 
be worthwhile preserving as an art-piece. When rock art 
panels are cut loose from the bedrock and brought to a 
safer environment they also require future care and 
preservation. Most conservation institutions and 
museums are located in big cities and since the 
environment in cities can be much polluted and of worse 
air quality than out in the countryside, this relocation 
may pose new threats to the rock art. If such actions 
have to be taken into consideration it is therefore vital to 
place the object in an adequate climatic environment.

Problems of rock art conservation are not only 
connected with World Heritage sites. These sites can be 
said to be easier to protect because of their global status, 
regardless of the threats discussed above. The situation 
for the many more common sites and areas is often 
troublesome. In some countries, there is a whole suite of 
problems connected with the conservation and 
management of rock art. These include a series of factors
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ranging from negative effects of infrastructure 
development to a lack of legislation and financial 
resources. This is well illustrated by the situation in 
Russia where the Centre for the Conservation of Historic- 
Cultural Heritage in Irkutsk (Siberia) has implemented a 
rock art conservation project along with extensive 
recording and an inventory of rock art sites. This started 
in 1987 at rock art sites of the Upper Lena River and in 
1992 it commenced for the Lake Baikal area. Experts in 
interpretation, conservation, biology and geology formed 
the research teams and management strategies were 
developed based on international experience in the field 
of rock art conservation. Nevertheless, its adaptation to 
local circumstances and the analysis of the results, 
received after the first years of the project’s 
implementation, revealed the following problems:

1. From the 1960s to 1980s, industrial development 
caused the main rock art deterioration. This 
disintegration of the limestone cliff with engravings 
at the Lake Baikal shore might result from a change 
to the water level caused by the construction of a 
hydro-power station. In the 1990s, there was a 
reduction of the general impact of industrial 
development due to the economic recession, but 
already existing problems continued.

2. Political changes brought the problem of a revision 
to the legislation and its effectiveness for heritage 
management.

3. The threat of vandalism of the rock art was ongoing. 
This problem can only be overcome with an 
improvement to legislation and an increase in public 
awareness of rock art through publications and the 
promotion of adequate information.

4. The conservation, methodologies and monitoring 
required could be provided by the RockCare team 
but a long-term conservation project lacks adequate 
funding.

5. The project needs both informational support 
(introduction to internationally approved standards 
and expertise) and financial support.
The professional community in Russia recognised the 

following problems for the management of its rock art:
• A lack of legislation and activity of heritage 

protection organisations.
e The need for introduction of the internationally 

approved standards and expertise.
• An increase of public awareness: popularisation of 

rock art as an integral part of cultural heritage.
• Development of ethics and strategies in rock art 

documentation, management and research.
This summary of the situation in Russia is applicable 

to many other areas and sites in the world.
The ICOMOS International Scientific Committee on 

Rock Art - CAR recognises these problems and the

urgent need for counteractions. Several immediate 
measures are planned to enhance co-operation, the spread 
of expertise and the development of long-term strategies. 
A first step is to produce this global report on the state of 
rock art based on reports and inventions by the active 
members: The Future of Rock Art - a World Review. The 
committee has started work to set up a web page 
connected with the ICOMOS server in order to inform 
the public about its activities and to encourage co
operation among members. Further, it has initiated the 
management of sites open to the public. Due to a lack of 
accurate documentation and adequate information for 
visitors, opening up sites for visitors might turn out to be 
a counterproductive step. An example is the habit of 
infilling engravings with red paint to make them more 
visible to visitors, a frequent practice in Scandinavia. If 
done with inadequate skill, this method can “deform” the 
engraved images and therefore also degrade the visitors 
experience. Further, it can destroy substrates on the rock 
surface that may be possible to date in the future. The 
same applies for the use of the so-called polychrome 
method during the documentation process, where the 
panels are cleaned and painted with a white colour 
solution made up of water and chalk-powder. Competent 
specialists should only apply these substances in urgent 
cases and with the utmost caution.

The Committee considers it to be most important 
not to deliberately increase culture tourism to sites that 
have not been secured in terms of their documentation 
and preservation. Otherwise one runs the risk of fast and 
severe weathering of panels and sites. It is recommended 
that the basic procedure always will be the following:

• Survey of an area and documentation of panels using 
appropriate techniques and methods
(see www.w-heritage.org/rockcareweb for 
information about recent developments).

• Inventory and mapping of damages and signs of 
erosion, exfoliation and cracks etc.

e Adequate conservation methods should be applied. 
(If the site is in great need of such treatment, it 
should not be opened to the public!)

• Construction of wooden walkways, signposts and 
production of interpretation maps, folders etc. 
Walkways and signposts should be constructed in 
harmony with the requirements of the site, in order 
not to disturb the landscape and the visitor’s 
experience. If the site belongs to a certain group of 
people like the indigenous population, it is a 
fundamental prerequisite that they are invited and 
consulted at every step of this process.

• If images are not visible because of overgrowing 
mosses, lichens and algae, they should be cleaned in 
a harmless way without the use of dangerous 
chemical substances.
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• Opening of the site or panel to the public. This 
measure should always be preceded by a close 
analysis of the “carrying capacity” of the site that 
should never be exceeded.
An alternative to opening a site to the public is to 

leave the actual site or panel in its natural setting 
undisturbed by visitors and instead present it to the 
public in the form of copies made by casts, as is the case 
in Mont Bego, France, and Tanum, Sweden. However, 
since taking casts implies the use of certain chemical 
substances that might be harmful to the bedrock, a safer 
method might be to use enhanced photographs or similar 
images. In order to eliminate the negative elements of 
casts, it is advisable to use other non-tactile/physical 
methods for copying, such as a laser-scanner. Such an 
application based on the use of an easily movable, high
speed laser-scanner for field documentation is being 
developed in the RockCare project.

The use of protective coverings based on geo-textile 
materials is another important and less expensive method 
that has been developed in the EU project, INTERREG 
“Rock Carvings in the Borderlands”, which is a joint

Swedish-Norwegian project. The coverings can be easily 
applied and removed when necessary. Their main use is to 
reduce the oscillation of the temperature of the rocks, 
especially their passage through zero degrees. This will 
minimise the length of time below freezing and prevent 
exfoliation and other sorts of deterioration and will 
considerably prolong the life of some panels. Full-scale 
testing has been taking place in Sweden for a couple of 
years, and this year an evaluation of the results will be 
made. But, regardless of the ambitious efforts made by 
researchers and experts all over the world rock art is 
constantly at risk.

The destruction of our rock art heritage makes less 
noise than that of the Buddha statues of Afghanistan, 
which received a broad coverage in the press when they 
were blown up. But it was too late and nothing could be 
done to save them. Such events should be prevented and 
can be prevented. Rock art is priceless interface with 
man’s past. But these pieces of a patrimony that 
preserves the roots of human history are being lost every 
day. CAR therefore urges all positive forces to act before 
it is too late.
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130 Years of Rock Art Studies in India: 
an Assessment
SOMNATH ChAKRAVERTY

Preamble

Rock art studies in India are not restricted to the 
Palaeolithic as in the Indian sub-continent. In India the 
caves and rock shelters were inhabited and used by 
people over many periods, throughout which the rock 
walls were used as a convenient canvas to visually express 
and transmit their idea, ethos, aspirations and messages. 
In India, the rock art sites of prehistoric and early 
preliterate societies sometimes coexist with the extensively 
painted caves that were cut into the rock by Buddhist 
monks during the historic past. For example, in Badami 
of Karnataka, primordial rock art is profuse in the same 
hill range where caves contain exhaustive classical 
sculptures of Hindu Puranic icons from Hinduism. Both 
natural and rock cut temples are adorned with sculptures 
that were patronised by Royal dynasties and the nobility 
during the ancient and medieval periods. Therefore, the 
study of rock art, at least in the Indian subcontinent, has 
a wider historical background, scope and meaning. For 
this reason, the rock art under our purview must be 
defined properly to avoid any further confusion with the 
dimensions in other countries.

For our purpose, rock art may sometimes be 
considered as the synonym to the study of palaeoart. But 
assemblages of the art of present day, preliterate, pre- 
urban and pre-industrial indigenous or tribal communities 
are equally considered as fringe areas. So, how do we 
define ‘palaeoart’? Universally, palaeoart represents a 
technically rudimentary skill or nascent form of simple 
motif or figures (Anati 1999). The represented motifs 
contain only the minimum necessary visual attributes to 
identify an animal or a human being. Similar to the lithic 
tool making industries of prehistoric groups, the art also 
underwent gradual refinement with the accumulation of 
evolved skill with experiences and changes in its 
implications. Therefore, refinement of rock art is an 
integral part of its historical and evolutionary process. In 
India, elements of the prehistoric rock art gradually 
evolved or continued as tribal and folk art. Whereas and 
classical rock art developed under the patronage of 
coexisting royal “courts” or monasteries. But each 
tradition had distinct and separate organisational rules, 
norms and basic elements. That inscriptions and rock

edicts of later historical periods are also found in some 
primordial rock art sites suggests the habitation and use 
of the same locale in successive cultural sequences.

The formative period

In India, the earliest rock art studies was initiated at 
Calcutta under the auspicious of The Asiatic Society of 
Bengal. In 1870, at a meeting of The Asiatic Society of 
Bengal, H. Rivett-Carnac, an officer of the colonial 
British administration, reported his discovery of rocks 
with a series of cup marks at barrows near Junapani, a 
hamlet about five miles west of Nagpur in the then 
Central Provinces (contemporarily in the state of 
Maharashtra). Rivett-Carnac had also discovered related 
archaeological assemblages at the same site including 
fragments of pottery, some metal implements and 
ornaments. The importance of the site was justified by 
Rivett-Carnac: “These tumuli, which are by the people of 
the neighbourhood ascribed to giants or to the Gaoli or 
shepherd kings, regarding whose rule in Central India 
prior to the Aryan invasion a deep rooted tradition exists, 
are surrounded with double rows of trap boulders 
selected from the masses with which the hill side is 
strewn. On those selected stones are found the “Cup 
marks” resembling those found on exactly similar tumuli 
in Europe.” (Rivett-Carnac 1870:9). Rivett-Carnac 
should also be credited for his other pioneering 
discoveries and studies. In 1877, another of his articles, 
entitled “Rough notes on some ancient sculpturings on 
rocks in Kumaon, similar to those found on monoliths 
and rocks in Europe”, was published in the journal of the 
Asiatic Society of Bengal. In that article he reported the 
discovery of another site with cup marks about twelve 
miles north of the military station at Ranikhet in Kumaon 
(contemporarily in the Uttaranchal State). He attempted 
to decipher the purpose of the cup marks at both 
Kumaon and Nagpur through historical analysis. The cup 
marks in both sites are arranged in rows and according to 
Rivett-Carnac such cup marks were ‘conventional 
symbols’. According to his own analysis “these markings 
are the rude records of a nomadic race which at an early
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epoch of the world’s history left the central Asian nursery, 
and travelling in different directions have left their traces, 
in Europe and in India, of tumuli and rock sculptures, 
generally to be found in hill countries, and inaccessible 
spots whither at a later period they were forced to retreat 
before the advance of a more civilised and a more 
powerful race” (Rivett-Carnac 1877:11).

John Cockburn, a European officer who had assisted 
colonel Rivett-Carnac during his archaeological 
expeditions, had, during March 1883, discovered a rock 
painting depicting rhinoceros hunting scene at 
Ghormangar cave in Parganna Bijoygarh of Mirzapore 
district (now in the state of Uttar Pradesh). The report of 
his discovery from Mirzapur was subsequently published 
in the Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal (1883).
Two years earlier, in July 1881, Cockburn had discovered 
the mineralised remains of a rhinoceros skeleton from the 
ravines of Ken River, near the town of Banda. Cockburn’s 
primary interest was to understand how rhinoceros 
became extinct in that area due to gradual environmental 
changes as the land became arid. Discovery of the red 
haematite painting representing rhinoceros hunting) was 
additional evidence in support of his hypothesis on the 
presence of rhinoceros in that region. Soon Cockburn 
became more involved in rock art studies with the 
encouragement of his superior officer Colonel Rivett- 
Carnac. Cockburn acquired an overall knowledge of the 
rock art and tribal art in South America, Australian 
aboriginal bark paintings and Bushman rock art in Africa 
etc. In Ghormangar, or horse cave, the outlined figures 
include a group of six hunters attacking a rhinoceros 
from all directions (Figure 1), the animal having tossed 
one of the hunters with its horn so that the man appears 
sprawling in the air. The hunters are armed with barbed 
harpoon-like spears that are aimed at the animal. 
According to Cockburn’s view, the spear is made of wood

and is stone-tipped. Further, he compared the structural 
details of the spear with similar wooden piercing 
implements that were manufactured and used by 
primitive groups existing in other parts of the world.

Immediately after the publication of his first article 
“On the Recent Existence of Rhinoceros indicus in the 
North Western Provinces and a Description of an Archaic 
Rock Painting from Mirzapur representing the Hunting 
of this Animal” (1883), Cockburn published his next 
article, “On the Durability of Haematite Drawings on 
Sandstone Rocks” (1884), in the Journal of the Asiatic 
Society of Bengal. In that article he analysed the effects of 
climate and other factors on rock art pigments for 
determining dates. Cockburn’s third article was published 
during 1898 in the same journal and it comprises a more 
elaborate account on the rock art sites of the same 
locality. Cockburn’s views and concept on the rock art of 
India is still valid for further ethno-archaeological 
investigations. He mentions in his article that “the 
aborigines of the Kymores were in a stone age as late as 
the 10th century AD” and “we find ourselves face to face 
with the astounding conclusion that ‘stone age’ has but 
recently passed away among the aborigines of the 
Kymores” (Cockburn 1883:58). Cockburn believed that 
in that area, remnants of the Stone Age culture somehow 
survived to even a few hundred years ago. His view 
therefore supports the concept of cultural continuum in 
art.

A.C. Calleyle, who was then First Assistant of the 
Archaeological Survey of India, had explored for rock art 
and other archaeological remains in Mirzapur, Rewa and 
other adjoining areas. Carlleyle’s independent discovery 
had commenced as earlier as 1880, prior to Cockburn’s 
initial interest in this field and Cockburn in his writing 
had accepted it (Cockburn 1898). Carlleyle submitted his 
report entitled “Notes on Lately Discovered Sepulchral

Figure 1. Rhinoceros hunting scene. Uttar Pradesh.
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Mounds, Caves, Cave Paintings and Stone Implements” 
to the Asiatic Society of Bengal during February 1883 
and the abstract of the paper was published in the 
proceedings of the society (1883:49). But the full-length 
paper was never published. Cockburn mentioned in his 
paper that Carlleyle specialised in the antiquarian aspect 
of the archaeological discoveries, whereas he himself was 
involved in the Anthropological and zoological aspects of 
the investigations. For Cockburn, Carlleyle “had made 
some important discoveries of ancient records, but as he 
desired to work them himself, he imparted no 
information on either the nature or localities of his 
discoveries, and his knowledge has died with him” 
(Cockburn 1898:89).

A European officer of the Indian civil service,
C.A. Silberrad, had, during his four years of residence in 
the Banda district, visited four rock art sites, the location 
of which and some motifs were cited in the Journal of 
the Asiatic Society of Bengal (Silberrad 1907). After 
initial discoveries, further studies on the rock art of the 
southern part of Uttar Pradesh have been attempted 
recently (Verma 1984; Tewari 1986, 1992). According to 
Tewari’s assessment, around 240 painted rock shelters 
exist in that region and the principal motifs are of wild 
animals and game hunting. The figurative motifs are 
mostly solid mono- or bi-chrome ochre paintings. Red 
and white are the most common colours but the use of 
yellow and black are not rare. Non-figurative diagrams 
and symbols are frequent. Some of the rock shelters 
contain Brahmi, Sankha and Nagri forms of early 
inscriptions. Verma (1984), on the basis of 
superimpositions present in the rock art, stylistically 
classified five successive periods. In addition to that, 
from his own experiences after excavating the painted 
rock shelters, he identified four developmental stages of 
culture, which are as follows:

I Non-geometric pre-pottery stage.
II Geometric pre-pottery stage.

III Geometric with pottery.
IV Diminutive microliths with pottery.

Verma has also proposed a tentative chronology between 
12000 BC and 1500 BC. Tewari (1992) has estimated 
twelve successive phases of which phases I to IV belong 
to the Mesolithic; phases V to VII to the Neolithic or 
Chalcolithic; and phases VIII to XII to the historical 
period that continued up to 17th or 18th centuries.

F. Fawcett, the superintendent of police in Malabar 
(now in Kerala), repeatedly visited Edkal cave (in the 
Wynaad district of the south-western part of the India 
peninsular) from 1894 to 1896. Prior to this attempt, 
Fawcett (1892) had experienced rock engravings in 
Bellary and published an article in the Asiatic Quarterly 
Review (1892). Thereafter, during 1901 Fawcett 
published a descriptive account on the rock engravings of

Edkal cave with photographs and sketches illustrating 
both human and animal figures, icons of sun symbols, 
swastika and other non-figurative motifs. Beside carved 
figurines, inscriptions of the later period indicate 
Brahminic cultural influences. In the rock carvings of the 
Edkal cave, the outline figures are mostly inconspicuous 
or irregular in nature and several figures are 
superimposed. The floor of the cave does not contain any 
significant archaeological evidence but Fawcett observed 
the presence of an early burial site (i.e. stone circles) in 
the vicinity.

Fawcett’s report (1901) on Edkal cave was published 
in the Indian Antiquary journal which influenced others 
including Reverend A.H. Franche who also published 
papers on the rock carvings of western Ladakh (Franche 
1902, 1903) in the same journal. According to Franche, 
the rock carvings of Ladakh were rooted within the 
ancient art tradition of the Aryans. Varied forms of 
Buddhist symbols and emblems are carved like ‘stupa’, 
the pyramidal stone tombs sometimes with flags erected 
on the top. Major thematic representation of the rock 
carvings include horseman hunting antelope with 
crossbows, stylised lions, archers, fighting men with axes, 
human stick figures in different poses, battle scenes, 
swastika symbols, and stupa etc.

Vincent A. Smith in his article “Pygmy Flints”
(1906) discussed the antiquity of the rock art sites and 
artefacts collected from different areas of the Vindhya 
Range. Rock carving sites have also been reported in 
Baluchistan, which is now in Pakistan (Gupte 1910). 
During the early stages of rock art studies in India, 
between 1877 and 1910, the majority of articles and 
papers on rock art were published either in the Journal of 
the Asiatic Society of Bengal or in the Indian Antiquary. 
The rock paintings of Singanpur and Raigarh (presently 
the Chhatisgarh State) have attracted the interest of 
several scholars in different periods (Anderson 1918; 
Brown 1923; Datta 1927; Mitra 1927; Datta 1931;
Ghosh 1932; Gordon 1939a, 1939b). Anderson (1918) 
and Ghosh’s (1932) reports are more exhaustive in 
nature. Ghosh in his work had developed a more 
dependable technique for recording of rock art through 
tracings filled with appropriate colours and shades. 
Ghosh’s study also revealed a varied typology of the lithic 
artefacts found in the area. In Singanpur, Kabrapahar and 
other adjacent rock art sites of Raigarh the majority of 
motifs are represented in crude outlines or in simplified 
stick-like human figures. Some silhouetted figures also 
exist. Red ochre was most frequently used as paint. The 
maximum number of visible paintings is located at a 
height of about 50 ft. Scenes of hunting and group 
dances, figures of elephants, reptiles, deer, birds, sun 
symbols and various non-figurative linear motifs are 
predominant in this area. Ghosh (1932) in his memoir
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emphasised the archaic or most rudimentary forms 
executed by the painters in that area. On the basis of style 
Ghosh proposed a dates between the 9th and 10th 
centuries AD, which were later refuted by Gordon 
(1939a, 1939b).

As the published documents reveal, Professor 
Panchanan Mitra of the University of Calcutta, Professor 
Amar Nath Datta of Rajkumar College, Raipur and 
Manoranjan Ghosh of Raigarh Estate were the pioneers 
among the earliest Indian scholars in the field of rock art 
research.

Studies on rock art sites of Eastern India

Vikramkhol, a famous site of rock inscription near 
Sambalpur, north Orissa, was explored and studied in the 
early thirties (Jayaswal 1933; Fabri 1936; Chakravarti 
1836). On the basis of those reports and a thorough 
exploration in the entire area, a chain of rock art sites 
were later discovered within the hills under cover of 
forests (Singh Deo 1976; Mahapatra 1982; Behera 
1991-92; Neumayer 1991-92; Ghosh & Chakraverty 
1984; Ota 1994; Pradhan 1995). In that particular area, 
the increase of non-figurative idealised motifs at the 
expense of figurative art is significant (Ghosh & 
Chakraverty 1984; Pradhan 1995). Ulap, a particular rock 
art site in the Sambalpur district, has 389 motifs of which 
the majority (68 %) are paintings, 30.5 % are engravings 
and 1.5 % are paintings on engravings. The maximum 
number of motifs is non-figurative patterns (94 %), then 
there are zoomorphs and stylised motifs with close

similarities to animals (1.7 %) and anthropomorphs and 
stylised motifs close to anthropomorphs (4.3 %) (Ghosh 
& Chakraverty 1984). Pradhan (1995) has ascertained the 
distribution pattern of rock art sites in Orissa, its regional 
style including techno-typological attributes of rock art of 
the Sambalpur and Sundargarh districts and other regions 
of Orissa. Rock art sites are fairly concentrated in Bihar 
and in Jharkhand. In Jharkhand, figures of large 
anthropomorphs (Figure 2) are arranged on a huge 
boulder like outcrop on the bank of Subarnarekha river at 
Ghatsila (Mitra 1927). In Hazaribagh district, rock art 
sites are concentrated in the north of the Karanpura valley. 
The rock art sites of Jharkhand have been studied by the 
present author (Chakraverty 1995). Isco, a representative 
site of Hazaribagh area, has a total number of 423 motifs 
of which about 93 % are non-figurative designs and 
symbols. A total number of 38 basic non-figurative motif- 
elements have been identified there. The rare presence of 
wild animals and schematic forms of animal and human 
figures has been noticed in the site (Figure 3). Early 
megalithic burial sites with mounds of iron-slags are the 
other cultural evidences available in the region.

Rock art and other evidences 
from Central India

G.R. Hunter (1935, 1936) is to be remembered for the 
first systematic excavation of rock art sites and for his 
retrieval of archaeological evidences. For this purpose, 
during December 1932, he started an excavation of 
Dorothy Deep rock shelter in Pachmarhi, Madhya

Figure 2. Carved 
figure of an 
anthropomorph on 
open bedrock in 
Subarnarekha River 
Valley, Jharkhand.

Figure 3. Non-
figurative
motifs
dominate rock 
art in Eastern 
India. Isco, 
Hazaribagh, 
Jharkhand.
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Figure 4 a. Battle scene 
superimposed on large 
quadruped painted with red 
pigment. Pachmarhi, 
Madhya Pradesh.

Figure 4 b. Head hunting 
scene. Pachmarhi, Madhya 
Pradesh.

Figure 4 c. Semi-permanent 
settlement. Pachmarhi, 
Madhya Pradesh.

Pradesh. During October 1934 the final part of the 
project was completed. In the Mahadeo Hills, and 
particularly in Pachmarhi, a series of rock shelters exists 
but Hunter selected rock shelter no. 1 at Dorothy Deep 
for his excavation. Hunter’s reports reveal that the 
earliest layer of deposit on the bedrock yielded varieties 
of microlithic tools similar to Tardinoisian industrial 
assemblages and this deposit did not contain any evidence 
either of polished stone implements or metal tools. The 
overlying levels contained potsherds and quartz flakes. 
From the lower strata, of the microlithic level, three 
human skeletons were obtained of which two belonged to 
children and the other to an adult. The skeletons were 
not properly studied and those important finds are now 
lost. A systematic anthropological study on the skeletal 
remains is urgently needed for possible racial 
determination and to ascertain the chronological phases 
for the existence of art-practising communities in 
isolation in the Mahadeo region.

Various scholars repeatedly studied the painted rock 
shelters in the Mahadeo Hills in Central India in 
different periods (Gordon 1940a, 1940b, 1958; Sen

1949; Khatri 1961; Neumayer 1983, 1985, 1993; Dubey 
1992; Pandey 1993; Wakankar 1976, 1983, 1987, 1992; 
Chakraverty 1998, 1999). Gordon (1940a) rightly 
pointed out that in the Mahadeo Hills, as also in the 
entire central Indian plateau, battle scenes are most 
frequently represented in the rock art. Sometimes inter
group and inner-group struggles and feuds are 
extensively depicted in rock art (Figure 4 a). Battles 
between archers and horse-riding warriors armed with 
swords, spears, shields and other such lethal weapons, 
headhunting scenes (Figure 4 b), the capturing of 
livestock by armed invaders etc. are all significantly 
portrayed. M.E. Gordon and D.H. Gordon (1939-40) 
classified five series including a total number of eleven 
sub-series in the rock art of the Mahadeo Hills, including 
Pachmarhi, on the basis of superimposition, style, colour 
and theme. Gordon and Gordon seem to have been 
confused when they compared some figures of rock art 
with classical frescoes of Ajanta and other temple art. 
They dated the majority of the rock paintings to between 
the 5th and 6th centuries AD and had estimated a span 
of 1,500 years for the development of this art. Gordon’s

98 The Future of Rock Art



and Gordon’s views on the chronology of this rock art 
are not accepted by later scholars including Neumayer 
who, in his comprehensive study on the rock art of the 
Mahadeo Hills (Neumayer 1985), ascribed at least a few 
rock paintings to the Mesolithic period. Thematically 
these paintings are almost identical to those at other rock 
art sites in the Vindhya range. He related this period to 
microlithic tool using hunter-gatherers “which seems to 
cover from before 20000 BP until the introduction 
during Chalcolithic period in the third millennium BC” 
(Neumayer 1985). Neumayer identified paintings of the 
Chalcolithic period and their succeeding paintings in the 
historic period. During this phase the majority of motifs 
are stylistically close to the folk paintings that prevail in 
the rural areas of the central Indian plateau. Some of the 
paintings depict the life and activities of the community 
in the past (Figure 4 c).

Sen (1949) in his study on the rock art of the same 
region explained the geological particulars and their 
relation with the concentration of rock art of that region. 
Recently, Chakraverty (1999) has identified a total 
number of 1953 motifs of rock art from major thirteen 
rock art sites of Pachmarhi in the Mahadeo Hills region. 
The majority images are paintings (97 %) whereas 
engraving and painting on engraving are fewer (2.87 % 
and 0.05 %). The morphic types are zoomorphs 
(24.32 %), phytomorphs (1.08 %), anthropomorphs 
(11.83 %), traits of material culture (4.92 %), 
combinations of zoomorph and anthropomorph 
(0.46 %), zoomorphs and traits of material culture 
(0.20 %). Plant motifs are rarely represented. Regarding 
technicalities, a great majority of the art forms (79.67 %) 
have been represented with block or solid bodies but 
there are also stick-figures (14.49 %), figures in outline 
or contour (3.79 %), hollow or partially filled bodies 
(0.82 %), and X-ray figures constitute a minimum 
quantity. White, red and black are the basic colours used 
in the monochrome (93.34 %) and bichrome (3.79 %) 
motifs. Through close comparative analysis of attributes 
of the early rock art and the contemporary art of a local 
tribal community, Chakraverty has found that about 
32 % of the motif elements available in the rock art are 
thematically identical to those of the tribal art of the 
same region.

Gordon and Gordon (1941) studied petroglyphs in 
the four rock art sites located at the east bank of the river 
Indus that are dated to the 1st millennium AD. According 
to them, the majority of rock art activities in India took 
place during this. Gordon’s (1958) book “Prehistoric 
Background of Indian Culture” contains a complete 
chapter on the rock art of India, detailing its thematic 
and technical aspects as well as his own approach 
towards its chronology.

In India, rock art sites are concentrated in the

plateau region of central India, in Satpuras and in the 
Vindhya range. In this region, successive explorations 
since 1960 have resulted in the discovery of a chain of 
rock art sites between Hoshangabad town in the 
Narmada valley and Bhopal. The area is distinguished as 
the ‘S’-belt of the Betwa source region (Tiwari 1984). 
Khatri (1961, 1964) analysed a potential rock art site 
located in a hillock near Hoshangabad town on the bank 
of the river Narmada, Madhya Pradesh. In Adamgarh, 
about 20 rock shelters have yielded paintings of animals, 
hunting scenes, archers, horse riding warriors and battle 
scenes etc. Excavations in the floors of painted rock 
shelters have produced large palaeoliths, varieties of 
microliths, potsherds and animal bones etc (Joshi 1975). 
V.S. Wakankar, who is considered as the mentor of 
current rock art researchers in India, commenced his 
exploration and study during the early 60s (1962). From 
the beginning, Wakankar became involved in discerning 
the pattern of thematic and stylistic development of the 
rock art in central India in an attempt to trace the pan- 
Indian phenomenon (Wakankar 1962, 1975, 1984, 1987, 
1992; Wakanakar & Brooks 1976). Wakankar and 
Brooks in their book ‘Stone Age Paintings in India’ 
classified rock art in India on the basis of style into the 
following periods:

I Mesolithic or earlier. It is a further divided into six 
successive stylistic phases.

II Neolithic/Chalcolithic and early Iron Age. It has four 
stylistic phases.

III Early Historic (300 BC-100 AD). It has six stylistic 
phases.

IV Medieval period (800-1300 AD). It has two stylistic 
phases.

V Recent (1300 to the present). It comprises two 
stylistic phases.
Wakankar’s other major contribution is his study of 

the rock art of Bhimbetka (1975) and the excavation of 
rock shelters there (1973). The discovery of Bhimbetka, 
an exhaustive and true representative rock art site in the 
Betwa source region, located about forty kilometers south 
of Bhopal, is indeed a milestone in the history of rock art 
studies in India. As a most potential rock art site with 
significant archaeological evidences, from various periods, 
Bhimbetka has already attracted a large number of 
researchers and scholars from diverse fields of interest. 
Wakankar (1973, 1975,1978,1984) estimated a periodic 
succession of the rock art on the basis of style and 
content. Anand et al. (1974) described the rock art of 
Bhimbetka with suitable illustrations. Pandey, (1975,
1990, 1992, 1993) worked on various aspects of the site, 
including the stylistic chronology of the rock art and 
cultural evidences related to archaeological excavations of 
the site. Kathuria (1975) made a preliminary account on 
Bhimbetka.
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Mathpal (1975, 1976, 1979, 1984) studied the site 
most exhaustively with a gradual improvised 
methodology (1984) and recording of rock art motifs by 
tracing and free hand sketches. Mathpal’s book 
“Preshistoric Rock Paintings of Bhimbetka, Central 
India” (1984) is perhaps a breakthrough in rock art 
studies in India when for the first time all visible motifs 
were recorded and a morpho-metric analysis was 
attempted for a quantitative assessment. Mathpal 
identified a total number of 6,214 motifs from a total of 
642 rock shelters and caves within the Bhimbetka region. 
Of these, zoomorphic representations dominated 
(27.08 %). The other images include anthropomorphs 
(14.85 %), unidentified and incomplete motifs (13.32 %), 
handprints and fingerprints (13.28 %), anthropomorph 
with artefacts (11.15 %), anthropomorphs in association 
with zoomorphs (9.12 %), non-figurative motifs 
(9.09 %), inscriptions (0.90 %), phytomorph (0.80 %) 
and artefacts (0.39 %). Mathpal (1984) proposed that the 
rock art of Bhimbetka can be classified into nine stylistic 
phases under the following three major chrono-cultural 
periods:

• Prehistoric period
(Phases I to V)
Representing 35.26 % of the total motifs.

• Transitional period
(Phase VI)
Representing 3 % of the total motifs.

• Historic Period
(Phase VII to IX)
Representing 61.74 % of the total motifs.
A wider range of human life and activities are 

depicted in the rock art of Bhimbetka. These include 
hunting and gathering, habitation, horse-riding warriors, 
battle scenes, group dances, drummers, ritual 
performances and communal activities, elephant and bull 
riders, men with varieties of weapons, animal rearing, 
scenes of copulation, drinking and other domestic 
activities etc. The major excavations were conducted in 
Bhimbetka separately by the team of Vikram University 
(Madhya Pradesh), Saugar University (Madhya Pradesh) 
and Poona University (Maharashtra). In 1972 by 
Wakankar on behalf of Vikram University, Ujjain 
excavated two trenches and unearthed Acheulian and 
Mesolithic tools. In the same year, Prof. K.D. Bajpai and 
Dr. S.K. Pandey of Saugar University discovered 
Mesolithic implements from deposits on the rock floor.
In 1973, Dr. V.N. Misra of Poona University started 
excavating and found evidence of cultural development 
in Bhimbetka from the Late Acheulian to the Late 
Mesolithic period. In 1976-77 Misra again excavated 
two more rock shelters and Wakankar made further 
attempts in another eight rock shelters. Ms. Susan Haas 
of the Museum fur Völkerkunde, Basle excavated three

rock shelters that yielded Mesolithic deposits. A 
complete skeleton within a painted rock shelter was 
discovered by the Saugar University team during their 
excavation. The skull of the skeleton was within an 
earthen bowl. So far no attempt has been made at 
anthropometric study for racial determination of the 
skeleton.

Neumayer (1983,1993) has discussed the rock art of 
Bhimbetka for ascertaining the chronology and stylistic 
aspects of rock art sites in Central India. Misra and 
Mathpal (1976, 1979) and Misra (1977a, 1977b) have 
related excavated finds with the rock art for a more 
precise dating. In her ethno-archaeological approaches 
Nagar (1977) compared local tribal art with the rock art 
of Bhimbetka. Tiwari (1984a, 1984b) explained the geo- 
cultural setting of the region and other details of the 
excavations. Bednarik (1993, 1996) found a large cup 
mark and a meandering line from an auditorium, (a 
spacious rock shelter (iii. F-24)), in Bhimbetka. On the 
basis of stratigraphic evidence he related those 
petroglyphs with the Acheulian period of occupation. 
Recently, Mathpal (1998) has meticulously recorded the 
entire rock art site of Bhonrawali Hill, located near 
Bhimbetka.

Badam and Sathe (1996) have estimated the 
ecological adaptation of the animals represented in rock 
art of Bhimbetka. Badam and S. Prakash (1992) have a 
similar approach for identifying animals depicted in the 
rock art of the upper Chambal valley and have attempted 
to reconstruct the early ecology of the region. 
Chakraverty (1998) scrutinised and reassessed Mathpal’s 
(1984) techno-typological data on the rock art of 
Bhimbetka and finally reconstructed the general pattern 
of culture prevailing in the rock art of Central India. 
Recently, Agarwal has explained the conservational 
problems and strategies at Bhimbetka.

R.S. Negi and Yashodhar Mathpal (1984) made 
detail recordings of rock art sites within the open-air 
exhibition area of the National Museum of Man located 
on the Shyamla Hills, Bhopal. Other important rock art 
sites in Madhya Pradesh have recently been studied by 
scholars like Nirmala Pandey (1996) in the Sagar district, 
Madhri Sharma (1996) in the Sehore district and
J.D. Tripathi on rock art sites in the Narsinghgarh area, 
R.A. Sharma (1996) in the Gwalior region, and 
P.K. Shulcla (1996) on the northern part of Raisen etc. 
A.K. Sharma (1996) excavated Jhiri, a rock art site near 
Bhopal where 22 painted rock shelters are clustered on a 
sandstone hillock. At this site a large quantity of 
microliths, colour pigments of various shades of red, 
potsherds, charred animal bones, and a few bone tools 
were recovered during excavation. Sharma has been 
successful in chemical analysis of the green paint that has 
been observed by some scholars (Wakankar 1975) that
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was used in the earliest level of painting in Bhimbetka 
and its neighbourhood.

Further studies in northern India

Petroglyphs on two stone slabs were discovered from 
Burzahom, a Neolithic site in Kashmir. Pande (1971) 
described the engravings as a distinct naturalistic figure 
of a hunter with a long spear hunting a stag and another 
hunter holding bow and arrow equipment. A dog is also 
seen in the composition and two suns are depicted at the 
top (Figure 5). On another boulder a non-figurative 
maize pattern is engraved. A skirt is also visible on the 
engraved figurine. Such evidence suggests that marginal 
hunting continued in the era of incipient food production 
(i.e. in Phase II of the Neolithic period in Burzahom, 
Kashmir). In the Himalayas and sub-Himalayan region, 
especially in Lower Ladakh, A.H. Franche (1902, 1903) 
reported several sites with rock engravings. Recently 
(1992) Francfort, D. Kłodziński and G. Mascle have 
jointly studied petroglyphs of Ladakh and the Zanskar 
region. D.P. Agarwal and M.P. Joshi (1978) reported 
rock paintings in the Kumaon Himalayas. Mathpal’s 
book (1995) on “Rock Art in Kumaon Himalayas” is a 
monumental work with an overall descriptive account of 
rock art sites. He attempts to determine a tentative 
cultural chronology. Mathpal described a total of 50 
rock art sites in the districts of Almora, Nainital, 
Pithoragarh, Uttar Kashi, Chamoli and Paudi. 
Administratively the area is presently included within the 
newly formed Uttaranchal State. In this region, there are 
both petroglyphs and pictographs. They depict 
anthropomorphs, zoomorphs, plants, objects of material 
culture, symbols and designs include concentric circles, 
rectangles, squares, tridents, swastika, cup marks. 
Inscriptions of Asokan Brahmi, Kharoshthi and Gupta 
Brahmi forms are more common in sites close to old 
temple complexes. In the entire region, rock paintings 
depict men wearing garments and head-dresses which 
suggest a prevailing Megalithic culture. In the rock art, 
the majority of the animals are of domesticated varieties, 
while wild fauna is absent. According to Mathpal 
(1995), the rock art of the Kumaon Himalayas can be 
associated with the Megalithic culture that existed about 
3000 BP.

Sites in southern India

In the early 50s, D.H. Gordon and Allchin (Gordon 
1951; Gordon & Allchin 1955; Allchin 1955; Allchin &

CM

Figure S. Deer hunting using long 
spear and bow and arrow. Burzahom,
Kashmir.

Gordon 1955) extensively explored some important rock 
art sites in South India including those at Kupgallu Hill, 
Bellary, Raichur and at the Benakal forest, both in 
Hyderabad. F. Fawcett (1892, 1901), D.H. Gordon and 
F.R. Allchin were the pioneers for rock art studies in the 
southern peninsular of India. The rock art sites in 
Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, Karnataka and Kerala, the 
four major states of South India, are fairly widely 
distributed. But this potential area is relatively less 
represented in the publications compared to the central 
Indian plateau region. In the southern part of India, 
petroglyphs are more frequent and sometimes rock art 
occurs on open boulders and associated with megalithic 
burial sites. Sarma (1964) reported stick-like petroglyphs 
from Kambakkam in Tamil Nadu including very 
rudimentary representations of humans, animals and 
some non-figurative symbols etc. Later, Sundara (1968, 
1974) extensively studied the rock art of the Hire Benkal 
Hills in the Raichur district of Karnataka, that at Chick, 
in the Rampura area, (1987) and other newly discovered 
rock art sites from the northern Karnataka (1984). In 
Karnataka, hunter-gatherer activity is fairly represented 
in the rock paintings. Recently, Bhat (1981) made a 
comprehensive approach to the rock art of Karnataka. 
The rock art sites in Andhra Pradesh, containing both 
paintings and brushings, was first highlighted by Reddy 
(1971). Chandramouli (1994, 1995) and Ramabrahmam 
(1996) have contributed significantly in recent times,
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Figure 6. Engraved core from Chandravati. (Courtesy of 
Professor V. H. Sonawane).

Ramabrahmam having dated the megalithic rock art 
from the Chitoor district to around 500 BC on the basis 
of available fine red ware. In Kerala, Thampi (1976) has 
already made systematic recordings of the Marayur site 
and Rajan (1991, 1996) has recently worked out the 
distribution pattern of 40 rock art sites in Tamil Nadu. 
33 of these sites have been identified as part of a 
megalithic complex and only seven sites are from the 
historical period. It is suggested from the distribution 
pattern that in Tamil Nadu rock art sites are more 
concentrated in the northern bordering districts adjacent 
to Andhra Pradesh. Cup marks and more simplified 
figurative representation, including stick-figures, are 
concentrated in the megalithic sites.

Other evidences

Scholars of rock art studies, for definite reason have 
considered other archaeological evidences of mobile art 
including engraved ostrich eggshells and engravings on 
bone and stone etc. Giriraj Kumar and Geeta Narvare 
(1984), and later Kumar, Narvare and R. Pancholi 
(1992), have made a reassessment of ostrich eggshell 
finds from at least thirty sites in Rajasthan, Madhya 
Pradesh Maharastra and Uttar Pradesh. The major sites 
are Patne of Maharastra, Ravishankar Nagar of Bhopal, 
Chambal Valley, Chandresal region near Kota in 
Rajasthan, Ramnagar near Bhanpura and from 
Bhimbetka (shelter no. III.A-28). As per Kumar’s 
observation, large empty ostrich eggshells were used as 
bowls and as water containers while the smaller pieces 
of shell were further engraved with decorative motifs 
and used as beads and discs for preparing ornaments. 
The ostrich eggshell pieces discovered by S.A. Sali from 
last phase of Upper Palaeolithic level at Patne, is dated 
as between 25,000 to 20,000 years BP. But the 
authenticity of the engravings on ostrich eggshells 
reported from Ramnagar and Chandresal has been 
questioned by several scholars including Bednarik and 
Neumayer (Sonawane 1997). A bone bead piece of an

ornament has been discovered from Muchchhatala 
Chintamanu Gavi - the upper Palaeolithic cave site in 
Andhra Pradesh that has been dated to 19000 BP by 
absolute dating method. A carved piece of a bone found 
from Lahanda Nala of the Belan valley in Uttar Pradesh 
was first identified by archaeologists as a statuette of a 
Mother Goddess. But further examination of the object 
has revealed it to be a deformed bone harpoon (Gupta 
1979-80; Bednarik 1993). But the object was embedded 
within the geological strata containing Upper 
Palaeolithic industry and dated to c. 25,000 years BP. 
The most important discovery was an engraved core 
found at Chandravati, Rajasthan (Figure 6). The design 
engraved on the core “consists of a pair of parallel lines 
moving clockwise from the centre forming two 
interwinning spiraling arms.” (Sonawane 1997:11). 
Initially, Sonawane attributed the engraved Chandravati 
core to the Mesolithic period but later, considering the 
motif, he classified it as of Upper Palaeolithic tradition 
(Mehta et al. 1980; Mehta & Sonawane 1981; 
Sonawane 1992, 1993). Several scholars share a 
common view that during Upper Palaeolithic period or 
even earlier rock art developed in India in the form of 
simple non-figurative geometric designs and cupule 
marks.

In recent times, Giriraj Kumar has shown a special 
interest in studying cup mark sites. Kumar and Sharma 
(1995) have reported the occurrence of many cup marks 
in Kalapahad and at Ganesh Hill of north Rajasthan. In 
addition, Kumar also referred to about five hundred cup 
marks mostly arranged in distinct patterns in the site 
Daraki-Chattan near Bhanpura of the Chambal valley. 
Kumar had attributed the cupules to the Palaeolithic 
period due to the occurrence of lithic implements of 
Acheulian type and other Middle Palaeolithic implements 
from the floor of the cave. Kumar also studied the shape, 
dimensions and manufacturing techniques of cupules in 
great details. Later, Kumar (1998) studied another cupule 
site, Morajhari in the Ajmer district of Rajasthan. 
Bednarik, Kumar and Tyagi (1991) and later Bednarik 
(1996) recognised Palaeolithic cup marks from the 
auditorium cave of Bhimbetka.
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Figure 7. Statewise concentration pattern of rock art sites in India.

Distribution of rock art sites

In India, as is revealed from the distribution pattern of 
rock art sites (Figure 7), from Kashmir in the furthest 
north sites are extended to the southern peninsular part 
covering Tamil Nadu, Karnataka, Kerala and Andhra 
Pradesh. In the northern Himalayan region, sites are also 
common in Uttaranchal and Himachal Pradesh. Rock art 
sites have a maximum concentration in Madhya Pradesh, 
Uttar Pradesh and in adjacent areas of Rajasthan in the 
west, Bihar in the east and Chhatisgarh in the southeast. 
In western bordering areas, selected rock art sites exist in

Gujarat. Rock art sites are also widely distributed in 
Jharkhand and Orissa in the east but similar sites have 
not been reported from other states in the further east 
beyond the Subarnarekha river valley at Ghatshila near 
the West Bengal-Jharkhand borderland. But ancient 
carved megalithic monuments are not rare in Assam and 
its neighbouring states of the north-east (Mills & Hutton 
1929). Megalith building is a living tradition being 
practised by matriarchal groups and some other discrete 
tribal communities.

In general, petroglyphs are more common both in 
the extreme north and the peninsular area in the south.
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Paintings predominate from the Central Indian plateau to 
further western bordering areas. In the east, both 
paintings and engravings coexist but the megalithic art of 
the north-east is represented by petroglyphs only. In 
India, the Central Indian plateau region has a relative 
concentration of naturalistic motifs and larger panels 
displaying compositions of narratives or episodes. But in 
the north as well as in the megalithic art prevalent in 
South India, motifs are simple or rudimentary both in 
form and style. Larger panels are rare and individual 
motifs are more concentrated. In eastern India, a 
preponderance of non-figurative designs, including the 
symbolic use of idealised motifs, is apparent. Similarities, 
both in theme and style are evident between the rock art 
in central and western parts of India.

More studies on Western sites

Sonawane (1996a, 1996b) has studied several rock art 
sites in Gujarat and in Chamardi site he has found 
figures of sailing boats, which might have occurred due 
to the proximity of the Gogha port to the rock art site 
on the Saurashtra coast. Giriraj Kumar (1981) studied 
seventy painted rock art sites in Rajasthan in great detail, 
both independently and jointly with R.K. Pancholi and 
others (1992), and on the rock art of the Upper Chambal 
valley. M.L. Sharma (1996) also explored some rock art 
sites in Rajasthan. Kumar (1992) classified the rock art 
of the Chambal valley into the following four successive 
phases:

I Hunting-gathering.
From Upper Palaeolithic (25000-12000 BP) 
to the Mesolithic period (12000-6000 BP).

II Hunting-gathering to cattle rearing.
Pre-Chalcolithic Period (6000-5/4000 BP).

III Cattle-rearing with the introduction of humped bull. 
Chalcolithic Period (5000-2500 BP).

IV Literacy activity. Pre-Mauryan Period to a few 
centuries ago (2500-300 BP).

Published literature 
- a thematic assessment

For last ten years rock art research in India has gained 
momentum since the formation of two separate 
professional bodies: Indian Rock Art Research 
Association and Rock Art Society of India (RASI). Both 
organisations are recognised by and affiliated to the 
International Federation of Rock Art Organisations 
(IFRAO), Australia. With the formation of RASI, rock art

researchers have gained a national platform for the 
purpose of free exchange of academic interaction and 
regular discussions of problematic issues concerning rock 
art. Through organising conferences and exhibitions, the 
publication of its journal and other regular performances, 
RASI has significant role in the promotion of research, 
dissemination of appreciation and interest attached to 
rock art and the conservation of rock art sites. In 1990, 
since the inception of the Rock Art Society of India and 
its journal ‘Purakala’, a total number of nine volumes 
were released before the year 2000. A total number of 80 
papers and notes etc. have already been published in nine 
volumes of the journal. A thematic assessment of the 
published 80 articles in ‘Purakala’ (Table 1) has been 
attempted here. Similar thematic analyses has been made 
on three major edited books containing papers on rock 
art as well as another 72 articles, papers, memoirs and 
books etc. published on the rock art of India within last 
130 years. The three major edited volumes under present 
analysis are:

I Rock Art of India.
Edited by K.K. Chakravarty (1984). The volume 
contains 35 papers by different scholars of which 29 
papers cover the rock art in India.

II Rock Art in the Old World.
Edited by M. Lorblanchet (1992). The volume 
contains 11 papers on India.

Ill Recent Perspectives on Prehistoric Art in India and 
Allied Subjects.
Edited by R.K. Sharma and K.K. Tripathi (1995).
The volume contains 20 papers on rock art in India. 
Thematic analysis of a total number of 195 papers 

on rock art of India published in different periods for 
last 130 years (Table 1) reveals that regional studies 
were/are the prime interest to researchers (28.21 %).
The other areas of rock art research in order of 
importance are: reports on discoveries (13.85 %); on 
method, technique and documentation (6.67 %); 
determining a pan-Indian pattern (6.15 %); conservation 
and site management (5.64 %); the scope of rock art 
research as an independent discipline (4.62 %); 
ascertaining cultural chronology (4.62 %); ethno- 
archaeology (4.62 %); related archaeological evidences 
(4.10 %); excavations of rock art sites (3.59 %); on 
aspects of rock art study in India (3.07 %); environment, 
ecology, flora and fauna (2.05 %); studies of cupules site 
(2.05 %); on purpose (2.05 %); and stylistic studies 
(2.05 %). Relatively neglected areas of rock art studies in 
India are: chronological determination (1.54 %); 
appreciation of rock art (1.02 %); theoretical approaches 
(1.02 %); ethics for research (1.02 %); scientific dating 
techniques (0.51 %); ostrich eggshell studies (0.51 %); 
planning for exhibiting rock art (0.51 %); stylistics 
(0.51 %); techniques (0.51 %); geological context
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Table: 1 Thematic Analysis of the Major Rock art Studies in India (1870-2000).

Major/Primary

Area of Study

Purakala

Vol .1-9

Journals and Books

Rock art Rock art in

of India the Old World

(1984) (1992)

Recent

Perspectives on 

Prehistoric Art 

in India and 

Allied Subjects 

(1995)

Others Total (%)

1. Regional Study 12 2 4 9 28 55 (28.21)

2. Report of Discovery/note 

on a site or of a region

7 7 13 27 (13.85)

3. On Method/Technique 

of Documentation

6 2 3 2 13 (6.67)

4. Preservation, Conservation 

& Site Management

7 1 2 1 11 (5.64)

5. As an Emerging Discipline 9 9 (4.62)

6. Ethno - Archaeology 2 2 2 3 9 (4.62)

7. Pan - Indian Pattern 1 4 1 6 12 (6.15)

8. General Discussions on

Indian Perspective

2 2 2 6 (3.07)

9. Related Archaeological

Evidence/s

2 1 1 4 8 (4.10)

10. Related Environment,

Ecology, Flora & Fauna

2 1 1 4 (2.05)

11. On Cupule Site 3 1 4 (2.05)

12. Cultural Chronology/Sequence/s 3 6 9 (4.62)

13. Excavation of Site/s 1 2 4 7 (3.59)

14. Appreciation of Rock art 2 2 (1.02)

15. Theoretical Study 2 2 (1.02)

16. Chronology, in General 2 1 3 (1.54)

17. Ethics for Research 2 2 (1.02)

18. Scientific Technique/s 

for Data Analysis
1 1 (0.51)

19. Evidence of Art on

Ostrich - Egg - Shell

1 1 (0.51)

20. Rock art, as an Exhibit 1 1 (0-51)

21. On Purpose, Function, Motive 1 3 4 (2.05)

22. On Style 1 1 (0-51)

23. On Technique. 1 1 (0.51)

24. Geological Context 1 1 (0.51)

25. Strategy for Study in India 1 1 (0-51)

26. Its Influence on Contemporary Ar. 1 1 (0.51)

Total number of Papers/Articles/

Notes etc. on Rock art in India

63 29 11 20 72 195 (100 %)

i. On Rock art Sites, outside India 10 2 12

ii. Aspects on Rock'art, in General 5 3 1 9

iii. Global Perspective 2 2 1 3

Total 80 35 11 21 72 219
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(0.51 %); strategy for research in India (0.51 %); and 
the influence of rock art on contemporary art (0.51 %).

On methods of study

Collection of empirical data is the basis for any rock art 
research. Each individual problem has its discrete 
working hypothesis, study design and methodology. 
Techniques of recording and arrangement of data for 
analysis are all integral parts of the research methodology. 
In rock art research, precision in recording and 
documentation, and standardisation of techniques is 
essential. A general consensus among researchers on 
ascertaining basic parameters and attributes for rock art 
research is required to further comparative studies 
between sites and regions. From this general review of the 
published literature on rock art in India it is clear that 
dependable and appropriate recording of rock art is 
limited. The majority of scholars have analysed and 
discussed selected motifs in support of their view, 
ignoring the presence of other motifs at the sites. Free 
hand sketches do not portray an exact proportionate 
copy from the rock art. This technique is biased but is 
still adopted by many scholars. Without any minimum 
quantitative assessment with basic standardised 
information on form, style, content, colour scheme,

superimposition etc. on all visible motifs available in a 
particular site, any further comparison between sites or 
regions is unreasonable. Such limitations exist in Indian 
rock art studies. But gradually more scholars are being 
attracted to detailed recording of the entire rock art site. 
Several scholars have proposed different techniques for 
recording and have set analytical parameters and methods 
in general for rock art research in India (Chakraverty & 
Ghosh 1996; Ghosh 1932, 1984; Kumar 1996; Mathpal 
1977-78, 1984, 1996, 1998).

To obtain a more meaningful result, rock art must be 
viewed, compared and integrated with other 
archaeological evidences in a distinctive cultural matrix of 
a region. The uniqueness of primeval rock art in India is 
that a continuum of the art tradition is evident among 
pre-literate and indigenous ethnic entities. Therefore close 
comparisons between the rock art and material culture, 
social organisation, religious belief and practices among 
the indigenous egalitarian societies may render suitable 
clues for explaining the ethnic identity of past art 
practising groups. It is already established that India is 
one of the most potent and fascinating zones for the early 
emergence of Palaeolithic art. Rock art research has the 
scope for explaining the process for early development of 
primordial art, and genesis of the distinct art tradition 
within an evolving cultural context. A hundred and thirty 
years of rock art research has unveiled sufficient evidence 
to reinterpret the ethno-history of India.
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Chinese Rock Art Research 
in the Twentieth Century
Chen Zhao Fu

China’s rock art was first recorded in ancient Chinese 
literature in the 3rd century BC, twenty-three hundred 
years ago, but serious investigation and research did not 
commence until the beginning of the twentieth century. 
This was an important event in Chinese academia. Since 
this point both scholars and amateurs have made great 
efforts within the discipline and many rock art sites have 
been discovered in over 164 of the counties throughout 
20 provinces although this is by no means a complete 
count of all of the drawings and figures.

Geographical distribution

Geographically, the limits of known rock art sites span 
from the coast of the Pacific Ocean in the east to the 
Pamirs in the west, from the Amur River, Inner Mongolia, 
in the north, to the Zuojiang River, bordering Vietnam, in 
the south. According to twentieth century research, 
China’s rock art distribution consists of three 
geographically distinct groups: northern, south western 
and the south-eastern traditions.

The northern tradition

The rock art of the north is distributed in Inner 
Mongolia, Xinjiang, Ningxia, Gansu, and Qinghai. 
Characteristics of this widespread engraving tradition are 
its stylistic realism, the subject matter of which is 
predominantly animals (constituting 95 per cent of the 
depictions) of a wide variety of species. The rock art in 
the grasslands of Inner Mongolia was that of nomadic 
hunting and pastoral cultures that lived in north and 
north-western China. It was thought that most of 
northern China’s rock art consisted of open-air 
engravings but recent discoveries of painting traditions in 
shallow caves have been made in Inner Mongolia, 
Xinjiang and Ningxia. Also, in 1993 red and black 
negative hand imprints were discovered in caves in the 
Yabulai Mountain area, Alashan (western Inner 
Mongolia). Some scholars have suggested that these 
belong to the Palaeolithic period, around 30000 BP, but 
others remain sceptical.

Rock art in Xinjiang was first discovered in the 
1920s and has since been found throughout the whole 
region. Representations of animals predominate but there 
are also occasional schematic and abstract designs. Some 
paintings were found in caves in the Altai Mountains 
recently. The paintings are predominantly red with a 
varied subject matter including animals, human activities 
and geometric ‘vulva’ motifs. These themes suggest that 
the rock art was made by a matriarchal society at least
5,000 years ago.

That the rock art seems to have been created by a 
variety of ethnic groups testifies to the diverse racial 
make-up and cultural background of the population. 
Connections are evident with Russia, Mongolia and the 
Near East. As far as rock art is concerned the Xinjiang 
region is the most complicated in China, because the 
chronology and artists’ nationalities are difficult to 
determine.

The immense number of rock art sites in the north 
has meant that it has been avoided by researchers.

The south-western tradition

The south-western rock art tradition is distributed 
throughout Yunnan, Guangxi, Guizhou and Sichuan. The 
predominant subject matter is of human activities, 
especially of a religious nature. Rock paintings, mostly 
executed using red mineral pigments, are common. Tibet, 
often referred to as ‘the roof of the world’ because most 
of it is over 4,000 m above sea level, is a large area with 
a small population and therefore discoveries of rock art 
sites have been limited. In 1985, we found only 3 rock art 
sites in Ritu county, western Tibet. But, since then we 
have located 60 sites across 13 counties with around 500 
groups of pictures. Rock art is scattered across very vast 
areas, even in “no mans land” in north Tibet.

Tibetan rock engravings and paintings are rich in 
subject matter. Of the thousands of figures, eighty percent 
are animals and the remainder consist of human figures, 
spirits, symbols, plants, implements, structures and others 
images. It is likely that different cultures in different 
historical periods executed these images. Recent studies 
suggest that Tibetan rock art appeared in a period when 
hunting and pastoralism existed side by side, from the
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late Stone Age to the early Metal Age (about 3000 BP) 
and continued after the initial spread of Buddhism into 
China. Some Tibetan rock art, especially the paintings, 
has close affinities with both the northern and south
western rock art traditions but due to its geographical 
location in the south it is grouped with the south-western 
tradition.

The south-eastern coast tradition

The south-eastern coast rock art group is distributed 
across Jiangsu, Fujian, Guangdong, Taiwan, Hong Kong 
and Macao. A main theme of these rock engravings is sea 
activities but it is abstract designs that dominate the 
subject matter. In Taiwan, the Wanshan petroglyphs, 
located within dense jungle, have a very simple topic that 
seems to be irrelevant of economical activities. They 
probably depict religious activities. The local religion is 
one of ancestor worship. The tribesmen believed that life 
came from earth and stone and was related to Lake 
Dalubaling in the Central Mountain. In the east of the 
Lake, in close proximity to the petroglyphs, stood a large 
stone pillar which was believed to be the assembling place 
for Aididingan, ancestral spirits who created life. These 
events are the subject matter of the petroglyphs that 
depict human figures, human faces (masks), snakes, 
spirals, concentric circles and cupules. The human figures 
wear branched head-dresses, have raised hands, slightly 
bent legs and have no feet. Radiating lines protrude from 
the masks, a feature that is typical of the plastic arts that 
appear exclusively in Eastern Asia and the Circum-Pacific 
archipelago. The snakes, masks, and human heads also 
bear many affinities with contemporary local groups 
woodcarvings. The footprints depict the traces of tribal

Figure 1. Petroglyphs from the Flelanshan Mountains, 
Ningxia.

Figure 2. Petroglyphs 
from the Ali District, 
Tibet.

Figure 3. A painting of village life, 
Cangyuan, Yunnan.

it tilt
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movements and the cupules and abstract line curves dealt 
with racial proliferation and ancestry. Perhaps because of 
changes in ways of living, several abstract symbols have 
lost their significance and thus cannot be understood 
now. The scope of research into the south-eastern coast 
rock art tradition is incomprehensive and the number of 
sites is few. But the independent style of this tradition, not 
only in content but also in form, is obvious.

Artistic developments

Rock art is a very broad subject with numerous angles of 
research. Presently, I approach China’s rock art using the 
five major categories of artistic development that were 
devised by Professor Anati: 1) hunters, 2) pastoralists,
3) complex economy, 4) farmers and 5) voyagers.

(1) Hunters

The hunting way of life has persisted since human 
origins. Early hunters art consists primarily of large 
animal figures and many symbols. In the rock art of 
northern China, the animal repertoire includes wild oxen, 
tigers, deer, horses, and camels in what today is a desert 
environment. The figures are isolated and always appear 
on vertical rock surfaces. Rock paintings have been 
discovered in shallow caves on the cliffs along the Jinsha 
River (the upper reach of Changjiang River/Yangtze 
River). Their subject matter is dominated by wild 
animals, wild oxen always being depicted centrally. One 
is 3.8 m wide by 2.8 m high and is beautifully shaped 
with smooth lines. Complex symbol designs also appear. 
The dates of these images are not certain but such large 
animal figures suggest that they belong to the Early 
Hunter period. It has long been suggested that the 
Americas and Oceania were originally colonised from 
East Asia during the Late Pleistocene. The early rock art 
of these continents is non-iconic and abstract as is that of 
China. Therefore, discussion of the origins of art cannot 
be limited to evidence of large animal figures from 
western Europe, as has been the case almost exclusively 
so far.

Late Hunters art includes scenes of hunting and 
other daily life activities. This art is executed in a 
naturalistic style and depicts scenes of hunting and 
dancing, fighting and intercourse. Men with bows and 
arrows constitute the most widespread scenes. The 
simplest consists of a single flying arrow heading for a 
deer, thus symbolising the action of hunting without 
depicting human involvement. Other examples, from 
Kuluktag, Xinjiang, Heishan and Gansu, depict the siege 
of a wild ox that is completely surrounded by hunters. It 
was also during this phase that the worship of divinities

began. This can be seen in the frequent depiction of 
masked beings that reveal a rich romanticism. The 
concept of deities was born from man’s longing for 
existence and has persisted throughout history, albeit in 
different forms. In the beginning, early hunter’s idols were 
animal and we find evidence of this in the masked animal 
engravings of northern and southern China. The high 
level of decoration of most of these masks reflects 
worship of the animal.

(2) Pastoralists

In addition to wild animals there are many domestic 
animals depicted in rock art. The occurrence of these 
indicates a change from a simple hunting and gathering 
way of life toward a more developed, pastoral and 
nomadic existence. When this development occurs both 
wild and domestic animals appear in the rock art. 
Eventually the depiction of domestic animals dominates 
and completely replaces that of wild animals. The 
primary domestic animals were goats, horses, cows, 
sheep, camels and dogs, with which the herdsmen had 
most close relations. The animal figures are always 
arranged into designs.

The so-called “Animal Style” was one of skilful 
representations of animals. This was the fine art of the 
nomadic peoples who moved into the Asian steppes. The 
decorative skill of the “Animal Style” was to display 
animals in opposition to one another, standing side by 
side, often in pairs. Arrangements were made, of one 
animal on top of another or one large animal 
encompassing many small ones, to constitute a decorative 
pattern. One of the most recent finds in Xinjiang Uygur 
Autonomous Region is the Hutubi site of rock engravings 
which has fascinated scholars with its explicit genital 
expression. Some 300 human figures, horses, tiger, sheep, 
oxen and bears are depicted, covering an upright section 
of red rock nine meters high and stretching fourteen 
meters from east to west. The main section of the panel 
consists of a group of nine female dancers that are 
separated from a male figure by two pair of horses. The 
male figure is painted in bright red. His posture is slightly 
reclined, has an erect penis and wears a hat. The pair of 
horses indicates that prehistoric people practised a kind 
of sorcery, performing magical rites which they thought 
would enhance fertility in order to stimulate a flourishing 
population of people and animals. The local beliefs and 
rites may also be linked to those of other ancient cultures 
in central and southern Asia. This ritual scene of a male 
figure and 9 females dancing around two sets of mating 
horses may have some relationship to an episode of 
famous Indian Sanskrit epic, Ramayana, in which the 
King of Ceylon asks a sorcerer for help in gaining a son. 
The sorcerer used a mare in the ritual process, setting it 
free to mate. It is recaptured in the spring, when it is
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Figure 4. A painting at Huashan, Zuojiang River, 
Guangxi.

pregnant, and bound to a sacrificial altar where the 
sorcerer again exercises his magic. Thus the queen is able 
to conceive and bear a son.

(3) Complex Economy Populations and
(4) Farmers Populations.

In the northern grasslands the rock art of farming 
cultures is scarce but in the south this type is common. 
Many rock engravings of masks have been found in the 
south-eastern area. The Lianyungang rock engravings are 
of special interest, the engraved crop designs reflecting 
the development of agriculture. There are also many 
anthropomorphic masks (mythical beings?) that are 
depicted on the end of stalks. Perhaps they reflect the 
worship of the sun and earth at a time when agriculture 
was the main economic resource. Most Chinese scholars 
consider them to date to the Neolithic. At Cuangyuan, in 
Yunnan Province, a painting depicts pairs of people, each 
with a pestle, pounding grain in a common mortar. This 
is a scene of village life: a circle represents the village 
borders and encloses pile dwellings with people 
pounding grain nearby. Several lines connected to the 
outside of the circle represent paths or roads. Figures of 
people are shown walking on the roads towards the 
village, some carrying weapons, others driving pigs and 
oxen. These domestic animals seem to have been 
captured from other villages. Based upon a synthetic 
study of these drawings and symbols the author has 
reconstructed the daily life of the people who left these 
paintings on the cliffs: these people built permanent 
houses and led a sedentary life in large settlement; they 
engaged in herding of oxen and pigs; they farmed and

Figure 5. A design of Zhuhai petroglyphs, Guangdong.

pounded some kind of grain (rice?) in mortars; they 
hunted using spears, lassos and other methods; some 
form of leadership probably existed; battles occurred; 
and rituals, including dances, were held often. This is a 
typical scene of farming and mixed economic life.

(5) Voyagers
Rock art of voyagers or ocean cultures reveals that 
prehistoric man traversed the ocean on small boats. The 
presence of boat designs in the rock art of the south
eastern region allow allocation of this tradition to the 
voyagers type. In October 1989, petroglyphs were found 
in Zhuhai City, Guangdong Province. The Zhuhai 
petroglyphs have been widely recognised and discussed by 
some rock art experts and scholars in China. One of the 
most representative designs is 5 m long by 2.9 m high 
and is filled with waves, clouds, boats, and voyagers 
jumping into the top of the wave. Zhuhai petrolyphs 
reflect the ancient life and beliefs of the coastal Yue 
culture. It is a masterpiece of voyager type rock art in 
China.

Abstract designs of all kinds - including dots, lines, 
circles, concentric circles, and some astral-like patterns - 
occur in voyager type engravings. Among the geometric 
elements in the Macao and Hong Kong rock art sites 
there are: double or interlocking spirals; square meanders, 
generally referred to as “lei”; thunder; and “yun” cloud 
patterns similar to those in Chinese art.

Hua’an rock engravings are highly stylised or 
abstract. There enigmatic quality has tempted many 
people to guess at their meaning. Many scholars consider 
the engravings to be a form of ancient writing of
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minority ethnic groups but they cannot be sure. When I 
saw the engravings I was surprised by the similarity of 
some of the very stylised masks to ancient Chinese 
writing. The possibility for such close links between rock 
art and early forms of writing would be an interesting 
line of enquiry.

Recent developments

Towards the end of the twentieth century, Chinese rock 
art research became part of the international rock art 
scene. For this I thank Professor E. Anati, who 
introduced my book of Chinese rock art that was 
published in Europe. Professor Anati has himself visited 
China almost annually for the last decade and he wrote a 
book about the Helan Mountain rock art. In 1991, the 
International Conference on Rock Art and the CAR 
(International Committee on Rock Art, ICOMOS)

General Meeting was held in Yinchuan, Ningxia Hui 
Autonomous Region, and China. The conference was 
convened by myself and attended by Professor Anati and 
140 scholars from 14 countries all over the world. The 
main objectives were to establish a world-wide 
awareness of the importance of China’s prehistoric rock 
art, to express China’s concern at the deterioration of 
such a valuable part of our cultural heritage and to 
discuss and compare Chinese research and recording 
methods with those of other countries. The second rock 
art international conference, presented by Dr. J. Glottes, 
was held in 2000. China opened her rock art to the 
world and continues to pursue co-operation with foreign 
rock art research scholars. Chinese rock art research 
needs such international co-operation but, meanwhile, 
we must do all that we can ourselves. The twentieth 
century has passed but when looking back I cannot help 
but sigh with emotion at the development of Chinese 
rock art studies from its infancy to youth. I look forward 
to participation in its future developments.
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Southern African Rock Art in the New Millennium
Janette Deacon

Figure 1. Rock paintings at Tsodilo, a recent nomination 
to the World Heritage list.

Setting the scene

The year 2000 started full of promise for the promotion 
of Southern African rock art. At a global level, ties with 
UNESCO were strengthened when Botswana signed the 
World Heritage Convention and announced the 
nomination of the rock art site at Tsodilo (Figure 1) for 
the World Heritage List. Namibia, with the rock art sites 
of the Brandberg and Twyfelfontein on their tentative list, 
signed the convention early in the year and will be 
admitted as the 159th state party. This leaves Lesotho 
and Swaziland as the only Southern African countries 
that are not yet signatories to the Convention.

At a regional level, the Southern African Rock Art 
Project (SARAP), which began in 1996 as a regional 
strategy for rock art conservation and management, 
became part of ICCROM’s Africa 2009 programme and 
received substantial funding from NORAD to proceed. A 
workshop was held in Tanzania in July 2000 jointly with 
ICCROM’s Africa 2009 programme, and a training 
course was held in Zambia in 2001.

At a national level in South Africa, President Thabo 
Mbeki mentioned with pride the wealth of rock art in the 
country in his State of the Nation Address at the opening 
of Parliament on 4 February 2000. This was 
unprecedented for a head of state in South Africa and 
probably in Africa too. It signals a new awareness of rock 
art as a component of African heritage that transcends 
political boundaries and has potential as a meaningful 
icon for the African Renaissance movement currently 
being promoted by Mbeki and other African leaders 
(Makgoba 1999).

Acknowledging the significance of rock art in its 
global, national and regional context, this paper 
addresses the conservation and management of rock 
paintings and engravings in Southern Africa and the ways 
in which initiatives taken in the last few decades are likely 
to influence projects in 2000 and beyond. It summarises 
the results of recent rock art conservation and 
management projects and identifies the fields in which 
future work will be concentrated.

The main areas of concern are not new to Emmanuel 
Anati who has had to face many challenges in his career 
and has been generous in sharing his experiences both in 
Southern Africa (Anati 1985) and further afield. We are
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Figure 2. San rock painting from the Gifberg, 'Western Cape. Nasal blood, figures covered 
with karosses (cloaks) and laying on of hands indicate a healing ritual.

therefore sure that he would agree that Southern African 
rock art initiatives in the forthcoming millennium will be 
strengthened if they join forces at a regional level. There 
is a special need for political and governmental support, 
for the development and sharing of technical expertise, 
for innovative methods of public education, and for the 
development of appropriate site promotion and 
conservation measures for the management of rock art 
sites that are to be used for tourism.

Although the research component of rock art in the 
region is equally important, it will not be dealt with here. 
Readers are referred instead to short histories of rock art 
research in South Africa, Zimbabwe and Botswana that 
have been published recently and provide a useful 
baseline for assessing the future of this important subject 
in the new millennium (Garlake 1997; Lewis-Williams 
1998; Walker 1998; Deacon 1999). In his paper, David 
Lewis-Williams (Lewis-Williams 1998) summarised the 
research contributions of various authors from the 1870s 
to the 1990s and drew attention to the changing 
interpretations of mainly San (Bushman) rock paintings 
and rock engravings. After a century of relative obscurity, 
keys to understanding the meaning of the art from San 
ethnography were developed from the 1970s onwards,

resulting in increasing intensity and diversity in research 
projects. This trend, largely driven by the example of 
Lewis-Williams, is evident also in Lesotho, Namibia and 
Zimbabwe and is spreading gradually to Botswana, 
Zambia, Malawi, Tanzania and Mozambique. It is now 
generally agreed that the rock art done by the San can be 
interpreted with the use of San ethnography from the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. This art was primarily 
religious in nature with a powerful link to altered states 
of consciousness (Figure 2). Rock art produced by more 
recent Bantu-speaking farmers was related mainly to 
initiation rituals and has been strongly influenced by 
social and political events.

Surveys and databases

Results of the 1995 survey of rock art databases in 
official government institutions in eleven Southern 
African countries indicate that there are at least 14,000 
sites on record in the region (Deacon 1997). However 
this is not an accurate reflection of the actual number. In 
several countries there has been no attempt to create a
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Figure 3. Location of rock art sites in Southern Africa 
identified for nomination as World Heritage sites.
1: Tchitundu-Hule; 2: Kondoa; 3: Kasama;
4: Dedza-Chongoni; 5: Vumba; 6: Matopos;
7: Tsodilo; 8: Brandberg; 9: Northern Cape;
10: Cederberg; 11: Drakensberg in KwaZulu-Natal.
The Soutpansberg rock art in South Africa, not numbered 
but across the border from Zimbabwe, may be included 
in a nomination of the Mapungubwe cultural landscape.

national database, while in most instances the records 
have been compiled on an ad hoc basis over the past 
50,100 years and have not been verified (Walker 1998). 
Where purposeful surveys of small areas have been 
conducted, three to five times more sites are commonly 
discovered (Mazel 1982; Deacon 1994, 1995:83). Any 
serious attempt at conservation and management of rock 
art sites in an area must therefore include a field survey. 
This has become standard practice in most national and 
provincial parks and nature reserves in Southern Africa, 
particularly where rock art is offered as a tourist 
attraction, but many geographical gaps remain.

While there have been numerous publications on 
rock art in Southern African countries (see Davis 1990 
for a review), thorough and purposeful surveys in defined 
geographical areas have been few and far between. The 
Drakensberg region is a case in point. These mountains, 
which include a rich and diverse range of rock paintings, 
extend into three South African provinces as well as 
Lesotho. Surveys have focused on relatively small areas 
within the mountain chain and have been assisted by 
information gathered over many years by a wide variety 
of people who reported sites to museums and other 
organisations. The Analysis of Rock Art in Lesotho 
(ARAL) Project was one of the first to do a systematic 
survey (Smits 1988) and eventually recorded over 750 
sites (Mitchell 1993) between the late 1960s and the mid 
1980s, mainly in the western part of the country. Most of 
the records are currently in the Netherlands. Further sites 
(about 30) have been added to the list in surveys for the 
Lesotho Highlands Development Authority (for example,

Parkington & Poggenpoel 1979). In the adjacent region 
of the eastern Free State, some 500 sites are on record at 
the National Museum (Loubser 1991). David Lewis- 
Williams and others have recorded sites on the south
western side of the mountain range in the Eastern Cape 
but have done systematic surveys only in selected areas. 
Patricia Vinnicombe (1976) recorded paintings at 315 
sites in the southern Underberg region of KwaZulu-Natal 
and adjacent region of Lesotho in the 1950s and 1960s. 
Harald Pager selected the Ndedema Gorge in the eastern 
Drakensberg for detailed recording of 17 sites in the 
1960s (Pager 1971). In the late 1970s, the managers of 
what was then the Natal Parks Board appointed Aron 
Mazel (1982) to undertake a survey of the rock paintings 
in the north-eastern part of the Natal Drakensberg Park 
and about 600 sites and 20,000 individual paintings were 
recorded during this survey. Apart from the Natal 
Museum archive, there is no single database, however, 
that draws these records together.

Other areas where significant surveying and 
recording has taken place in South Africa include the 
Cederberg mountains in the Western Cape (Deacon 1994, 
1995; Yates et al. 1994), the Soutpansberg in the 
Northern Province (Eastwood & Fish 1996), and the 
Northern Cape (Fock 1979; Fock &c Fock 1984, 1989).
In Namibia detailed surveys have been done in the 
Brandberg (Pager 1989, 1993, 1995, 1998), from which 
some 25,000 images have been published, and at rock 
engraving sites such as Twyfelfontein and many others 
(Scherz 1970, 1975, 1986). In Botswana, systematic 
recording and analysis of rock art is progressing (Pule
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Figure 4. The result of an experiment to 
test a commercial stone sealant on a rock 
painting in the Kruger National Park, 
South Africa. This was part of a research 
programme conducted in the 1970s and 
was clearly unsuccessful.

1998:244) with a focus on Tsodilo (Campbell et al. 1994) 
and the northeast (Walker 1998). In Zimbabwe, where 
there are records of some 3,000 sites, rock paintings 
mainly follow the distribution of granite outcrops in the 
Matopos, central and north-east regions (Garlake 1995,
1997). Similar styles to those in Zimbabwe have been 
found during surveys in the western and northern 
provinces of Mozambique (Adamowicz 1987; Fernando 
1996) and in the Kondoa region of Tanzania (Masao 
1979; Leakey 1983; Anati 1985). A different style of 
painting, relating to African farmers rather than hunter- 
gatherers, has been recorded systematically in surveys in 
the Dedza-Chongoni district of Malawi, at Mwela rocks 
east of Kasama in northern Zambia (Phillipson 1972; 
Smith 1995), and at Tchitundu-Hule in southern Angola 
(Gutierrez 1996) (see Figure 3).

The question whether or not there is value in having 
a national database, and in then collating this 
information with databases from other Southern African 
countries, has been debated. The general opinion is that 
as long as databases include the same information 
according to an internationally accepted core data 
standard, they will be broadly compatible and can be 
collated when necessary. The 1995 survey, however, 
indicated that many of the existing rock art databases in 
Southern Africa are not computerised (Deacon 1997), 
although they do include the categories of the 
internationally accepted core data standard for 
archaeological sites and monuments developed by 
CIDOC (see Thornes & Bold 1998). There are probably 
two main reasons why a regional database is not a

priority at present. First, computerising the information 
will be costly in both time and money, particularly if it is 
to be checked in the field. Secondly, the benefits from 
research projects that focus on interpretation or on 
surveys of small areas are perceived to be greater. 
Regional database projects therefore do not attract 
researchers. However, in view of the need for a 
collaborative effort, the Rock Art Research Institute at 
the University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, 
recently upgraded from a Unit to give it more 
permanence, has the best national rock art archive and 
database in the region and may consider collating 
information from other centres in the future (B. Smith, 
pers. comm.).

Physical intervention

In South Africa, the National Monuments Council 
(NMC) undertook a 10-year programme in collaboration 
with the National Building Research Institute in the 
1970s and 1980s to investigate methods of stabilising 
weathering process on surfaces with rock art (Rudner 
1989). Epoxy driplines were installed at several sites to 
lead runoff away from rock paintings and were successful 
in arresting further deposition of salts in some instances 
(Loubser & Van Aardt 1979). Research on the source of 
moisture on painted rock surfaces in the Drakensberg has 
been conducted by Ian Meiklejohn of the University of 
Pretoria. He has shown that although the paintings are
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affected by some moisture from within the rock, most of 
the damage to the painted surface is done by moisture on 
the surface (Meiklejohn 1994).

Experiments with sealants have not been successful 
in preserving either rock paintings or engravings in South 
Africa (Rudner 1989) where silicon-based products 
caused the build-up of moisture behind the sealant with 
consequent darkening of the surface (Figure 4). In 
Zimbabwe, linseed oil was put on rock paintings in 
Pomongwe Cave in the 1950s in the mistaken belief that 
it would enhance them. Instead it has caused considerable 
damage (Walker 1996:2).

The lack of expertise in the field of rock art 
conservation is probably Southern Africa’s greatest 
shortcoming. There are no posts anywhere in the 
subcontinent for people with specialist training in this 
field and we rely on importing experts on short-term 
contracts when crises arise.

Condition reporting and monitoring

In general, detailed condition reporting has not been a 
feature of rock art site recording programmes in Southern 
Africa. The value of such recording is illustrated, 
however, in a report on sites in the Natal Drakensberg 
that were photographed or traced in the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. Comparisons between these 
images and those remaining on the rock shelter walls 
have been collated and published by Val Ward of the 
Natal Museum who was assisted by a volunteer group 
known as Berg Watch. They show that the rock art that 
dates to the nineteenth century (because it illustrates 
horses and other colonial themes) is deteriorating faster 
than earlier paintings (Ward 1997), presumably because 
of differences in the recipes used for the paint. Studies 
like this one could be extended to other regions where 
accurate copies or photographs are available.

Visitor control

Lessons learned in Australia and North America in 
particular have filtered through to Southern Africa 
and as a result several countries have begun to 
concentrate their conservation programmes on the 
control of visitors at sites that are open to the public, 
rather than on the painted or engraved surfaces 
themselves. Boardwalks have been installed at a few sites 
in South Africa where dust is a problem, for example at 
Main Caves in the Natal Drakensberg Park and in the 
Waterberg in the Northern Province. At the Matopos in

Zimbabwe, small site museums offer information for the 
visitor. At Twyfelfontein in Namibia, there is a guide on 
site.

Boardwalks are not always the best solution, 
however. At the Tandjesberg shelter in the eastern Free 
State Province of South Africa, a boardwalk was installed 
in 1993. Unfortunately, the wood used was not treated 
and when a fire raged through the valley in 1998, the 
boardwalk caught fire and damaged the painted panel. 
Repairs have been made and stone slabs will replace the 
boardwalk over the floor of the shelter (Ouzman, pers. 
comm.).

Graffiti on rock art is an international problem. The 
National Monuments Council (NMC) in South Africa 
(which changed its name in April 2000 to the South 
African Heritage Resources Agency or SAHRA) has been 
engaged since 1990 in a programme of graffiti removal 
from rock art sites. About 30 sites have been cleaned 
with a team of volunteers from the NMC staff. Graffiti 
are recorded before removal and sites are monitored 
afterwards. New graffiti have been added at only two 
sites so far. The programme is combined with visits to 
local communities to explain the value of rock art and 
the need to combat vandalism (Deacon 1995).

Throughout Southern Africa, paintings have faded 
because people put water on them to enhance the 
colours, while many have fallen victim to damage caused 
by cattle and sheep rubbing against painted surfaces. 
Some paintings have been obliterated by the removal of 
paint by traditional healers who believe that medicine 
made from the paint will make people invulnerable to 
bullets (Prins 1996). Consultation with several of these 
healers has led to them considering alternative sources of 
power.

In Zimbabwe, the rock art site at Dombashava has 
been an interesting case study that highlights several 
issues and problems relating to local ownership and 
visitor control that are common to all Southern African 
countries. Recognising a need for developing expertise in 
rock art management, the National Museums and 
Monuments of Zimbabwe (NMMZ) has appointed a staff 
member, Pascall Taruvinga, specifically for rock art 
conservation and research. The NMMZ strategy “not 
only emphasises research, but also makes research results 
available and accessible to ordinary people” (Pwiti &c 
Mvenge 1997:818).

The strategy is part of a masterplan for national 
heritage management that identified Dombashava as a 
major site with educational and tourist value. However, 
problems have arisen, as a result of different perceptions 
about how the site should be used. Whereas the NMMZ 
has focused attention on the rock art by providing 
facilities and information for local and overseas visitors, 
the local residents wish to continue using the rock shelter
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for rainmaking ceremonies. Rainmaking involves lighting 
a fire in the shelter under a natural chimney which the 
local people believe is an entrance to the world of their 
ancestors. They believe also that the entire hill and 
adjacent forest is sacred and should not be open to 
tourists. Smoke from the rainmaking fire damages the 
paintings, but as local tradition attributes the paintings 
to mythical ghost creatures known as madzimudzangara, 
to whom they are not culturally connected, rainmaking 
rather than tourism is their priority. “Thus we have a 
situation where legislation has protected one aspect of 
the heritage, the visible rock art, and ignored another 
aspect, the spiritual and invisible” (Pwiti & Mvenge 
1997:820).

The tensions between NMMZ and the local people 
led initially to the burning down of a small curio shop at 
the visitors’ parking lot in the early 1990s. Dialogue 
between the two sides was opened in order to find a 
mutually acceptable solution. NMMZ was advised to 
cool the anger of the ancestral spirits by giving the elders 
three head of cattle to be slaughtered and offered to the 
ancestral spirits. Tourist access to the sacred forest was 
limited and the local people were allowed to share in the 
economic benefits deriving from the new visitor centre. 
The visitor centre brought electricity to the village and 
opened up new opportunities for the marketing of curios 
and other wares. The situation improved for several 
years, but in 1998 the rock art was vandalised one night 
(P. Taruvinga, pers. comm.). No arrests were made, but 
the suspect is believed to be a disaffected former 
employee of NMMZ. Brown oil-based paint was smeared 
over most of the rock art and, with assistance from Terje 
Norsted in Norway, experiments are underway to find the 
best method of removal. In the meantime, both NMMZ 
and the local community have suffered from the loss of 
income from tourism and the rock art has been 
permanently damaged.

Officially sanctioned projects to involve local 
communities, both traditional African and colonial, in 
the protection and promotion of San rock art with which 
they have no spiritual or social connection have also 
been established elsewhere. Some of these include the 
Natal Drakensberg Park in South Africa (Wahl et al.
1999), Twyfelfontein in Namibia (G. Hoveka, pers. 
comm.) and Tsodilo and Matsieng in Botswana (Walker 
1998:229). Thus far there have been no published 
reports of damage there, but comments that filter 
through from visitors to these and other sites indicate 
that certain guides do not fully understand the long term 
detrimental effects of walking on engraved surfaces, 
touching paintings with sticks and wetting painted 
surfaces. A manual or instruction booklet that could be 
adapted for training guides from different countries 
would be helpful.

Education and training

There is no doubt that rock art has a better chance of 
survival if it is left alone and is not exploited by tourism 
or casual visitors. Yet we have to face the fact that the 
impact of tourism will continue to increase with rising 
population numbers, development of rural environments, 
the placement of rock art sites on the World Heritage 
List, and a steady demand for new places to visit. Even 
though most systematic surveys show that in any given 
area only a small percentage of sites will be suitable for 
organised tourism, either because they have well 
preserved rock art or because they are relatively easily 
accessible, it is vital that all sites are equally protected. 
The perception in most countries is that the best way to 
provide this kind of blanket protection is to educate the 
public about the significance of the art and to train those 
people who will be taking others to the sites.

Because most rock art sites that are still suitable for 
tourism are in rural areas, all Southern African countries 
face the problem of educating two distinct groups of 
people about the meaning and management of rock 
paintings and rock engravings. On the one hand there are 
relatively well educated tourists and local visitors who 
enjoy the experience of seeing rock art in its original 
setting and would like to know what the art meant to the 
artists and their society. They generally visit a site only 
once and need short-term education through books, 
pamphlets, displays and information imparted by a guide. 
The impact they have on sites can be controlled by the 
guide and by correctly designed paths and boardwalks.

Although visitor surveys at nature reserves and 
wilderness areas indicate that the majority of visitors go 
there for the peace and tranquillity rather than for the 
rock art (Deacon 1995:83), one should not assume that 
they are completely disinterested in rock art. It is a 
challenge to design trails and information boards that 
capture the imagination of visitors and give them a new 
interest. Blundell (1996) has conceptualised the notion of 
a metaphorical pilgrimage as one way to change negative 
perceptions about rock art. In the Natal Drakensberg 
Park the route taken to and from Main Caves has been 
changed. A reception area has been created in the forest 
at the approach to the complex of caves providing a place 
for visitors to assemble before they are met by the 
custodian. Display panels illustrating the lifestyle of the 
San are placed there and introduce the visitor to some of 
the concepts and images they will see. When visitors enter 
the caves they are guided along a wooden boardwalk in 
South Cave leading to a central platform from which a 
diorama can be viewed. Although criticised by academics, 
this diorama is very popular with visitors. North Cave, 
which has the most spectacular paintings, now has a 
raised wooden viewing platform to cut down on dust and
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to elevate viewers closer to the art. Display panels on the 
railing explain and illustrate the art in detail. The return 
journey takes another route and gradually re-introduces 
the visitor to the ‘real’ world.

On the other hand, there are local and rural 
communities who have little interest in the meaning of the 
art and seldom visit sites, but who regard it as ‘theirs’ 
and want to benefit from the income that tourists bring. 
They may impact on rock art sites only by association. 
Individuals in this group may be involved in advising 
tourists about the rock art, or they may provide services 
such as bed and breakfast accommodation, printing 
pamphlets or supplying materials or labour for notice 
boards, fences, paths or boardwalks. They require basic 
education about the dos and don’ts of rock art 
conservation that will stay with them all their lives, but 
they also need to understand why they must conserve the 
art and they can do this only by understanding its 
meaning and purpose. This kind of education is best 
given through the primary and secondary school system.

While information and stimulation for tourists is 
essential if they are to enjoy their experience, it is the 
provision of information for the second group that 
presents the greatest challenge. It requires not only the 
interest of primary and secondary school teachers 
through the full spectrum of rural and urban schools, but 
also the political will of education ministers and their 
departments to make rock art conservation part of the 
curriculum. Lobbying of people who develop curricula 
and write school textbooks, and providing them with 
information, is therefore a priority.

Legal controls

The first legislation in the region to protect rock art was 
the Bushman-Relic Protection Act that was promulgated 
in South Africa in 1911 to limit the export of rock 
paintings and rock engravings. It was based on a British 
legal model and applied also in Namibia when that 
country became a South African protectorate. Similar 
legislation was passed a few years later in other British 
colonies, namely Botswana, Malawi, Tanzania, Zambia 
and Zimbabwe. A Portuguese model was applied in 
Angola and Mozambique. In the last two decades of the 
twentieth century all Southern African countries revised 
their legislation, strengthening the protection of rock art 
and other archaeological sites.

Although it may be a punishable offence to damage 
or remove rock art, it remains very difficult to identify 
vandals and to prosecute them. The vandalism at 
Dombashava was a good example. In a recent case near 
Porterville in the Western Cape Province of South Africa,

a man wrote his name above a unique rock painting of a 
sailing ship. The matter was reported to the police by a 
nature conservation officer and the man was 
apprehended. When questioned, he denied that he had 
written his name there and claimed it had been done by 
someone else. As there were no witnesses to the offence, 
the police dropped the case. To make his point, the man 
subsequently returned to the site and wrote the name of 
the nature conservation officer over part of the same 
painting. Fortunately it was possible to remove the 
graffiti, but such a case proves only that legal controls are 
not enough to control vandalism.

The Southern African Rock Art Project

The rock art of Southern Africa is exceptionally rich in 
both quality and quantity, but like rock art everywhere it 
requires expertise and trained personnel if it is to be 
managed as a sustainable resource. The need for a 
regional management strategy for rock art was identified 
in 1995 at a joint World Heritage Centre/ICOMOS 
meeting in Harare (Zimbabwe) (Munjeri et al. 1996). A 
questionnaire was circulated to museums and official 
heritage institutions in all Southern African countries to 
ascertain how much information they had on the 
distribution and content of rock art sites, and how this 
information was organised. The results were circulated to 
all participants and a summary was published (Deacon 
1997). A meeting funded by UNESCO Southern Africa 
was subsequently held in Stellenbosch, South Africa, in 
July 1996 to assess the results and formulate a plan of 
action. It was agreed that the strategy should concentrate 
on public education, research and information.

These goals were taken a step further at a subsequent 
meeting in May 1998 in Pietermaritzburg, South Africa, 
funded by the Getty Conservation Institute, when the 
Southern African Rock Art Project (SARAP) was formally 
established as a regional co-operation programme that 
works with decision-makers in official heritage 
organisations. It was agreed at that meeting that one way 
to raise the profile of rock art in the region and to involve 
officials at all levels of site management in recognising the 
significance of the wealth of rock art, was to nominate 
rock art sites for World Heritage listing. The main aim of 
SARAP is to identify a rock art site in each Southern 
African country that typifies a particular style or period in 
the rock art tradition of the region for a serial nomination 
to the World Heritage List. SARAP members will work 
together with each other and with experts from outside of 
Africa to draw up the nominations and review, revise and 
finalise them at workshops where experiences and 
expertise will be shared.
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SARAP has been awarded a grant from NORAD for 
its regional co-operation programme in 2000/2001. The 
programme will assist all Southern African countries to 
work together on a common strategy for the promotion, 
protection and management of rock art sites to be pro
posed for World Heritage listing. The programme 
includes two initiatives. The first is the co-ordination of 
nominations of rock art sites for the World Heritage List. 
The second is the training of people who will manage 
these sites.

Tanzania is preparing a nomination for the rock art 
at Kondoa (Figure 5) and a SARAP meeting was held 
there in July 2000 so that all other participating countries 
could share the experience and expert assistance offered 
by Sharon Sullivan (Australia) and Joseph King 
(ICCROM). Namibia is considering the nomination of 
the rock art of the Brandberg and Twyfelfontein. The 
cultural landscape of the uKhahlamba, including rock 
paintings in the Drakensberg Mountains of South Africa, 
was nominated for World Heritage status in 1999 as a 
mixed site (Figure 6). Botswana’s nomination of the rock 
art at Tsodilo was submitted in June 2000 and that of 
Malawi for Dedza-Chongoni was submitted in 2001. 
Rock paintings in the Matopos in Zimbabwe, in Kasama 
in Zambia, and in Manica Province in Mozambique will 
also be nominated in due course.

The first training course for people who will be

Figure 5. Participants at a SARAP Workshop at Kondoa 
in Tanzania, July 2000.

Figure 6. Rock painting in the Drakensberg World 
Fleritage Site that David Lewis-Williams has referred to 
as the ‘Rosetta Stone’. It clearly demonstrates the close 
ritual relationship between the eland and the animal
headed shaman with hooves and who mimics its posture.
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involved in drawing up management plans for rock art 
sites to be nominated for World Heritage listing, called 
COMRASA for the Conservation and Management of 
Rock Art Sites in Southern Africa, was held for 19 
participants at the Matopos in Zimbabwe in July 1999. It 
was led by Sharon Sullivan from Australia with assistance 
from Webber Ndoro (University of Zimbabwe), Ben 
Smith and Geoff Blundell (University of the 
Witwatersrand), Werner Schmid (ICCROM) and Janette 
Deacon (NMC). A preparatory meeting for the next 
COMRASA course was held at Kasama in Zambia in 
2000 and the course itself will be held in collaboration 
with the University of the Witwatersrand in July 2001.

Political and governmental support

As in many other countries where there has been a long 
history of colonialism, relatively little attention has been 
given to rock art sites and other places relating to the 
heritage of the indigenous Khoisan people. In Southern 
Africa these populations, notably the San and the 
Khoekhoe, were supplanted in the last 2,000 years by 
African farmers moving southwards from Central and 
Eastern Africa, and then again within the last 500 years 
by European slave traders and colonists from the south 
and east. By the time European travellers and settlers 
began recording the rock art as well as the memories of 
remnant San populations in the nineteenth century, much 
knowledge had already been lost and there was little 
political value in promoting what was left. Significant 
numbers of people of Khoisan descent live today in 
Angola, Namibia, Botswana and South Africa, but they 
have little political power.

Several San communities who have recently been 
obliged to change from hunting and gathering to a 
farming economy, now generate some of their income 
from the sale of art work on paper or cloth but, 
ironically, live in areas where there is no history of rock 
art. They are either descendants of communities who 
lived in the Kalahari where there are no rocks for 
painting or engraving, or there is a gap of 200 years or 
more between them and their ancestral rock artists.

The link has therefore been broken. If it is to be 
reestablished, it will require a carefully constructed 
programme that targets schools and descendant Khoisan 
communities in areas with a high density of rock art. The 
aim of such programmes would be to help individuals to 
identify with their San or Khoekhoe ancestors and to 
learn about their ancestral heritage.

The South African Department of Arts, Culture, 
Science and Technology set aside funding in 2000/2001 
for a Khoisan Legacy Project. A pilot project is planned

by Professor Jätti Bredekamp and Janette Deacon in the 
Northern Cape Province of South Africa in the area 
formerly occupied by the /Xam San. A small group of 
/Xam were interviewed in the 1870s by Wilhelm Bleek 
and Lucy Lloyd (Bleek 8c Lloyd 1911) who learned their 
language and translated verbatim texts about their beliefs 
and lifestyle into English. The significance of the legacy of 
the /Xam and of the indigenous culture of the San was 
made clear recently in the motto on the new South 
African coat of arms. It is in the now extinct /Xam 
language and says !ke: e /xarra like, meaning “different 
people come together”, or “unity in diversity”. The 
heartland of the /Xam hunter-gatherers will probably be 
nominated for World Heritage status in the next few 
years, but not before schools and community leaders are 
made aware of the history and beliefs of the /Xam 
through information sheets, discussion sessions and the 
media. Those who are interested in learning more will be 
encouraged to do training courses as tour guides to local 
rock art sites. If projects such as this one are to succeed, 
strong governmental support is required at local, 
provincial and national levels.

Looking ahead

The future is notoriously unpredictable, but there are a 
few forecasts on Southern African rock art that have a 
reasonably good chance of coming true. I am fairly 
confident that:

• rock art research in Southern Africa will continue to 
stimulate interest in the subject within the region and 
beyond;

• rock art sites will become more and more popular 
tourist attractions;

• some mistakes will be made, but the quality of the 
tourist experience will be improved with more 
imaginative presentation;

• local and provincial authorities will be prepared to 
invest in rock art sites and provide quality protection 
of their assets;

• governments in Southern African countries will 
become more aware of their responsibility towards 
the conservation of rock art sites;

• more than one Southern African rock art site will be 
placed on the World Heritage list before 2010; and

• at least one Southern African country will train and 
employ a rock art conservation specialist in the next 
decade.
I trust that my colleagues in Southern Africa will 

help to make these predictions come true and I thank 
Emmanuel and Ariela Anati for showing the way.
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Russian Rock Art:
the Current State of Research
Marianna Devlet & Ekaterina Devlet

Paintings and petroglyphs are not only a substantial 
source of valuable historical information about the lives 
of ancient peoples without written language, they also 
allow one to trace the development of early artistic 
creativity. By reflecting the world-view of ancient peoples, 
rock art helps to penetrate their spiritual world, to 
achieve a partial understanding of ancient beliefs and to 
identify and reconstruct mythologies and ceremonies.

The rock art of Russia includes paintings and 
pecked, engraved, carved, and polished images. The term 
‘petroglyph’, which was adopted from Western scientific 
literature, should, in the strict sense, only be applied to 
pecked and carved figures whereas the term ‘paintings’ 
refers to figures executed in coloured pigments. Although 
the local Siberian word ‘pisanitzi’ has the traditional 
meaning of ‘drawn with paint’ it is often also applied to 
petroglyphs and to rock art sites in general. Engravings 
are sometimes also referred to as ‘graffiti’. The rock art is 
predominantly situated on natural rock outcrops and 
boulders constituting open-air rock art sites. The 
occurrence of such images in caves and shelters is rare.

Rock art has been a focus of study in Russia for 
more than two and a half centuries, since local 
antiquarians and occasional visitors described various 
rock art sites. Among these researchers were foreign 
participators in academic expeditions and travellers who 
analysed the rock art and other sights. The notes and 
observations of the most talented of these people laid firm 
foundations for a truly scientific approach to rock art 
studies in Russia. For many years such studies have been 
an integral part of archaeology, from which certain 
methods of analysis have been derived. From 
archaeological methodology rock art research has 
retained two cognitive levels: one connected with source 
study and another dealing with the interpretation of 
collected data. Interpretative approaches have been 
influenced by ethnological methodology and have 
benefited from linguistics. Today rock art research 
embraces different aspects of rock art recording, 
analysing compositions, styles and superimposition in 
order to conduct initial research and establish 
chronologies. Russian rock art research has benefited 
much from the methodological approach of Professor 
Emmanuel Anati whose efforts and achievements have

been greatly appreciated by Russian scholars in order to 
improve rock art recording methods and analyses (Anati 
1977). Interpretation of Russian rock art and 
comprehension of its semantics and mythological 
background have also been a focus of studies during the 
last fifty years. During this period rock art studies became 
a specialised field of research and an independent 
scientific discipline with its own methodology.

To date, hundreds of rock art sites have been 
discovered and recorded within the vast territory of 
Russia. Analyses of these has revealed local and 
provincial groupings each with distinctive characteristics. 
In the European part of Russia one may recognise two 
main areas: the northern and the southern. The Urals 
separates the European and Asian areas of rock art. In 
the vast territory of Northern and Central Asia one may 
recognise several main rock art regions, each of which 
embrace numerous rock art areas or provinces with 
distinct environmental characteristics. Each local area of 
rock art has its own iconography, style, aesthetics and set 
of motifs. The originality and specific features of these 
rock art traditions were determined by the peculiarities of 
each regions historical, geographical, climatic, 
environmental, ethnic and cultural characteristics. In 
addition to variations in style, technique and correlation 
between images on particular surfaces, each rock art area 
is dominated by different themes. It is clear that climatic 
factors and human adaptations to nutrition sources 
determined the choice of these central zoomorphic motifs.

The Northern European rock art region embraces 
part of the Karelia Republic and the Kola Peninsula. 
Although this rock art bears some similarities with the 
Finno-Scandinavian petroglyphs it has its own distinctive 
style and imagery repertoire (Figure 1). Beyond the Arctic 
Circle in the tundra zone, rock art has been found only in 
the European area, in the extreme north-west on the Kola 
and Rybachiy Peninsulas (Shumkin 1991; Gurina 1992). 
Located on riverside boulders and in rock shelters there 
are schematic petroglyphs of a figurative style and 
painted geometric figures. Presumably, different groups 
created this art during different episodes which may date 
from the end of the 5th to the 1st millennia BC.

In the forest zone of Karelia two main 
concentrations of rock art are known in the vicinity of
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Figure 1.1: Karelia, White Sea, Besovy 
Sledky (after Savvateev);
2: Dagestan, Caucasus mountains, 
Kharitany-I (after Kotowich);
3: Ural, Kapovaya cave.
(After See lins kij &Sirokov.)

the south-western White Sea coast and on the eastern 
shore of Lake Onega. These date to the Neolithic Period 
(4000-3000 BC) (Savvateev 1970 8c 1990; Lobanova 
1993; Poikalainen 8c Emits 1998). The petroglyphs are 
mostly situated on the horizontal surfaces of rocks in the 
lower reaches of the Vyg River and the small peninsulas 
of Lake Onega. They vary in size from huge archaic 
figures to small schematic and conventionalised figurative 
motifs. Sometimes anthropomorphic figures occupy 
central positions on the surfaces. Boats, reindeer, elk, 
whales, birds, footprints and other motifs are quite 
numerous and diverse. Three huge shallowly abraded 
reindeer at Ztaraya Zalavruga are believed to be the 
eldest in the region. At Novaya Zalavruga small carved 
figures are situated nearby spectacular images of groups 
of hunters and whalers. This site is unique in that the 
motifs were covered with deposits which have been 
excavated. Onega rock art is famous for a huge 
anthropomorphic figure which is surrounded by images 
of fish, boats, swans and abstract symbols.

In the south the Caucasus Mountains has various 
concentrations of rock art. Sporadic rock art sites with 
relatively young images occur in the North Caucasus

region. The rock art of the Dagestan Republic has specific 
cultural and stylistic characteristics and a particular set of 
motifs (Figure 1.2). Female figures with patterned bodies 
are of a special interest, quadrupeds are conventionalised 
and circles with rays prevail among the geometrical 
figures (Kotowich 1976).

The Urals Mountains form a geographical border 
between the European and Asian parts of Russia. This 
region is famous for its ancient cave art. The best known 
is that in Kapovaya cave, which was investigated by Otto 
Bader in 1982 and since then by V. Shelinski who, with 
his research team, made precise recordings of the rock art 
and excavated inside the cave (Bader 1965). On the walls 
there are numerous painted figures of mammoth, horse, 
bison and rhinoceros (Figure 1.3). A limestone fragment 
with a painting of a mammoth was discovered in a 
deposit that has been radiocarbon dated to 14680 + -150 
and 13930 +-300 (Sćelinskij & Sirokov 1999). In the 
Ignatievskaya cave, previously known for its Palaeolithic 
stone tools, figurative and abstract rock paintings in red 
and black were revealed only after precise study of the 
walls (Petrin 1992). Besides these caves, open-air rock art 
is also known in the region. Bird-like, zoomorphic, and
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Figure 2. 1-2: Chukot Penninsula, Pegtimel (after Dikov); 3: Middle Lena River, Suruktakh-FIaia (after Okladnikov 
& Zaporozskaja); 4-5: Upper Lena River, Shishkina (after Okladnikov); 6-7: Angara River, Bol’shaya Kada and 
Tretyi Kamenniy Ostrov (from Okladnikov); 8-9: Aldan River Basin, rock art at the Maya riverside (after Okladnikov 
& Mazin).

less numerous anthropomorphic figures are engraved or 
painted in a conventionalised manner. The geometrical 
motifs include circles, concentric circles and numerous 
zigzags. The Uralian open-air rock art is homogeneous. 
Stylistic similarities between the geometrical rock art 
patterns and pre-Bronze Age ceramic ornaments suggests 
dates around the 3rd-2nd millennia BC. Alongside the 
geometrical patterns are schematic anthropomorphic

figures and quadrupeds, arranged in profile, in 
association with solar symbols which may be 
representative of astral movements (Chernetsov 1964).

In the tundra landscapes of Polar Asia, petroglyphs 
are known in the valley of the Pegtimel River at the 
northeast of the Chukot Peninsula (Figures 2.1-2). 
Pecked and abraded images prevail but there are also 
some incisions. These petroglyphs date from the late 1st
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millennium BC to the beginning of the 1st millennium AD 
(Dikov 1971). A representational style prevails. Groups 
of images were carved on a single panel in discrete 
episodes. There are groups of animals as well as 
anthropomorphic figures crowned by huge mushroom 
caps which have been identified as fly-agarics. The 
reindeer is the central zoomorphic image which is often 
static, humpbacked and schematised with a triangular 
trunk. Abstract signs are less numerous. Among the 
zoomorphic species are whale, fish, dogs, white bears, 
polar foxes, wolves and waterfowl. Reindeer hunting 
scenes are typical and there are also scenes of whales and 
seals being hunted from boats with harpoons.

The zone of Siberian taiga is an especially vast area of 
Asian rock art. Numerous rock art sites form independent 
local centres of art illustrating different historical and 
territorial characteristics. In this region, rock art traditions 
appeared in the Stone Age and persisted until the recent 
period of ethnographic observations. Local rock art areas, 
characterised by their particular iconography, are generally 
situated along the basins of the great Siberian rivers such 
as the Lena, Angara, Aldan and Olekma. The north
western vicinity of Lake Baikal should also be included in 
this region. The elk (Alces alces), master of the taiga, 
played a central role in the worldview of ancient hunters 
and fishers. This motif, having attracted the attention of 
artists in different epochs, is known throughout the rock 
art traditions of this region.

Ochre paintings prevail in the middle Lena basin. 
Geometrical figures and conventionalised figurative 
images are organised mainly in horizontal rows (Figure 
2.3). Grid motifs may depict traps and associated 
zoomorphic figures may represent trapped animals. Often 
the schematic anthropomorphs are in face or profile view 
and have rays or horns protruding from their heads.
Other anthropomorphic figures have triangular bodies 
and hunters are depicted with bows and arrows. Simple 
triangular mask-faces also occur. Some zoomorphs are in 
X-ray style. Among the other images are boats containing 
vertical lines inside which seem to be representative of 
people. Rock art of the more recent tradition depicts 
shamans some of which have ritual coats and drums.

On the southern sandstone surfaces of the upper 
Lena River basin there are red paintings and petroglyphs 
executed in various techniques. Among these are Archaic 
and Medieval images but distinguishing these is difficult 
as few motifs provide chronological indicators. The 
Archaic figures may comprise images of different periods 
(Figure 2.4). The open-air rock art sites of Shishkino and 
Tal’ma are known mainly because of their disputable 
Palaeolithic dates. Among the images from these sites, 
Alexei Okladnikov mentioned a rhinoceros at Tal’ma and 
a horse and ox at Shishkino (Okladnikov 1977; 
Okladnikov & Zaporozskaja 1959). The figure described

as a rhinoceros is now barely visible. The large 
zoomorphic figures of Shishkino, originally painted in 
red, have recently been repainted in white.

The engraved, pecked and painted images of early 
hunters during the Neolithic period demonstrate different 
styles. Elks and deer are often realistic, the specific 
features of the animal being emphasised. Red paintings of 
anthropomorphs have elongated bodies, with rays 
radiating from their heads and in positions suggesting 
dance or prayer. There are also boats, monsters and 
various quadrupeds.

The Medieval petroglyphs are quite homogeneous in 
style, iconography and technique (Figure 2.5). There are 
numerous shallowly abraded or thinly outlined figures of 
horsemen in battle compositions with equipment, 
weapons and dromedary. Details of horse-cloth, harnesses 
and standards are often depicted.

Angara rock art is located on the riversides and the 
islands. The majority of the rock art, described by Alexei 
Okaldnikov, is now covered by the water (Okladnikov 
1966). Amongst the prevailing painted images there are 
examples of the realistic iconography of taiga inhabitants. 
Archaic zoomorphs may date to the 4th-3rd millennia 
BC. These, as well as other ancient zoomorphic motifs, 
are massive, schematic, and devoid of details. Although 
the later Neolithic images of elks are smaller in size they 
retain realistic features. As in the previous period, the elk 
is the central motif. Stylised zoomorphs and anthropo
morphs appeared in the Bronze Age. Frontal and profile 
figures often have three rays around, or instead of, the 
head (Figures 2.6-7). There are some similarities between 
the Angara rock art tradition and that of Middle Yenisei.

In the Aldan Basin, as in other taiga areas, the elk 
was the central zoomorphic motif which was depicted in 
a generalised manner. Booted-feet are rarely detailed. 
Anthropomorphs are schematic but sometimes have 
individual characteristics. Mask-faces are known. Among 
the numerous abstract symbols there are circles, triangles 
and crosses. The Maya rock art site, featuring 
anthropomorphs, solar symbols and a hunter near a 
fence, is dated to the Bronze Age by the ceramic bowl and 
metal knife which are also depicted (Figures 2.8-9) 
(Okladnikov & Masin 1979).

Figurative and geometric motifs are known in the 
basin of the Olekma and upper Amur Rivers. Paintings 
prevail. Figurative zoomorphs are quite uniform in style. 
The bulls and rhinoceros from the Birka rock art site are 
claimed to be Palaeolithic (Okladnikov & Masin 1976; 
Masin 1986). Schematic curvilinear motifs, solar and 
lunar symbols and simple anthropomorphs occur. Some 
motifs form regular groups that resemble the rock art of 
Aldan, eastern Transbaikal and the Lower Amur rock art 
traditions. A relatively recent rock art panel from 
Sredniaya Niukja may illustrate a shamanic world-view.
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Figure 3. 1: Lake Baikal, Sagan- 
Zaba (after Okladnikov);
2-4: Lower Amur River, Sakachi- 
Alian (after Okladnikov);
5-6: Transbaikal, Kbachurt and 
Bain-Khara (after Okladnikov & 
Zaporozskaja).

In the north-western vicinity of Lake Baikal the 
numerous rock art locations have diverse styles. 
Petroglyphs are pecked on the weathered marble cliffs 
and belong to different periods from the Neolithic to the 
Middle Ages. There are also some recent images. Pecked 
elk, deer and other quadrupeds vary in style. The Sagan- 
Zaba site is famous for its anthropomorphic images with 
wide shoulders and triangular bodies (Figure 3.1). Profile 
figures of birds, identified as swans or goose, are also 
known there (Okladnikov 1974).

The Mankhay site is quite far from the Baikal shore. 
Pictures of Medieval nomads’ everyday lives are engraved 
on the surfaces of stones around the settlement.

Further to the south, in the Far East and in the 
Transbaikal steppe, are two rock art provinces located 
within mixed landscapes of forests and steppes.

The Far Eastern province is located in the basin of 
the lower Amur and Ussury rivers. Rock art sites on the 
banks of the lower Amur River have been known since

the end of 19th century. Engraved, pecked and painted 
images of the early period and figures of the late period, 
made by shallow abrasion and thin outlining, are situated 
on huge basalt boulders along the coast (Okladnikov 
1971; 1981). Figures in a representational style are much 
more numerous than abstract motifs.

This rock art area is famous for its anthropomorphic 
mask-faces (Figures 3.3-4), some of which are placed on 
convex stone surfaces to gain relief elements. The mask- 
faces are quite diverse in shape (elliptical, heart-shaped, 
rectangular, skull-shaped, etc.) and are decorated with 
various geometric elements including scrolls, spirals, 
circles, triangles and arches. Animals, birds, snakes, 
boats, solar symbols and pits were also carved. Some 
masks and birds are shown in pairs. Unique figures 
include two elks in X-ray style, their bodies decorated 
with spirals and scrolls (Figure 3.2), and a horse with a 
scull-shaped mask.

In the Transbaikal steppe and the adjoining territory
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Figure 4. 1-3: Middle Yenisei River, 
Ashpa, Pora-Tigey and Bolshaja 
Boyarskaya pisanitsa (after 
Leontiev, Sevastianova, M. Devlet); 
4-7: Tom’ riverside, Tomskaya 
pisanitsa (after Okladnikov & 
Martynov); 8-9: Altai, Karagem 
and Chaganka (after Kubarev & 
Matochkin).

of north-eastern Mongolia a homogeneous tradition 
existed. This was a contact area between the taiga 
population of Eastern Siberia and the inhabitants of the 
mountains and steppes of Central Asia (Figures 3.5-6). 
Uniform rectangular fences, birds, schematic 
anthropomorphs arranged frontally in rows as if dancing, 
and other simple motifs are painted in red. They date to 
the 1st millennium BC.

At the junction of the vast Northern Asian Taiga and 
the forest-steppe zone of Central and Middle Asia, there 
is a rock art province in the drainage of the Middle 
Yenisei River, on the Tom riverside, with its mixed 
landscapes of taiga with steppes, and in the Altai 
Mountains. These local rock art areas were not isolated: 
their borders were flexible and frequently vague. Here, 
although there was an independent development of 
prehistoric rock art, some images suggest cultural 
contacts and interactions.

The chronology of the known archaeological

cultures in the mountains and steppes of the Middle 
Yenisei Basin has been well investigated. All 
archaeological periods are represented in the rock art for 
which we have a better knowledge of the chronology and 
sequence of styles than in other regions (Figures 4.1-3). 
Petroglyphs of this rock art tradition were executed using 
different techniques. They are much more numerous than 
paintings (Appelgren-Kivalo 1931; Blednova et al. 1995; 
Fiatkin & Martynov 1985; Sher 1980; 1994; Sovetova & 
Miklashevich 1999).

Early rock art from the Middle Yenisei basin is 
stylistically similar to the rock art tradition of taiga. 
Archaic petroglyphs known as the ‘Mynusinsk 
representational tradition’ are dated to the Stone Age. 
Their style may be described as ‘primitive realism’. Large 
engravings of static animal figures, such as bulls and 
horses, reveal the artists’ excellent knowledge of the 
animals’ specific features. Their trunks are massive and 
heavy, their legs are short and their heads are
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disproportionally small. At some rock art sites, such as 
Shalabolino, large static figures of animals in the 
Mynusinsk style are sometimes superimposed by younger 
images which are referred to the ‘Angara representational 
tradition’, or ‘Angara style’. Besides these dynamic images 
there are figures of elks with exaggerated trunks. Bull, 
deer and other animals are carved in the same manner. In 
contrast to images of Mynusinsk style some of these 
figures are in vertical positions as if they are moving up a 
mountain. Anthropomorphs and boats are less numerous.

The early Bronze Age Okunev style is unique for 
prehistoric art. Figurines, monumental steles, engravings 
on slabs and plates included in mortuary contexts and 
rock art are known. These diverse artworks are of the 
same style and iconography, with perfect imagery, skilful 
outlining and great variations of stylised forms. Alongside 
the realistic animals there are many creatures of fantastic 
appearance and figures composed of the features of 
several animals (Figures 4.1-2).

For the Andronovo culture of the middle Bronze Age 
geometrical engravings are known only on stone 
fragments included in burial constructions. At the end of 
the Bronze Age there is the Karasuk period of rock art, 
known by its chariots and quadrupeds with elongated 
bodies and rounded feet.

Among the rock art motifs of the Tagar culture, 
dated to the Early Iron Age (Scythian Period), there are 
red deer, ibex, horse, sheep, bird and a few creatures of 
fantastical appearance. Zoomorphs’ body may be 
patterned with geometrical forms. Warriors often carry 
weapons and ride horses. Battle compositions are quite 
numerous. The rock art traditions of Bolshaja Boyarskaya, 
Malaya Boyarskaya and Novaya Boyarskaya are of special 
interest as there are panels depicting the ancient every day 
life of settlements (Figure 4.3) (Devlet 1976). They date 
from the 2nd century BC to the first half of the 1st 
century AD. Anthropomorphic figures prevail in the rock 
engravings of the Tashtyk period. They are dynamic with 
detailed execution of dress and weapons.

Among the early Medieval rock art sites Sulek 
attracts attention because of the skilfully engraved 
compositions depicting battles, hunting, migrations and 
animals. Ancient Turk script appears on some of these 
panels.

At Tom riverside the best-known rock art site is that 
of Tomskaya Pisanitsa (Figures 4.4-7). The elk was a 
central zoomorphic personage. Their trunks are in 
contour and have some decorative elements, whilst their 
heads are in silhouette. A group of dynamic elk figures at 
Tomskaya Pisanitsa is pecked with amazing skill. There 
are also an owl, a crane, solar symbols and schematic 
anthropomorphic figures, mask faces and boats. This 
rock art belongs to the Neolithic and Bronze Ages 
(Okladnikov & Martynov 1972).

During recent decades many rock art sites have been 
discovered in the Altai Mountains (Figures 4.8-9) 
(Okladnikova 1984; Kubarev & Matochkin 1992; 
Kubarev & Jacobson 1996). Archaic rock carvings from 
the Kalgoot Mine open-air rock art site, located on the 
Ukok plateau of Altai, are dated to the Stone Age 
(Molodin and Cheremisin 1999). Huge pecked silhouette 
figures of horses, bulls (bison?) and deer occur on 
weathered horizontal surfaces. In Altai elk, fantastical 
anthropomorphs with horns and tails and females in 
ritual dresses with upraised hands belong to the Pre- 
Bronze Age. Quadrupeds with solar symbols on their 
heads and bulls with packs are dated to the Bronze Age. 
Panels with huge elk or bull belong to the late Bronze 
Age: a central figure is often surrounded by smaller 
figures of anthropomorphs with mushroom-like head
dresses and small chariots. Zoomorphs of the Scythian 
period are stylistically similar to images on the ‘deer 
stone’. Recent ‘graffiti’ includes images of national coats, 
dwellings, battle groups and shamanic activities.

In the zone of the great steppe and mountain-steppes 
of Central Asia a very special world of petroglyphs is 
known in Tuva, the Upper Yenisei River (Figure 5)
(Devlet 1980; 1982; 1998). The ibex is the central 
zoomorphic image of this province. Bulls are also quite 
popular. During the Bronze Age mask-faces are the most 
prominent motif. Sometimes they cover large panels and 
such concentrations might be described as ancient 
sanctuaries (Mugur-Sargol and Aldi-Mozaga). Among the 
varied anthropomorphic figures there are those wearing 
mushroom-like head-dresses. Sometimes the mask-faces, 
dwellings with fences and cup-marks have compositional 
ties. Chariots with horses and solar symbols also figure in 
this rock art tradition. Quadrupeds, dating to the end of 
the 2nd and early 1st millennia BC, have elongated 
bodies and are highly schematised. The so-called ‘deer- 
stones’, steles of distinctive style and similar rock art 
panels are attributed to the early Iron Age. Depicted in 
canonical posture, red deer became a central motif. Other 
animals are also stylised and are often depicted 
foreshortened and in special postures. Dated to the first 
half of the 1st millennium AD, dynamic zoomorphic 
figures were skilfully carved. Depictions of female tuvan 
dresses and head-dresses attract attention among the 
recent engravings.

In different parts of the vast European and Asian 
territory the names of several rock art sites have the same 
meaning: “rocks with picture writings”. The surfaces of 
these sacred rocks are carved with images of different 
periods. Some aboriginal people believed that local spirits 
created the carvings. From ancient until recent times 
ritual activity took place near these sacred rocks and 
offerings have been found nearby. They belong to a wide 
time span and vary from flint arrows to buttons, bands
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1

Figure 5. Upper Yenisei River; 1: Bigiktig-Kbaya; 2: Mugur-Sargol; 3-6: Sargol ravine (after M. Devlet).

and cigarettes. Offering places consist of pits with 
artefacts, fireplaces, stone circles or constructions, or 
cracks in the rock surface. A correlation of offering places 
with rock art sites is usual for South Yakutia, the 
Transbaykal area and the Amur River basin.

At such sacred places, mythical and social worlds 
fused when offerings and ceremonies were performed to 
obtain prosperity for prehistoric communities. Some 
elements of ancient ceremonies have survived in 
transformed variations up to the present day. Certain 
rock art panels may be interpreted in the context of 
seasonal ceremonies related to fertility cults. Other sacred 
rocks could be the places for initiation rites. Precise study 
of rock art motifs and comparison with local epic legends 
and myths raises speculation about rock art semantics, 
allowing us to recognise, on some panels, mythological 
personages and plots - ‘myths in stone’. Among them 
there are several myths: that of the Great Mother; the

sacred marriage of woman and animal; a swan maiden 
who married a man from the profane world; a cosmic 
hunter; transportation of the dead to the underworld on 
boats and to the country of the ancestors on chariots; a 
living skull; sun-headed anthropomorphs and animals; 
and multi-antlered quadrupeds. There are depictions of 
horses at a Universe Tree, of the combat of bulls and of 
people struggling with giants and visits to men by 
mythical anthropomorphic mushrooms (fly agaric). 
However, we cannot unequivocally view rock art simply 
as an illustration of verbal text. Like other kinds of 
ancient visual art, paintings and petroglyphs could 
represent versions of myths that are unknown, forgotten 
or deviate strongly from the written forms that survive 
today. Myth not only belonged to oral tradition, but also 
found representation in ritual dancing or pantomime, as 
well as in the creation of rock art. Oral and visual forms 
of myth interacted. Siberian ethnological materials
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provide a perfect source for understanding the rock art’s 
mythological background, semantics and the function of 
sacred places. Living traditions of sacred place worship is 
rare but it still exists in some places. The problem of the 
‘traditional ownership’ is not very important but the 
problem of rock art protection is one that demands 
attention from responsible organisations.

Recent developments

Some years ago rock art sites seemed to be an 
inexhaustible element of cultural heritage. Unfortunately 
part of the corpus was irreparably lost. Numerous natural 
processes are involved in the decay of rock art but the 
most disastrous damage has been caused by huge 
industrial projects. Rock art sites of great importance 
have been lost because of the construction of hydropower 
stations on the major rivers of Siberia. Such excellent sites 
as Oglakhty or Mugur-Sargol on the Yenisei River and 
rock paintings and engravings on the Angara River, a 
tributary of Yenisei, have been damaged and many others 
have been partly or completely submerged. In such cases 
the total recording of rock art images was the only way 
to retain information for scientific studies. Attempts were 
made to relocate some engraved rock boulders, which 
were under the threat of submerging, to museums. Few 
examples of such replacement were successful due to 
technical problems (in Angara and the Upper Yenisei). 
Also some rock art sites were damaged in search for 
museum material. For example, in order to detach the 
huge engraved granite boulder at Onega, for relocation to 
State Hermitage in Leningrad in 1935, it was necessary to 
explode a nearby rock thereby destroying a unique panel 
depicting childbirth. Unfortunately industrial activity and 
vandalism have become a main factor in rock art 
deterioration. The main problems of rock art protection 
and management are similar throughout this vast 
territory. Trying to present a brief review of the current 
situation with rock art protection in Russia we can refer 
to few projects.

The rock art site of Besovi sledki is in the vicinity of 
Belomorsk in the European north of our country. Before 
the construction of a dam on the Vig River the site was 
located on Shoirukshin Island. The dam threatened the 
physical preservation of the site and so a building was 
erected which enclosed the 12.5 m long by 7.8 m wide 
rock outcrop with its pecked engravings: a central phallic 
figure of a mystical creature surrounded by numerous 
images of footprints, birds and solar symbols. Recently, 
this building has given rise to criticism in the context of a 
protective building construction in the Peterborough rock 
art site in Canada (Bahn, Bednarik & Steinbring 1995;

1996). The damnation of this denies the fact that, when it 
was constructed in Karelia, such a building was the only 
way to avoid the physical destruction of the surface with 
470 engravings. We should appreciate the efforts of the 
local archaeologist who made his best efforts to prevent 
the loss of this site.

Although the Kapovaia cave at Ural was declared as 
reserve zone in 1971, much more should be done to 
protect the rock art there. Since 1994 a new program, 
aimed at restricting and controlling visitors to the 
Kapovaia cave, was introduced. In 1995 the state of the 
paintings preservation was assessed. Excessive moisture 
was determined as the main factor in the decomposition 
of these paintings.

The first attempt to create an open-air museum in 
Siberia was undertaken at Tomskaja Pisanitza. The schist 
rock is weathered and has also suffered from vandalism. 
Unfortunately, attempts to stop the natural deterioration 
of the surface, such as cracks filling and the impregnation 
of the surface, were not successful. Nevertheless, the 
project increased public awareness of the rock art and it 
is the first place in Siberia where a rock art site has 
become the heart of a museum (the Tomskaja Pisanitza 
reserve, founded in 1988). This park now includes some 
constructions near the engraved rocks, reconstruction’s of 
ancient dwellings and graves and a recreation zone with 
ethnographic objects. The “Rock art of Asia” exhibition 
presents copies and photos of the most attractive rock art 
panels from Siberia, Middle Asia, Mongolia, Korea, 
China, India, and Pakistan and the museum also has a 
depository for rock art records. Recently, a prize was 
awarded to this Museum-preserve by the Izvestia 
newspaper as a result of the competition ‘Window to the 
Europe’. Tomskaja Pisanitza was named the best 
museum. It is the first Russia open air museum to be 
named after the rock art site at the heart of the preserve 
(Tomskaja Pisanitza means rock art site from Tom river). 
Furthermore, initiated by Anatoli Martynov and Galina 
Martinova, the rock art museum building appeared there 
in 1995.

In spite of funding shortage some rock art protection 
and conservation projects took place at Ural Mount 
region, in Siberian Kemerovo and Irkutsk areas. The 
Irkutsk Centre for the Preservation of Historical-Cultural 
Heritage has commenced rock art conservation projects 
alongside extensive recording and an inventory of rock 
art sites in this area. Such work began at the Shishkino 
rock art site of the Upper Lena River in 1987 and at Lake 
Baikal in 1992 (Bednarik & Devlet 1992). Integration of 
international experience in the field of rock art 
preservation has slowly, step by step, led to recognition of 
it as a multidisciplinary problem. Involved in this are 
questions of protective legislation, public awareness, 
strategies of preservation, conservation and management,

140 The Future of Rock Art



assessment of development and tourism pressure, and 
decay resulting from air pollution and environmental 
changes. The last decades have brought new insights into 
the recording and conservation of rock art sites: an 
integral part of the management of this world cultural 
heritage.

In last decade rock art recording field projects were 
few due to financial problems. Nevertheless, rock art 
studies are ongoing and more young professionals are 
engaged in this field of research.

New finds made in the vast territory of Russia 
include 11 pecked figures on the Southern Kola 
Peninsula. These were discovered in 1997 by tourists who 
came to the Middle Umba river from Northern 
Murmansk. In 1998-9 an expedition, under the direction 
of Vladimir Shumkin from St-Petersbourg Institute of 
Material Culture, worked on this rock art site and 
recorded 240 petroglyphs which may date from the Stone 
age to the Medieval period. Among the engravings are 
boats and white whales. A group from the Irkutsk Centre 
of Historical and Cultural Heritage have continued the 
long-term field project documenting rock art sites along 
the Upper Lena river basin. Already known rock art sites 
were recorded again and some new compositions were 
also brought to light. Among the motifs are ranks of 
anthropomorphs and hunting compositions belonging to 
various periods from the Bronze age to the Medieval 
period. Field investigations by an archaeological team 
under the direction of A. Zaika from the Krasnoyarsk 
Pedagogical University have revealed new rock art motifs 
in the basin of the Angara and Yenisei Rivers. Included in 
these are numerous anthropomorphic figures in X-ray 
style, mask-faces and geometrical forms.

Several publications have contributed greatly to the 
development of Russian rock in the last few years. In 
1999 the first monographic publication, The most ancient 
rock-depictions of the Ukok Plateau (Molodin & 
Cheremisin), appeared. This publication was awarded by 
the Siberian Branch of the Russian Academy of Sciences.
It was the result of seven years study and recording of 
rock art from the ‘Kalgootinsky Rudnik’ (Kalgoot Mine) 
site at Ukok Plateau in the south of Altai Mountain.

Cheremisin and Molodin support Alexei Okaldnikov’s 
notion of the existence of Palaeolithic Central Asian rock 
art. They compare petroglyphs from Kalgoot Mine with 
European Palaeolithic open-air and cave rock art, 
synchronising these cultural manifestations. Another 
book produced in 1999 is the first volume of Proceedings 
of the ‘International Prehistoric Art Conference’, which 
was took place in Kemerovo, Russia, August 3rd-8th, 
1998. The papers within this publication cover the main 
topics of the conference: theory and methods; ancient art 
of the Eurasian steppes; chronology and interpretation; 
rock art, ethnography and religion; eroticism in 
prehistoric art: myth or reality; and preservation and 
presentation of prehistoric art. In 2000 the second 
volume of the proceedings was published. Some rock art 
papers appeared in different archaeological publications. 
Among them should be mentioned that of Olga Sovetova 
and Elena Miklashevich. They present interesting results 
of the rock art field project that was carried out by the 
Petroglyphic Team of South Siberian Expedition from 
Kemerovo State University (Sovetova & Miklashevich 
1999). Ekaterina Devlet evaluated the current state of 
rock art research in Russia and the background of 
worldwide tendencies in the paper Some Trends in Rock 
Art Studies (Devlet 1999).

The first professional conference of rock art 
researchers from the different parts of the former Soviet 
Union was organised by Marianna Devlet in Moscow in 
1980. It provided a base for the accumulation of 
professional efforts and confirmed that rock art studies 
are already recognised by the professional community as 
a separate scientific research field. It was the very first 
professional meeting that initiated the appearance of the 
rock art association but political changes prevented this 
development. Nevertheless, in 1997 the union of 
professional efforts resulted in the appearance of the 
Siberian Association of Prehistoric Art Researchers. Its 
appearance was inaugurated in 1998 by International 
Prehistoric Art Conference which was organised by 
Yakov Sher and Kemerovo University colleagues. Rock 
art researchers benefited from the international 
collaboration and discussion that occurred.
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Towards a History of Rock Art Research: 
the Blank Version
Jarl Nordbladh

Creating fields of knowledge, practice and use within any 
discipline is a complicated affair. It is important to 
recognise that even when a field is focused on the 
explanatory treatment of a certain category of objects, 
rather than on explanatory theories, it is difficult to avoid 
the influences of contemporary thinking: our interests as 
well as our explanations are expressions of a specific time 
and place. Although this condition is not natural, it is 
often presented as such. However, observations may have 
been made long before a certain field of knowledge was 
formed and the observance may be trigged off by other 
categories of knowledge (Figure 1). Realising this, actual 
observations can, in the future, be part of other as yet 
unknown categories.

Academic fields of knowledge are, when established, 
rather tardy and long-lived. They are often accepted as 
facts: the results of real discoveries that are out there just 
waiting to be found. But quite the contrary is the case. 
The term ‘rock art’ is a temporary creation that presently 
offers the best solution to facilitate investigations into the 
pictures, marks and signs that have been created on 
stone. A pure logical analysis of the concept has failed 
(Odak 1991), and this is the situation for most of the 
concepts we are using within the Humanities, the Arts 
and the Social sciences, such as Art, Culture, Economy, 
Landscape etc. (see Shanks 2001). Concepts tend to be 
broken during their use, but they are kept because they 
are capable of collecting and locating scientific work. The 
term ‘rock art’ is a useful one that has survived due to 
unified interests and invested energies (Anati 1993; Taęon 
&C Chippindale 1998). When these are gone it is likely 
that other people will investigate our work in an effort to 
try to understand what we were doing and why. Our 
patrimony may be some monuments and archival traces, 
if those institutions still exist. With such a long-term 
perspective our achievements within this field seem rather 
fragile.

For the moment - and hopefully this will be a long- 
lasting one - the field of rock art research is a rapidly 
growing, global and time-bridging discipline in its own 
right with well-developed documentation methods and 
analytical techniques. Publishing, conservation, education 
and heritage efforts facilitate progress and the search for 
and expression of meanings encourage lively and

interesting debates. The integration of these activities in 
cultural and social programs has resulted in a permeation 
of rock art into society. Rock art research has now 
reached a point at which plans for its further 
development are being presented. The provision of 
sufficient and continuous economical resources is the only 
limitation.

History

Tracing the history of rock art research is an enlightening 
procedure which reveals not only what happened, but 
maybe more: the whys and hows of this field of study. 
Although it seems rather crude to treat such diverse 
directions of research and management as a whole, a 
presented history provides self-consciousness and 
orientation: a sort of professional identity, which can 
positively affect an active researcher and an interested 
reader. However, historical research of a scientific field is 
time consuming, requiring the collection of relevant 
materials, the composition of the subject, and periodical 
reviewal in the light of new developments. Such history is 
not passive; it also strikes back and affects the discipline. 
By the choice of situations, objects, tendencies and layout, 
a canonisation process starts and the discipline seems to 
protect itself, its architecture, borderlines and inhabitants.

Why is this essay called “The blank version”? It is 
grounded in my hesitation to produce a history for rock 
art research without a deep knowledge of the rock art of 
the world. One option is to produce a cavalcade of 
extravagant pictures ordered from commercial picture 
libraries that would try to please every reader. But I reject 
this genre, instead preferring a bias which is more 
personal, explicit, selective and - if possible and 
appropriate - provocative. There is a need for several 
histories of rock art research with different approaches. 
This multitude of voices would make it easier to 
understand the field. What is possible to say and do in 
different times and different situations constitutes the 
positivity of this discipline (Foucault 1969, 1970). With a 
clarified history, where all the mistakes are censored, the 
end product, with all the nice results, will appear as a
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Figure 1. Which is the eldest rock art document preserved 
will never be quite certain. As documentation is a 
tradition much older than the concept of ‘rock art’, 
documents may hide in archives, far from archaeologists’ 
reaches.

This watercolour dates to 1627 and depicts a rock art 
site north of Göteborg, Sweden. The place-name is today 
Backa, Brastad parish, Stångenäs hundred, province of 
Bohuslän. Once this province was a part of Norway, 
which belonged to Denmark. The document, together 
with other designs of ancient monuments, is kept at the 
Arnamagnceani Collection, University of Copenhagen 
(A.M. 371 fol.). It is included in the ‘Asloensio’ portfolio 
and is accompanied by the following text: “Picturce 
qvarundam antiqvitatum Norvegicarum, ex Mandato 
Domini mei et magni Meceenatis, Christiani Frisii, 
serenissimi Regis Cancellarii Magnifici, Eqvitis aurati 
strenui etc. å Petro Adolpho Canonico, et philosophiae in 
Gymnasio Christianiensi, Lectore, Ao 1627 collectoe 
traditce: et Ad Clarissimum virum, Doctorem Olaum 
Worm, Haffniensis Academics professorem transmissce. ”

Peder Alfsen has a descriptive, not very well organised 
and repetitive text, connected to this rock carving (there 
are two more in his survey). Roughly translating from a 
mixed early 17th century Danish-Norwegian-Latin to 
contemporary English, the following can be read:

“Quite a number of figures at a site which these 
depictions mediate and represent are to be found close by 
the Braste (Brastad) church in the region of Viken in 
Bohuslän, a quarter of a (Norwegian) mile north of the 
church, on a flat, smooth and even rock, which has 
almost been covered with moss and earth. But some years 
ago, after the discovery of some of these figures, the earth

and moss were taken off. And all these various figures are 
with skill drawn on this wide and even piece of flat 
bedrock, which in Norwegian is called a “helle”. It is 
facing south. It cannot be well described in its 
dimensions, as it is extensive and (except for this little 
piece! is still covered with earth and stone and moss: the 
even surface is about 2 fathon in height and ividth. 
Otherwise there is nothing else to say about the site but 
the name: It is called Braateberg, which means a rock 
where stone is quarried. So this is how I understand these 
figures. That Brasta church /which is situated less than 
half a quarter of a mile away and constructed of gigantic 
stones! is built of the stones which are quarried and taken 
at this place. I find this supposition confirmed from all 
the various large stones, still partly overgrown by moss, 
which are taken from the quarry, to be leftovers from the 
construction of the church. However, no one seems to 
know the meaning of these designs and figures. In the 
same way I guess that as they are very coarse and dug out 
without care on this desolate and unusable place 
apprentice stone-cutters have quarried and cut stone for 
the construction of the church and that these people have 
had their resting-place after and in between work or that 
they may have had their quarters here, when carrying out 
this work, and at free time now and then have competed 
against each other who would be the best one to cut such 
figures into the rock: or for reasons of memory. Some 
have made ship drawings of the kind, which were used in 
those days, some have been making birds and other 
things, as the depicted figures mostly show. Otherwise 
cannot be known who has had these figures made into the 
hard bedrock or what they mean.

Cf. Moltke 1956, p. 231.
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Figure 2. Woodcut was the earliest material used to 
mass-communicate rock art depictions. This is a print 
(undated) from a site at Librunna, Ramsta parish, 
county of Uppland, Sweden. The work was 
commissioned by Johan Peringer (1654-1720), ennobled 
Peringskiöld, who became state antiquarian in 1693.
The image of a big ship (280 cm long) is composed 
within a landscape, made to pattern. Woodcuts of this 
kind were based on pencil drawings and measurements 
made in front of the site. A canonisation of the ship 
figure of the Scandinavian rock art is evolving.
Within the archives a recording biography for each site 
was built up. (Royal Library, Peringskiöld: Monumenta 
Sueo-Gothorum II.)

body, easy to learn but impossible to understand. In order 
to be intellectual and humanistic, knowledge demands all 
participators to be seen (Nordbladh 1993).

Discoveries

Discoveries are fundamental to archaeology. Although 
they are often presented as the end product, the reaching 
of the mountain summit, new material often broadens 
research platforms and overhauls current attitudes and 
opinions. Some discoveries are surprising, suggesting 
alternative motives, located in unanticipated places or 
regions, or in unprecedented scales. In various regions 
and nations, where rock art research traditions are short, 
local discoveries are often presented as the earliest 
observations. But new candidates appear when the 
geographical perspective is widened and it soon becomes 
obvious that there are no roots or origins of observations 
of rock art. Instead, what we have are fragments from 
different observational cultures that have left material 
traces for use by the learned world. Selection and purpose 
vary. We make them part of our contemporary project 
which, remarkably enough, allow images from different 
situations and times to co-exist and scientifically interact
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in our laboratory. This is a fantastic innovation: the 
creative hand of the researcher and the creative eye of 
the spectator are obvious.

Documentation

The Western tradition of learning and organising 
knowledge is our intellectual outlook. Other perspectives 
exist and must have existed but the Western tradition 
remains pretentiously Eurocentric. An important aspect of 
seeking, retaining and developing knowledge is the 
replacement of the observed object with different kinds of 
representations by means of both selecting properties and 
adding structures to the object. It could be said that such 
documents share nothing with the object: they are 
representations, constructed with the help of certain 
codes, which in turn must be interpreted in order to be 
understood (cf. figures 2-4). The history of rock art 
documentation is very interesting as it teaches us how 
these transformations were made and how they 
influenced each other.

Looking and seeing is vital to the discipline of rock 
art. It is evident that this is something that must be 
learned. Knowledge of the motif repertoire, the physical

Figure 3. This pencil drawing of a rock art site from 
Walla, Tossene parish, Sotenäs hundred, province of 
Bohuslän is a clear measurement model, where the rock 
art image has been drawn to a reduced scale, using a grid 
on the bedrock and a square-net in the travel report 
book. This system of transporting to scale from a design 
to object or from object to design was used for a long 
time in ceiling painting, in perspective drawing and in 
antiquarian recordings of runic stones. In some 
antiquarian recordings the punched holes of the grid 
systems used are still to be seen. As rock art was not yet 
a category of its own, some cracks in the bedrock were 
wrongly deciphered as runic letters (in between the ship 
figures).

C.G.G. Hilfeling (1740-1823), once a draiver of 
antiquities of the royal Danish family and later a private 
antiquarian to the baronet Pehr Tham, surveyed and 
documented the ancient monuments within the province 
of Västergötland, in Bohuslän and on the island of 
Gotland.

The notes in the margin say (in Swedish): “A 
remarkable event with a sea-battle, on a flat bedrock in 
the western field of Walla, after geometrical reduction 
carefully drawn, as what could be seen within the 
square.” (Royal Library, Stockholm: Hilfelings resor 6: 
Bohuslän. Fm 57:12). Cf. Nordbladh 1981.
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Figure 4. Surveying and recording of rock art is a rather 
late phenomenon. In the case of Scandinavia a major 
activity was performed by C.G. Brunius (1792-1869), 
son of a priest in Tanum, Bohuslän, and later professor in 
Greek at the university of Lund.

During 1815-17 and with some later additions he 
investigated 65 sites of rock art situated near his 
childhood home. As the majority of his measurements 
were never published, copies of them circulated among 
colleagues of his that were interested in antiquities.
A long time after his death they were bought by the 
Central Archive of Antiquities.

From his drawings can be seen the use of a grid 
system and trial pencil drawings, which were confirmed 
by ink fillings. For the first time, extensive surveying and 
recording were involved in discussions of the problems of 
recording and the debate surrounding the establishment 
of ‘rock art’ as a category in its own right.
(ATA, Stockholm, Brunius Samlingar XLVI.)

setting in the landscape or inside caves, the properties of 
the bedrock, the effects of weathering, and of the uses of 
light (both natural and artificial) are necessary 
prerequisites to surveys and recordings. Tactile 
approaches, using ones fingers to trace cut lines and 
surfaces, may also help. Such direct contact with the 
pictures and the bedrock has been conducted at different 
times and in different regions and is now a routine 
procedure. It aids comparisons between documents and 
can be useful when analysing older documents. The 
relationship of object to record is a difficult one because 
the object changes through time and so comparisons of 
contemporary documents are not easily made. Also, 
earlier records were made with different hands, using 
different techniques and with different purposes, these 
influencing the resulting record. Thus, a corpus of rock 
art documents produced over time may reflect more 
variation than the rock art itself. The reverse may also 
occur when rock art documents made within a single 
workshop are stylistically uniform due to a 
standardisation of documentation techniques. 
Consequently, all documents must be exposed to some 
source criticism. How this has been done through time is 
a historical issue.

Rock art documentation includes the production of 
new images as records. Interest is growing in the
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establishment of the scientific illustration and in the use 
of appropriate terminologies that will enable us to point 
at, refer to and discuss rock art more easily. Behind the 
putative naturalness of the illustration lie different codes 
of representation, which conjointly form a conventional 
whole, a style, which, together with technical 
innovations, develops parallel to the scientific discourse 
of the text.

The many different techniques that have been used 
to record rock art have caused storage difficulties for 
museums and archives. Tracings on oiled paper, silk, 
plastic sheets, metal foil; rubbings or frottages on paper; 
casts in plaster, concrete or latex; measurements in scale; 
models in different materials; and photo media are only 
part of the kaleidoscope of recording techniques that are 
utilised. A special problem is caused by the sections of 
original rock art that have been removed from their 
original setting. Such displacement has resulted in the loss 
of their landscape context. Many are now dwelling in 
museum storehouses in a new climate, protected from 
dust and daylight, numbered, labelled and with new 
neighbours on the shelves: a totally changed existence.

Rock art is constantly weathering, as are the 
documents. When seen simply as a copy, the latter live a 
dangerous life within the archives. They are expensive to 
conserve and, if published, appear to be a working and 
replaceable material. However, the original documents 
provide clues as to how the illustrations in books were 
made and can be used to determine fakes and censorship 
on the rocks themselves. Many arguments, including that 
the original rock art is in danger of disappearing, can be 
used to obtain a safer existence for the records. Heritage 
is not only an outdoor phenomenon. The scientific work, 
arranged in archives, is precious, especially as such 
material is essential for the writing of a history of rock 
art research.

Conservation

As long as rock art has been recorded, observations have 
been made on the weathering of the bedrock by fire, 
frost, and, more recently, on the effects of different kinds 
of pollution as well as chemical and mechanical 
deterioration. Also, we must be aware of how the 
activities of recorders and guides may have affected the 
rock surface and how the treatment of the rock with 
unsuitable substances may have caused accelerated 
damage. This is also part of the history and biography of 
the sites.

Sometimes intentional damage has occurred, and, if 
it is recent, it is considered to be a crime by antiquarian 
authorities. A curious situation has arisen: what may have

once been destruction for religious reasons, a regulated 
cultural act, is today regarded as antisocial vandalism. Is 
there a history of vandalism?

Heritage

Different authorities, often based on legal grounds, care 
for rock art - by preserving it, sometimes recording it, 
and preparing it for visitors who want to be informed. 
Who is responsible for rock art monuments? What is the 
status of private land? How is the management of rock 
art related to other cultural programs? How are cultural 
paths in the landscape developing and how does this 
affect our understanding of rock art? How is the 
antiquarian control of rock art sites maintained? All these 
contemporary arrangements are part of our 
interpretations of prehistory and history and they should 
be analysed as historical, intellectual and cultural 
constructions, not so different from how knowledge is 
arranged and contained in books for example.

Organisations

Most early recorders belonged to some sort of 
organisation such as the church, the army, colonial 
institutions, or antiquarian societies. In the 19th century 
private men also appeared, with their own expeditions 
and budgets. This was some time before universities 
became interested but meanwhile antiquarian societies 
were formed. Some of them, organised at national, 
regional and local levels, dealt with rock art, depending 
on where the art was found. However, societies focused 
primarily on rock art are a late phenomenon appearing 
with the formation of the academic disciplines of 
Archaeology and Anthropology.

The specialisation of rock art emerged as the result of 
scientific development. Parallel to the often-nationalist 
prehistory was the creation of a new type of scientific 
presentation: the congress, both national and 
international. This provided opportunities to meet 
colleagues, exchange views and present new discoveries. 
Such international meetings became very important for the 
spread of ideas and working methods. Improvements and 
developments of trains, steamships, hotels and restaurants 
made travel more accessible and comfortable and when 
excursions were organised the scale of attendance was 
impressive. Parts of these new networks are known and 
have been published but the phenomenon as a whole, the 
choice of meeting place and the effects of these personal 
contacts are yet to be investigated more fully.
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Communications

Above, the importance of meetings has been stressed. 
Rock art researchers are dependent on the records of 
colleagues, from both near and far regions. Originally, 
much information was transferred through letters 
accompanied by drawings that were copied, often to such 
an extent that the original drawing is difficult to identify. 
Printing was a difficult process and therefore scarce. Very 
few books from the 16th to the 18th centuries contain 
images of rock art. But in the 19th century, with the birth 
of scientific journals and more comprehensive 
monographs, the development of printing techniques and 
then lithography in the 1820s, anyone who could draw 
could also make a book illustration. Over time rock art 
literature was produced and special libraries and archives 
were organised. A general reference system was at hand. 
Publishing letters and reviews of new publications created 
the possibility for debate between far-removed 
discussants. Some publishing houses specialised in 
printing these specialist topics.

However, at various times war has interrupted these 
international co-operations and meetings. As a result 
certain organisations died and new ones were created. 
The political consequences of enmity affected the learned 
world. It is also here where life-long friends and enemies 
in science were established through different opinions.

Very little of the history of communication in 
relation to rock art is known, despite the available 
archival material. Tracing the spread of ideas and the 
forming of like-minded groups is important as it would 
constitute a sociological angle within the history of rock 
art research.

Education

In all sectors of human life, the transfer of knowledge is 
vital. Before school systems were formed, direct training 
with few pupils and few masters was the norm. More 
advanced education opportunities, such as those for 
army officers and young noblemen, included training in 
measurement, geometry and drawing. Later, the creation 
of disciplines and institutions and a more professional 
teaching environment provided better foundations for 
study and practical work. This probably occurred in 
museums and ancient societies before it did in 
universities, and slowly several teachers became 
colleagues working within the same institution. Most 
tasks involved technical skills that were disseminated to 
other institutions, both nationally and internationally 
(Figure 5). Specific training in the recording of rock art 
is probably a late phenomenon, being rare previously

because few teachers were keen to forgo their research 
activities for apprenticeship. Very little is known about 
the training of archaeology students and even less about 
the training involved in rock art documentation. Again, 
this is a research theme that is yet to be investigated. It 
may prove insightful to see who taught whom and who 
remained mainly within the field of rock art. The choice 
of publications that were looked upon as textbooks, 
central to the field of rock art, may also prove 
insightful.

Sociology

The concepts of archaeology and rock art are academic 
products, created for specific purposes. Actors or agents, 
with the help of museums and archives, keep these fields 
together by visiting, recording and taking care of the 
monuments in the landscape as well as by publishing. 
What takes place at the monuments and sites over time is 
part of their history and effects rock art research and 
heritage management.

One effect of this work is the formation of different 
audiences consisting of supporters, financiers, school 
children and so on. There has also been a shift from 
personal relations, based on criteria such as class and 
locality, to more collective, impersonal relations, such as 
those with tourists who are created by tourist 
organisations. There are sociologies of professionals and 
sociologies of audiences. Most professionals are not local 
people but there is also a relation between the learned, 
authoritative world and that of local people.

How is rock art presented and in what form? What 
kind of flow and transmission is there between scholarly 
publications and popular media forms? What is the 
outcome? Rock art research has a history of influence 
which is rather hidden and which poses questions like 
“To whom does rock art belong”?

Images may be taken from rock art and used as 
political or commercial symbols, thereby connecting rock 
art research to external fields of action. Although 
discussed within academic spheres, as yet there is no 
published history of the contemporary use rock art in 
society.

Time and chronologies

Since the initial discoveries of rock art there have been 
arguments regarding the age of art and to which 
prehistoric or historic era it is connected. Scientific 
methods of dating can be successful, but there is seldom
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an ideal situation from which to start the analysis. 
Various rock art traditions have been stratigraphically 
analysed and parallels and connections have been drawn 
with other rock art in datable monuments. Figurative 
similarities have also been correlated despite being 
conducted in different techniques and style has been 
used as a formal denominator. Even if we ignore all of 
the problems with the use of stylistic similarities for 
dating, there is the fact that the dates for the 
comparable contexts are also rather imprecise. Relative 
ages are often easier to determine by examining the 
successive additions of figures onto the rock surfaces. 
But, despite the many elaborate stratums of figures that 
exist, both at general and local levels, a detailed 
chronology seems impossible to construct. The vague 
chronology that does exist provides a general overview 
only. This limitation reminds us of Archaeology’s 
obsession with dividing prehistory into distinct phases. 
Such divisions are useful in that they prevent figures 
from passing between classes and times thereby 
facilitating order. We cannot have a history without 
order but we must be sceptical as to how this order was 
obtained, of what properties it was constructed, and 
what effects it has had on the histories produced. This is 
vital to gaining an understanding of archaeology and of 
both historic and prehistoric eras.

Figure 5. Some scientific institutions have been very 
forceful and successful as places of apprenticeship, study 
and research. The workshop at the Centro Camuno di 
Studi Preistorici in Valcamonica, northern Italy is one of 
the most central in the development of recording 
techniques and its influences are seen all over the world. 
It is of vital importance that institutes with extensive 
recording and research projects can exist over long 
periods of time, in order to facilitate education, technical 
innovations, superior research strategies, meetings and 
international co-operation. Such places of reference have 
an importance far beyond their own regional existence.

The picture shows a recording and controlling 
situation at a site in Valcamonica in 1973. Plastic film is 
used to decipher what is natural surface and cracks and 
what is human-made. With serious and careful recording 
the differences between the results of various documents 
is reduced to a minimum.
Cf. Anati 1977.
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Motifs and compositions

Distinguishing what constitutes a composition of figures 
and what is an isolated figure is a central problem in rock 
art research. For the purposes of scientific analysis, 
images need to be identified and classified. Some images 
are easily identified, named and are known in a variety of 
formal expressions. There is always a remaining product 
here, which later on may be identified. But often there are 
images that escape formal identification and which are 
termed ‘signs’. For such iconic motives it is of interest to 
note which part of reality is being represented in the 
pictured world, and what quantities, scales and designs 
are used.

The occurrence of some motives is repeated over 
long periods of time within the same artistic tradition 
but others are unique. Which figures coexist in the same 
compositions and which ones never coexist? Identification 
of the artistic repertoire is a potential resource. To 
allocate the parts to compositions, places and landscape 
settings will provide foundations for interpretative work.

Understanding past approaches to determining 
compositions and isolated figures may provide important 
lessons for the discipline.

Points, places, areas and 
regions

A special characteristic of rock art is its usual firm 
relation to its setting. The images build up a network 
of geographical and visual references. A rock art site is 
an individual point in space that, together with other 
local rock art, forms places. Larger areas, neighbour
hoods or districts, are formed when there are other 
archaeological or historical monuments and 
arrangements. Researchers can make cartographic 
representations of these locations but such a procedure 
may tell us more about direct spatial properties that are 
our arrangements, a part of our visualising tools, rather 
than that of prehistoric or historic people. But these 
arrangements, if interpreted in conjunction with other 
evidence sources, can provide clues about prehistoric or 
historic spatial realities.

How parts are made into wholes in historical 
research is of great importance and it is also a 
geopolitical mission, as prehistoric and historic 
phenomena did not follow the borders of present day 
nations. Parallel to these spatial arrangements are the 
contemporary patterns created over the landscape, in the 
form of tourist tracks, by today’s visitors as a result of 
consuming the scientific and heritage work on 
monuments.

The artist

Who made rock art? In some cases anthropological and 
historical sources can aid enquiries into the situation of 
creation and the artist at work. Even the concept of 
‘artist’ is a difficult one. It presupposes an evolution of 
artistic expressions and evokes images such as the single, 
active, free working person of male sex. Such images 
seem to reflect an inheritance of nineteenth century 
concepts. But the focus on the performer is interesting. 
What kind of position and career has this construction 
had historically in the disciplines of Archaeology and 
History?

Theories and explanations

Recently, there has been an emphasis on the importance 
of theories. These are often opposed and the search for a 
winning standpoint has begun. However, no theory is 
good for everything as each has its properties, scope, aims 
and competence. For the history of rock art it is necessary 
to do full justice to the theories used whilst maintaining 
well-grounded criticism on both the theoretical 
alignments employed and the outcomes of these. Most 
theories are, after a while, used just as methods because 
the original thinking has been lost. Explanatory theories 
are introduced and old ones abandoned in order to be in 
line with the “research frontier”. One consequence of this 
is that old theories have been re-invented due to a lack of 
historical consciousness. One important historical task is 
to trace and understand the shifts of theories, to identify 
the core elements of the arguments, how these theoretical 
standpoints affect the selections made by researchers 
when forming arguments, and what scientific 
determinants are involved in the creation of databases. As 
the explanatory field of rock art studies has so many 
influences and interest groups, using theories from 
archaeology, anthropology, ethnology, history of religions, 
sociology and psychology, it is almost too much to try to 
unify the numerous standpoints into one single whole. 
Maybe a more realistic perspective would be to search 
not for the meaning of rock art per se but instead for the 
meanings extracted from rock art (Nordbladh 1999).

Making a history of rock art research

Some themes are still underdeveloped, such as that of the 
rock material itself. The physical nature of stone has 
enabled the rock to retain records covering the life span 
of mankind. But stone is not the neutral surface that it is
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often presumed to be. It is filled with meanings in itself, 
even when it lacks rock art. We should not forget that 
stone is one of the most known raw materials with a use 
history of millions of years. Therefore it is very potential 
as a source of knowledge and it has a history of its own. 
So, there may be relations between selected stone surfaces 
and the imagery. The bedrock topography includes 
cracks, ice striations, water basins and water flow, which 
may co-operate with the rock images.

Another theme, with which we are all involved, is 
the use and citation of images from original rock art 
recordings and their orbit and spread through culture as 
reworked images in books, postcards, souvenirs and T- 
shirts. These signify how rock art representations are still 
provoking a strong image, evolving from their original 
physical and cultural locations and establishing new 
worlds of their own.

Probably a realistic standpoint would be to 
incorporate into the historical analysis both theories and 
practical work, legal frames, institutions, actors, 
networks, audiences, and heritage strategies, on both 
local and global levels.

Hopefully the discussions above have pointed to 
possible subfields of rock art which are suitable for 
further reflection and investigation. Writing a history is 
an ongoing process and it should be multi-vocal.
Complete agreement on one version is probably 
impossible. Theories, praxis and developments hurt as 
they penetrate, take place in and leave human bodies.
This can occur several times during a lifetime. The history 
of that engagement is more of a worn out book: the 
pages of some chapters stuck together, the bindings loose, 
pages disordered or missing and the borders full of notes 
that are no longer readable or comprehensible. This 
would be a fair account, but few would appreciate such a 
desolate historical perspective.
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Meaning in Palaeolithic Art: a Semiotic Approach
Marcel Otte & Laurence Remacle

Our discussion is concerned with three main themes: 
mechanisms for the appearance of art in Europe, the 
codes used in parietal art and the definition of 
Palaeolithic styles. This short contribution summarises a 
series of other publications that cover these questions 
(Otte 1997, 1999, 2000a, 2000b; Otte & Remacle 2000; 
Remacle 2000).

Emergence of figurative art 
in Western Europe

The phenomenon of the origin of art appeared in Europe 
with modern humans, fairly clearly linked to migrations 
of external origin (which we place in Asia). Yet, the 
figurative representations do not appear earlier or 
elsewhere and, although the technology follows a gradual 
development from east to west across the continent 
(Kozłowski & Otte 2000), there is no evidence to suggest 
that the introduction of the artistic practice was the result 
of it being brought by migrants. We are thus led to infer 
that the origin of plastic works resulted from actual 
contact between two traditions and two populations with 
profoundly distinct values. In particular, the relationship 
with the animal world seems to have been abruptly 
altered at this point in human evolution. Weapons began 
to be made from natural defences, such as antler and 
ivory, and this mechanical influence was accompanied by 
a symbolic possession of the animal world, expressed in 
images.

It is thus a change of metaphysical order that we 
witness: man imposed the traces of his action and 
thought on nature. From this point on, images generated 
others and progressively constituted a “history” of 
autonomous forms. We place this engagement at the 
contact between civilisations (Neanderthals and modern 
humans) because such a contact created the need to 
express identity. Mythical thought, previously abstract, 
had to be materialised in the form of images, incarnating 
the natural forces that it mastered. These were first of all 
three-dimensional statuettes, which in their form and 
relief were close to experienced reality. Mastery came 
from plastic reproduction and dimensional reduction of 
the subjects, rendering the work transportable. Perhaps

they were presented in a sort of “sanctuary” area within 
or near occupation sites.

During territorial expansion, the statuettes, animal 
or anthropomorphic, progressively gave way to a lateral 
view, in profile or faint relief, suggested by degraded 
shading. Western Europe is marked by these images on 
walls, permanent in the landscape. They simultaneously 
display the mythic influence on the rock, a new 
theoretical construction for creating flat images and the 
beginnings of an uninterrupted practice in the 
development of forms. From then on, images were 
continually transformed, constituting a particular 
experience with plastic signs. Resulting from constraints 
imposed by contacts between opposing value systems, the 
images led to other images, reproduced through time 
according to the development of consciousness and 
thought.

According to this view, it is not necessary to look for 
an origin of art outside Europe; it is rather a result of the 
collision between two peoples, with different value 
systems and traditions, who seek to externalise them by 
images, intermediary between nature and spirit.

Construction and decoding of 
Palaeolithic images

By examining plastic signs, we attempt to understand the 
interaction between the various components of the form 
or “morphemes”, such as texture, colours, contours or 
lines. An “aesthetic message” can thus be transmitted on 
a single emotional basis and outside of any possible 
religious meaning. Our approach aims at deconstructing 
these different elements in order to identify possible 
constants: kinds of abstract messages and codifiers of the 
images. The real meaning of these regularities is 
considered only secondarily because it contributes much 
more to decipher the expressions followed and 
reproduced, perhaps unconsciously, than to attempt the 
vain search for a lost meaning. Among the morphemes, 
certain are based on similarity among natural forms and 
we can, even today, identify the model: humans or, more 
often, animals. This analogical function is based on a 
repertoire present in human memory and it coincides with
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observation. The value or meaning that is given to the 
first natural image: horse, bison, mammoth, shaman, is 
added to the brute visual emotion based on the 
morphemes (colour, light, texture, perspective). Even if 
the meaning cannot be interpreted, at least the 
construction of these forms can be understood and 
compared from one scene to another or from one cave to 
another. Gradually, we decode these images, in order to 
uncover the underlying structure that could be associated 
with the lengthening of a line as much as with an 
opposition of colours. These structures are then placed in 
relation, either in space or time, to define schools or 
developments.

Style as a formal "added value"

The notion of “style” intervenes then as an expression, 
mixing the articulation of morphemes with the 
modification of figures: the discrepancy with the natural 
form appears constant and meaningful. Besides the 
selection of a recognisable form, a distortion is imposed 
by the “vision” created by the tradition, ethnic group or 
particular moment (“functional” or operational style). 
Modified in this way, the image embodies more an idea 
than a chosen reality. The form produces the specific 
conception carried by a tradition; it expressed a 
worldview that is proper to it. These stylistic 
transformations are not random: they respond, in 
contrast, to strict rules, touching on religious and sacred 
values. In this sense, the style reveals a completely 
abstract worldview. It expresses and maintains the 
collective consciousness because the plastic conception 
created is “dictated” to other members of the group who 
read it and conform their perception to it: the image 
shapes the thought to which it contributes. Through time, 
these stylistic stages constitute coherent, continuous but 
changing, networks: only today, retrospectively, can we 
retrace the phases, indiscernible during each moment. 
Even without writing, Palaeolithic art, considered in this 
light, forms a developmental stylistic body, like all of the 
grand schools of historic eras.

Once established, the stylistic code acquires a 
supplementary value because it serves to identify the 
group that conforms to it and is expressed by it. We can 
thus say that the code participates in its mode of 
collective communication, complementary to the semiotic 
message contained within. In our analysis, we must thus 
distinguish the linking of the morphemes from the 
manner in which they are rendered. This is sometimes 
concealed in quite secondary details such as the curves, 
fissures or thickness (Guy 1996, 1999; Apellaniz 1993,
2000). A specific impression is created via abstract lines

(curve of a back, rendering of the hooves). Our modern 
eye can be directly affected by these distinctions, either 
spontaneously and globally (“impression”) or after 
analysis (“decomposition”). We should give up the 
illusion of being able to reconstitute the content, or a 
possible meaning, and resolutely orient ourselves 
toward the language of forms as they appear to us 
outside the context of any particular message. 
Ethnographic explanations are either too general 
(shamanism exists everywhere) or too specific (random 
associations).

Another range of syntactic relationships is concerned 
with the combination of the rocky supports that transmit 
their texture and form to the image. Quite often, the 
figure drawn only delimits a shape already shown on the 
wall, by its relief, colour and aspect. This natural texture 
enters into the plastic message and its use enhances 
stylistic variants. Whatever the original meaning given to 
the cave by the artists, it is certain that this connotation 
was deliberately added to the global syntax of the image: 
it was integrated like any other morpheme. These forms, 
always visible, were solicited by modern interrogation 
and provoke emotion both by its aspects and by the 
mysterious meaning felt, coming from a past that has 
created us. The discovery of a code structuring these 
forms gives an emotion drawn from the intelligence of 
these signs, even if we do not understand the particular 
context.

Diachronic approach

The formal relationships established by the neutral state 
of analogy can then be integrated into a diachronic 
series, more and more accessible as a result of direct 
dating by accelerator (AMS). We note a non-linear 
rhythm, as if different phases were contained in this 
immense period and that several schools functioned 
simultaneously, most probably for specific functions in 
various settings. The individual role of the artist cannot 
be excluded, adding a personal cachet to the global 
artistic infusion. On the basis of these premises, we can 
nourish the ambition to reconstruct, in its complexity, 
the development of thought and consciousness, in 
respecting the nuances of time, place and distinct 
functions. The finesse of the decoding should not gloss 
over the global appreciation of a scene or a composition, 
based on a supplementary approach to each of its 
components. On a practical plan, our approach consisted 
in the definition of “moments” corresponding to unique 
places and dates, for example in a single rock shelter or 
within a single composition, comparing the rendering of 
different themes, expressed by the same “style”. We then
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attempted to establish external connections by 
comparing the different messages expressed by separate 
images. Such similarities, sometimes quite distant, were 
discovered for example at Arcy-sur-Cure, Pair-non-Pair 
and Foz Cöa (Figure 3). The purpose of these networks 
of similar images must be approached by analysis of 
contexts, archaeological or topographic. The dominant 
impression today is one of vertigo, faced with all that 
remains for us to accomplish.

Examples
1. Origins of the Palaeolithic image

The three representations, from sites dated to 34-30000 
BP, are part of the same Aurignacian cultural current, 
at the beginning of figurative art, and denote an 
astonishing iconographic relationship. They are hybrid 
representations, resulting from the fusion of an 
anthropomorphic figure with an animal: bison-man at 
Chauvet and Fumane and lion-man at Hohlenstein-Stadel. 
This concealment of the human image, in particular 
masculine, demonstrates the “sacred” power accorded to 
the representation: from its origins, the image acquires 
the value of that which it represents.

In the three examples presented here, the animal 
element is substituted at the head of the figure, the 
anthropomorphic aspect remaining recognisable in the 
lower limbs and vertical posture. The complete formal 
fusion creates, by syncretism, a new individual, 
combining the properties of man and animal. We can 
imagine that these are representations of shamans, 
masked or covered by animal skins, in the role of their 
intermediary function between man and natural forces, or

even the representation of trance visions (Glottes &C 
Lewis-Williams 1996).

The type and technique of the works are very 
different: mobile art on ivory in the Swabian Jura, versus 
parietal art at Vallon-Pont-d’Arc and Fumane. At 
Fumane, rudimentary figures are found near the entrance, 
while the vast compositions of Chauvet, associated with a 
perfectly mastered technique, are disseminated 
throughout the entire cavity.

This plastic shift from sculpture in the round to bi- 
dimensional representation, strictly lateral (mainly 
profiles), involves the formation of new and independent 
conventions, which, however, do not break the 
iconographic association with reputedly dangerous fauna 
(the association with felines is direct at Hohlenstein- 
Stadel, indirect at Fumane and Chauvet), drawn in a 
particularly realistic manner (powerful shadings of colour, 
carefully designed attitudes at Chauvet; menacing 
attitudes of the German statuettes). The concern for 
realism and rendering in three dimensions is concentrated 
from now on in the optimisation of the interaction 
between the possibilities of the support and various new 
plastic techniques (smudging, shading, chromatic 
refinement, compositions).

The ability of Aurignacian artists to create illusions 
particularly evidences identification of the image with a 
reality that is interpreted, showing a strong encoding of 
representations, as much in mobile art as in parietal. 
These formal and iconographic conventions would have a 
long lineage throughout the Upper Palaeolithic (a strict 
parallel can notably be established between the figuration 
at Chauvet and a vertical bison at Castillo Cave, 
Cantabria; or the “sorcerer” at Gabillou Cave, 
Dordogne), undergoing inevitable regional and 
chronological fluctuations.

Figure 1. Origins of the 
Palaeolithic image 
Left: “shaman” and feline, 
Fumane, Italy (drawings 
LR after Broglio 2000). 
Center: ivory statuettes; 
lion-man from 
Hohlenstein-Stadel and 
feline from Vogelherd, 
Baden-Württemberg (after 
Hahn 1986).
Right: Bison-man and 
detail of lion panel, 
Chauvet Cave, Ardéche 
(after Clottes 2001 and 
Chauvet et al. 1995).
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Figure 2. Approaching formal conventions of 
representation.
Top: left, auroches, Lascaux, Dordogne (drawing LR 
after Delluc 1989); right, composite animal, Cosquer 
Cave, Bouches-du-Rhone (drawing LR after Clottes & 
Courtin 1994).
Center: left, bison, Moulin Cave, Saint-Cirq-Lapopie, Lot 
(after Lorblanchet 1995); right, bison, La Gréze, 
Dordogne (drawing LR after Leroi-Gourhan 1965). 
Bottom: left, doe, Covalanas; right, striated doe head, 
Altamira, Cantabria (after Lorblanchet 1995).

2. Approaching formal conventions of 
representation

Before any attempt at interpretation, the “reading” of an 
image passes through analysis of its morphemes: line, 
contour, form, material, relief, light and colour are some 
of the many variables that give an image its identity, by 
their combination in different degrees. Besides the more 
or less immediate analogical recognition, according to the 
degree of schematisation, the “expressive formula” 
developed by the artist will directly influence the visual 
perception and aesthetic emotion that is felt by each 
observer, Palaeolithic or modern. As an example, we 
compare here three pairs of “formal solutions” chosen 
among the common themes of the Palaeolithic bestiary: 
aurochs, bison and doe.

a. Aurochs (Lascaux, Dordogne, and Cosquer Cave, 
Bouches-du-Rhöne)

The wide, bold line of the head and neck of the aurochs 
in the axial passage of Lascaux is attached to the rough 
edges of the calcite in “cauliflower” (Mondmilch). The 
clear opposition of the black of the manganese on the 
white wall make the animal appear, not very detailed and 
scaled down but remarkably drawn, as an emblem-image, 
in the middle of its polychrome compeers. Maximal 
expressivity is combined with a great economy of means 
(the same phenomenon can be seen on the great panel of 
Tito Bustillo Cave, with a representation of a horse). The 
thickness of the line permits interaction between the 
upstrokes and down strokes, notably in the rendering of 
the nose of the animal.

In contrast, the profile of the composite animal at 
Cosquer consists of fine, tense, rapid engraving. The 
head, covered with interfering lines, is represented in 
profile, the horns full-face, in a “twisted perspective”.
The consistency of the figure is rendered by the excess of 
lines, the lively movement evoking a rough sketch or 
outline. The opposition between these two images resides 
primarily in the expressive power of the line.

b. Bison (Moulin Cave, Saint-Cirq-Lapopie, Lot, and La 
Gréze, Dordogne)

The bison at Moulin Cave demonstrates a concern for 
realism in the representation of the four limbs in 
perspective, as well as in the proportions and attitude of 
the animal. The “blown” contour accentuates the head 
and forequarters, and gives a relief to the figure, imitating 
the natural shadow zones on the body (back hump, belly 
and hooves).

In contrast, the bison of La Gréze is completely 
“flat”, a simple outline delimited on a grainy rocky 
background. The texture of the support is exploited for 
itself, left untouched by the artist, who simply inserted a
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curving contour of a bison with deformed proportions: 
horns drawn full-face, humped back, and chest and belly 
in exaggerated curves. A slight relief, based on the same 
principle as the hazy lines of the bison at Moulin, is given 
by deep engraving that stands out in angled light (note 
that the figures of this cave are close to the entrance in a 
shadowed zone). The accent is mainly on the properties 
of the contour to define the figure, as well as on the 
expressive potential of the supports.

c. Doe (Covalanas and Altamira, Cantabria)

The “pointillist” technique of the red does at Covalanas, 
a convention respected throughout the cave, gives life 
and movement to the representations, drawn in realistic 
poses. The spotted aspect, which could evoke the short 
fur of the animal, gives a relief to the contours and, at 
the same time, an illusion of animation of “impressionist” 
type. Anatomic details are finely rendered by the very 
simple graphic technique.

The incised and striated head of the doe at Altamira 
was produced from an entirely different conception: 
the volume is rendered conventionally by the 
accumulation of lines, which detach and isolate the 
figure from the support, allowing a full form to appear 
on the rocky or bony background that is highlighted in 
angled light. The engraving, revealing the internal colour 
of the support, acts as a sort of colorant without pigment. 
The realistic contour opposes the conventional fill, which 
is identical in mobile and parietal art (does of Altamira 
and Castillo Caves, among others), thus constituting a 
strong regional stylistic marker.

3. Form versus dating: an attempt to define 
"Gravettian style"

Figure 3. Attempts to define a “Gravettian style”.
Left: ibex and horse, Pair-non-Pair, Gironde (drawing 
LR after Leroi-Gourhan 1965).
Top right: ibex,
Arcy-sur-Cure, Yonne (drawing LR after Baffier & 
Girard 1998).
Bottom right: horse, Ribeira de Piscos, Goa Valley (after 
Zilhäo 1998).

The definition of a style proper to a parietal ensemble 
requires evidence of common formal characteristics 
among its components that permit other works from 
other contexts, more or less distant in time or space, to 
be associated with it. The deconstruction of morphemes 
in the example described here demonstrates an aesthetic 
choice for the line, refinement of natural forms and a 
certain technique that could qualify as “calligraphy”, 
linked to an integration of the properties of the 
supports.

At Pair-non-Pair, the engraved figures, dated at most 
to the Gravettian by stratigraphic overlap (Delluc 1991), 
are reduced to an absolute profile, without representation 
of internal details. The realism is sacrificed to graphic 
conventions that accentuate the curve of the lines, the 
animal becoming a pretext for the play of lines. The 
contour delimits a simple form and appropriates the 
grainy texture and the concavities of the rock wall. The
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elaborate composition associates two pairs of animals, 
opposed or superimposed.

A comparable aesthetic will is found in the treatment 
of the figures of the Grande Grotte of Arcy-sur-Cure and 
panel no. 1 of Ribeira de Piscos in the Coa Valley. At 
Arcy, the body of the ibex is reduced to a few lines and 
subordinate to its oversized horns, which suffice to 
identify it. The Gravettian attribution has been confirmed 
by AMS dates on organic materials from the 
archaeological level, which is associated with the 
execution of the paintings (Girard et al. 1996).

More striking still is the example at C6a, where the 
graphic will is clearly perceptible in the representation of 
two intertwined horses. The strictly symmetric curving of 
the dorsal lines is reflected by a plastic double rhyme with 
the belly of the first animal and the convexity of the wall 
on which it is drawn. The irregular pecking on the

smooth schist blocks creates a mirror effect with respect 
to the engraving on the rough support of Pair-non-Pair. In 
both cases, it is natural light that reveals the figures, by 
attaching to the reliefs created by the pecked line and to 
the natural curves of the wall.

The formal conventions permit us to group these 
parietal works that evidence similar aesthetic refinements 
over some hundreds of kilometres of distance, in a spirit 
that seems specific to the Gravettian world.

Examples of this type are numerous during the 
Upper Palaeolithic; each cultural movement, each region, 
seems to have had its own system of conventions, applied 
in other contexts: parietal, mobile or open-air art. It 
remains for us now to recover and redefine these codes 
and put them in parallel, using formal analysis, and to 
articulate them in order to (re)construct, little by little, a 
history of Palaeolithic forms.
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Brazilian Rock Art Research
AndréProus

Background

The paintings in the rock shelters of central Brazil and the 
petroglyphs on boulders in Amazonia were mentioned 
throughout the nineteenth century by Danish, French and 
German naturalists and artists. Generally, such writers 
regarded these phenomena as incipient forms of 
indigenous writing (Debret 1834/9; Sampaio 1918). 
However, academic research did not commence until the 
end of the 1960s when a Jesuit priest, P.J.A. Rohr, made 
the first copies of petroglyphs in Santa Catarina State, the 
ethnographer D. Aytai published an interesting structural 
analysis of a site in Sao Paulo State and a Spanish 
archaeologist, V. Calderon, identified different styles in 
the rock art of Bahia State.

During the 1970s two French-Brazilian teams con
ducted systematic surveys: one with A. Laming-Emperaire 
and A. Prous in Minas Gerais State (central Brazil) and the 
other with N. Guidon in Piaui State (northeast Brazil). 
Both teams made complete records of many sites. Throug
hout the 1980s further surveys and recordings were 
carried out by Brazilian teams in others states including:
P. Mentz Ribeiro in Rio Grande do Sul and Roraima;
P. Schmitz, I. Simonsen and A. Mendonęa de Souza in 
Goiås; G. Martin in Pernambuco and Rio Grande do 
Norte; M. Belträo in Bahia; and S. Gleyde Amando in 
Alagoas. In the 1990s new regions were studied by 
D. Vialou and A. Vialou (Mato Grosso), M. Beber 
(Mato Grosso do Sul), M. Consens and E. Pereira 
(Para, an Amazonian state) and, more recently, P. de Blasis 
(Tocantins). In Santa Catarina, L. Keler is now conducting 
systematic research.

In 1980 more than 900 rock art sites were cited in 
the literature (Albano 1980). Although much more has 
been discovered during the last 20 years, many regions 
remain archaeologically unexplored and today’s known 
sites, numbering around 2,000, are probably only a small 
sample of the actual prehistoric remains.

Systematic recording, including tracing onto plastic 
sheets and photography, are now common procedures.
The necessity for such direct copies is due to the fact that 
the sites are generally exposed to, and are difficult to, 
protect from, both environmental deterioration and 
mankind’s destructive acts, including vandalism. This 
recording process will continue despite some foreign

scholar’s criticisms of any contact with the prehistoric 
figures.

In the 1980s N. Guidon and A. Prous (opera citata) 
produced the first syntheses of Brazilian rock art, defining 
the successive regional styles and artistic traditions, which 
other scholars have since used as a general framework. 
Theoretical discussions on Brazilian rock art are few but 
efforts have been made by A.M. Pessis (1985),
M. Consens, P. Seda (1990) and A. Prous (1999).

Interpretation and dating

Generally, Brazilian archaeologists avoid interpretations 
of the records because of the lack of narrative scenes.
Such scenes are found only in the Nordeste Tradition and 
have been interpreted using ethnographic accounts like 
those of the Fulnió Indians. Several studies on 
archaeoastronomy have also been made (for an overview 
see Jalles 1998), including those of M. Belträo in Bahia 
state where astronomic figures are frequent.

Researchers of the rock art of Minas Gerais are 
particularly involved with the elaboration of relative 
chronological sequences. But they have also analysed the 
rock art in terms of choices influencing its location within 
the landscape and the spatial organisation of imagery 
within distinct chronological phases (A. Prous, A. Baeta,
L. Ribeiro and M. Silva). A. Isnardis has made 
methodological comparative studies examining modern 
graffiti in the city of Belo Horizonte. Also, A. Baeta has 
focused on the importance of rock art for present day 
Indians in Minas.

Some attempts at absolute dating have been made in 
central and northeast Brazil. Paintings and engravings 
buried in archaeological strata indicate that that the rock 
art is about 10,000 years old. In Amazonia, Mato 
Grosso, Minas Gerais and Piaui, archaeological layers 
containing large amounts of pigment date from 12000 to 
5000 BP. A. Rowe has carried out direct AMS dating of 
painted figures and buried pigments from Minas Gerais 
and Piaui but, because most of the pigments were not 
fixed with organic compounds, there are too few dates to 
provide a chronological framework. As most of the 
engravings studied by archaeologists are on limestone
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- NORDESTE TRADITION

► SOUTHERN TRADITION

BRAZIL /GUYANA TRADITION 

ITACOATIARA TRADITION 

PLANALTO TRADITION 

^ SÄO FRANCISCO TRADITION

• OTHERS

Montalvånia
Serra do Cipó/Santana do Riacho
Januaria/Peruaęu
Boqueiras Soberbo
Serranópolis 8. Santa Elina
Monte Alegre 9. Campeche
Såo Raimundo Nonato tO.Andrelåndia Figure 1. Location of Brazilian rock art.

walls, the dating technique proposed by Bednarik (1992) 
cannot be used. Physicist S. Watanabe, from Säo Paulo 
University, is now beginning a programme of 
thermoluminescence dating of the carbonate concretions 
that cover some petroglyphs. The results may be 
published soon.

Some of the main rock art traditions 
in Brazil

The Meridional Tradition is found in the southern part of 
Brazil (Parana Basin). It seems to be a continuation of the 
well-known estilo de pisadas (tracks) that are found in 
Argentina and in some parts of the Bolivian Lowlands.

This tradition consists of polished engravings on boulders 
which represent plain geometric figures: in some regions 
tridactyles (tracks of birds? vulvae?), deer and jaguar 
tracks and pubian triangles dominate; in others the 
imagery is mainly of circles that are connected by sinuous 
lines.

The Littoral Tradition is found on islands and 
beaches near the southern Brazilian coast (state of Santa 
Catarina). Boulders facing the ocean are covered with 
geometric figures in very aesthetic arrangements.

In central and north-east Brazil, several stylistic 
traditions can be found in each site or panel. Those 
described below are only the most representative:

The Planalto Tradition is found in hundreds of sites 
that are located in the high savannah landscapes of 
central Brazil. The representations consist mainly of
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Figure 2. Såo Francisco 
Tradition: geometric 
paintings (centre), spear 
throwers and javelines 
(right), vegetal roots (left). 
Peruaęu Valley.
(Photo: Andrei Isnardis.)

Figure 3. Nordeste 
Tradition: “acrobats”, Såo 
Raimundo Nonato (Piaui). 
(Photo: Jacqueline Rodet 
Monteiro.)

Figure 4. Montalvånia Complex: 
petroglyphs of Lapa de Posseidon. 
Drawing of A. Prous, from M. Castro’s 
document.

animals including cervids, which are always dominant, 
and fish which are often numerous. The quadrupeds form 
family groups and are frequently surrounded by very 
schematic anthropomorphic figures that are much smaller 
than their preys. Fish mainly occur in pairs. They are 
sometimes caught in a net or with a line. Animals are 
associated with geometric symbols, such as dots and 
small lines. Paintings found in dated archaeological levels 
have revealed that the Planalto Tradition existed from at 
least 7000 to 4000 BP. In all sites of the central Brazilian 
highlands this is the most ancient known tradition.

The Såo Francisco Tradition is found all along the 
great S. Francisco River that crosses the lowlands of 
central and part of north-east Brazil. It is generally the 
most ancient tradition in the sites where it appears. Its 
paintings are also present in western Brazil, maybe as far

as the Bolivian Lowlands. Most of figures are geometric, 
sometimes very elaborate (the Caboclo style) and often 
associated with weapons including spear-throwers and 
javelins. On the limit of Minas Gerais and the Bahia 
State, astronomic figurations are also numerous. In 
several places, many figures are bichrome and, 
frequently, have been later retouched with a third colour 
(mainly white or black). Some sites have thousands of 
paintings covering huge panels. Sometimes these reach 
18 m high and were visible from long distances. In the 
Peruaęu Valley and Montalvånia region, there are several 
successive levels of paintings of this tradition, each one 
showing some stylistic and thematic peculiarities.

The Nordeste Tradition was initially thought to be 
limited to the arid north-eastern region, but actually 
extends into central Brazil and, probably, as far as the
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Figure 5.
Anthropomorphic figures 
in the middle Amazon 
valley. (Photo: Fabiano 
opes de Paula.)

Bolivian Lowlands. It is characterised by anthropo
morphic representations that come together in animated 
scenes of sex, ritual, war, hunting and gathering. Family 
groups are frequent and genitalia are often indicated, at 
least in the south of the Piaui State. There are several 
styles, some with large anthropomoprhic figures whose 
bodies are filled with geometric designs (the Serra Branca 
style, found only in Piaui), others with very small and 
agitated personages (Serra Talhada complex, Serido style). 
Animals are mostly cervids and nandous and can be 
numerous. Geometric figures are very rare, but a tridactyl 
sign often accompanies couples. The Nordeste Tradition 
is claimed to be very ancient in the Piaui State (up to 
10000 BP or more), but is obviously only a few centuries 
old in Minas Gerais where it superimposes various earlier 
stylistic traditions.

Others important stylistic units are less studied. In 
north-east Brazil, the Agreste Tradition is characterised by 
crudely painted figures of large animals and isolated 
anthropomorphs. In the north of Minas Gerais the 
Montalvånia Complex adorns some caves with thousands 
of delicate engravings of spear throwers, footprints and 
biomorphic figures, connected with sinuous lines. In 
others sites there also appear very typical small linked 
biomorphic figures. In the eastern part of the state, A. 
Baeta has studied another painted complex in the Rio 
Doce Valley located in the sacred shelters of the Krenak 
Indians.

Various stylistic units should be defined in 
Amazonian territory. In the Lower Amazon and Guyanas, 
boulders on riversides are decorated with engravings of 
men with “radiant heads” (crown of feathers?). Further 
up the Amazon, near Monte Alegre, caves are decorated 
with paintings showing thread-like figures, part 
anthropomorphic and part batrachian, which have 
similarities with some decorative themes of the 
polychrome ceramic tradition. Painted geometric figures 
are also known in shelters bordering Venezuela, and

engravings are present on boulders, along the riverside of 
Uaupé (bordering Colombia).

Site conservation and management

Brazilian rock art is located on boulders (petroglyphs) 
and in open shelters (mainly pictograms but also 
petroglyphs), never in dark caves. There are few rock art 
sites in the south of the country, maybe due to the lack of 
appropriate shelters or because erosion has destroyed 
exposed figures. The expanses of limestone in central 
Brazil and of sandstone in north-east Brazil have provided 
excellent shelters. Thousands of sites have been registered. 
Several of the few caves in Amazonia have been painted 
but the rock art of this region mainly consists of 
petroglyphs on boulders situated alongside rivers.

Rock art sites suffer from extreme weathering in all 
regions but this problem is greater at open-air sites. 
Pioneering attempts to study and combat the agents of 
destruction have been made in Piaui State by M. C. Lage 
(in collaboration with the Laboratoire du Louvre) and, 
more recently, in Minas Gerais by the Centro de 
Conservapäo e Restauraęao (CECOR) of the Federal 
University. As a result of Stanley Price’s proposal for a 
partnership between IGROM and the CECOR, a course 
on conservation and use of collections will be soon 
realised in Belo Horizonte and site management will be 
discussed.

Some regions with impressive rock art traditions are 
now archaeologically well known and need a special 
management programme. Two such regions are Serra da 
Capivara and the Peruaęu Valley, where a large number 
of shelters - some of them with thousands of paintings - 
have been excavated and have provided important 
frameworks for Brazilian archaeology; there is little doubt 
that they will soon be important tourist attractions.
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Within the National Park of Serra da Capivara 
(Piaui State), a World Heritage site since 1991,
N. Guidon has created an archaeological and tourist 
centre. Struggling against adverse natural and social 
conditions, she has completely transformed daily life in 
this region that is one of the poorest in the country. More 
than 300 sites with prehistoric paintings, dominated by 
the typical xerophic vegetation of the Nordeste Tradition 
(north-eastern part of Brazil), stand in this park. Also in 
the Piaui State, several rock art shelters are located in the 
National Park of Sete Cidades that preserves a 
magnificent eroded sandstone landscape.

The second example of an important rock art and 
archaeological complex is the Peruaęu Valley (Minas 
Gerais State), which became a National Park in 1999. 
About one hundred sites with bright paintings are 
scattered within a wonderful karstic landscape near the 
Xacriaba Indian Reserve. It is expected it will also 
become World Heritage and that a future management 
strategy would also improve regional development in this 
area.

At a distance of about one hundred kilometres from 
Peruaęu are the magnificent caves of Montalvänia which 
are covered with thousands of delicate engravings. This is 
another region that should be protected in central Brazil. 
As yet they are relatively unknown but regional 
development programmes will soon make population and 
tourism grow.

As a result of few Federal or State Government 
investments in site preservation, private investment has 
occurred, such as that in Andrelandia (Minas Gerais) 
where a local association bought the mountain on which 
the great painted shelter of Toca do Indio is located and 
now manages the site.

Seminars, symposia and 
recent publications

A recently published bibliography of Brazilian 
archaeology (Kipnis et al. 1995) includes hundreds of 
references on rock art. Most publications appeared in 
periodicals such as Clio (University of Pernambuco, 
Recife - mainly covering northern Brazil), Arquivos do 
Museu de Historia Natural (University of Minas Gerais - 
mainly covering central Brazil) or are published by the 
Instituto Anchietano de Pesquisas de Säo Leopoldo 
(covering southern Brazil, Goias and Mato Grosso).

Some papers have been also published in Spanish, 
mostly in the Boletin de la SIARB, (La Paz, Bolivia) and 
Ars Praehistorica (Barcelona), in French (VAnthropologie, 
Bulletin de la Société Ariége-Pyrénées, Les Dossiers 
d’Archeologie) and English (Oxbow Monographs, BCSP).

Brazilian archaeologists have discussed prehistoric 
art in the first ‘Meeting of Theory in Latin American 
Archaeology’ (at Vitoria in 1998) and at the Congress of 
Brazilian Archaeological Society (SAB) which is held 
every two years (in 1997, 12 of the 133 papers were 
about rock art studies). A meeting on archaeoastronomy 
took place in Rio in 1998. Brazilian archaeologists also 
participated in the Cochabamba ‘International Meeting 
on Rock Art’ in 1997. In the Vila Real (Portugal) 
Congress in 1998, 16 papers were submitted - mainly by 
archaeologists from north-east Brazil - and the creation 
of a Brazilian rock art association has been proposed. 
Brazilian participation was limited at the 12th 
‘International Rock Art Congress’ at Ripon (Wisconsin 
1999), where only one paper was submitted.

A useful research source is the microfiche that have 
been published by the Microéditions of the Laboratoire 
d’Ethnologie du Musée de l’Homme (Paris). They provide 
a complete reproduction of many sites in the Minas 
Gerais and Piaui states.

Conclusion

Rock art recording was intensive in the 1980s, but few 
chronological studies have been made of the rock art out 
of Piaui and Minas Gerais. It is now necessary to better 
understand the stylistic evolution of these two states and 
to identify the sequences of the others. Important 
publications on relatively unexplored regions are in press 
(such as the Mato Grosso sites) and new perspectives are 
developing. Archaeometry will be a valuable instrument 
but its development is hampered by a lack of radiocarbon 
facilities, although some laboratories are working 
intermittently. Archaeologists are now involved with site 
management, despite not being prepared for such work. 
This necessitates the influx of international experience 
that may aid the identification of destructive factors and 
improve current preservation and tourist management 
policies.
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The State of Rock Art Research and 
Conservation in Bolivia
Roy Querejazu Lewis

Introduction

Rock art documentation, conservation and investigation 
started in a methodical and scientific way in Bolivia in 
1987, when the Bolivian Rock Art Research Society 
(Sociedad de Investigacion del Arte Rupestre de Bolivia - 
SIARB) was founded. Before then, rock art was considered 
to be of little interest and even then only as an attractive 
complement to archaeology. In fact, in 1987, the National 
Institute of Archaeology had only registered about 50 rock 
art sites in all of Bolivia. Four of them were protected 
with wire fences, but local people have since destroyed a 
couple of them. To date the SIARB has registered more 
than 1,000 rock art sites and without doubt this number 
will continue to rise in the coming years. All the known 
sites have been documented with notes about the region, 
climate, location, the rock art, including the state of con
servation of the rock support and the rock art itself, and 
photographic records have been made. Only in very 
specific cases have rock art sites with petroglyphs been 
traced as a method of documentation. In this respect, 
SIARB upholds a code of ethics for its rock art researchers.

During its short existence, SIARB has organized five 
international rock art congresses. Its main congress was 
held in the city of Cochabamba in 1997, as the academic 
event of the International Federation of Rock Art 
Organizations (IFRAO) of that year. The main symposia 
in the different congresses have concentrated on recent 
investigations into rock art and on themes such as 
documentation, conservation and dating. Additionally, 
the SIARB has been involved in education and didactic 
campaigns (including the emission of nine postage stamps 
of Bolivian rock art), conferences, rock art exhibitions, 
and the publication of a yearly rock art bulletin and a 
monographic series covering various themes. The SIARB 
has also executed rock art conservation projects, of 
which, the Torotoro Conservation Project, directed by 
Fernando Huaranca (Huaranca 1995:112-123), stands 
out as a pioneering effort in South America. The access of 
visitors (who previously climbed, touched and damaged 
the rock paintings) was avoided by filling up stones and 
local vegetation in the natural steps and holes in the rock 
gradient. The rock paintings of Torotoro can now only be 
seen at a safe distance from below.

Undoubtedly, one of the main challenges in the 
investigation of rock art is integrating it into its cultural 
context. This leads us to the most difficult aspect of rock 
art research: dating and the construction of a 
chronological framework.

The topographical structure of Bolivia includes the 
mountain range of the Andes which, entering Bolivian 
territory by the north-west, is divided in two by the high 
plateau. The oriental mountain branch descends towards 
the tropical low plains on the East. Between the oriental 
mountain chain and the tropical low plains are several 
valleys that were formed by the different river basins 
descending from the Andes. On the Eastern side of 
Bolivia, the only important concentration of rock art sites 
is situated in the hill formations of the Chiquitania in the 
Department of Santa Cruz. Most of the rock art sites in 
Bolivia are in the Andean region.

Research in the River Mizque Basin

Rock art investigations in Bolivia have focussed on areas 
where SIARB rock art researchers conduct their activities. 
Great emphasis has been directed towards documenta
tion. In some areas relative chronological frameworks 
have been proposed.

This author has utilised different methods of dating 
(with important contributions of Robert Bednarik) in the 
River Mizque Basin, Central Bolivia (Querejazu 2001). 
Rock art manifestations in the basin cover a time span 
that includes the following cultural periods:

1. Hunter-gatherers which are identified by the 
presence of cupules, zoomorphic figures, the 
“hurina” (a small deer) (Figure 1).

2. The Agricultural-ceramist Period. This spans 
from the Formative Period (1500 BC-500 AD)
to the Late Intermediate Period (1100-1430 AD), 
just before the Inca occupation of the region.

3. The Colonial Period (Spanish occupation): 
1532-1825 AD.

4. The Republican Period: mainly during the twentieth 
century.
For the rock paintings, indirect dating methods have
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Figure 1. Possible deers (“hurinas”) and abstract motifs. 
Chilijchi.

been used, whereas for the engravings, both direct and 
indirect methods were utilised.

Visual iconographic analysis of themes and their 
superimpositions was employed at the rock art sites of 
Chilijchi (with the “hurinas”), in El Buey (Figure 2), in 
Paja Colorada (with ancient hand stencils) and for the 
rock art of the Colonial Period. Likewise, comparisons 
were made of zoomorphic figures from different sites and 
on ceramics (both painted and in relief) which share the 
tripartite motif at the end of legs and tails. From an 
excavation executed below a panel containing rock art 
figures with the tripartite motif (Figure 3), a radiocarbon 
date was obtained for organic material within the same 
stratigraphical level as pieces of pottery bearing the same 
tripartite motif.

The analysis of petroglyphs was based principally on 
geomorphological criteria, on the analysis of 
microerosion of petroglyphs, and on the analysis of stone 
instruments used to make engravings (Bednarik 1997:80, 
1998:23-35, 2001:99-108). For the rock art site of Sotal 
(Figure 4), besides the analysis of the stone instruments

Figure 2. Two different periods of rock paintings. 
El Buey.

Figure 3. Various superimpositions. Paja Colorada.
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Figure 4. Engravings similar to human footprints. Sotal.

Figure 5. Excavation at Camacho, under a figure with the 
tripartite motif.

found during the excavation, the absence of ceramic 
material, and a radiocarbon date, the theme of the 
engravings (similar to those of other regions of South 
America) was taken into account. Although some of the 
dating methods that were utilised are more scientific they 
do not undermine the contribution that less scientific 
methods can provide. The science of dating rock art is 
still taking its first steps and, in consequence, we consider 
that, in the majority of cases in Bolivia, we should not 
depend on only one method of investigation.

The case of the chronological investigation of the 
tripartite motif in the River Mizque Basin is explicit. First 
we found similarities between zoomorphic figures with the 
tripartite motif depicted at the end of legs and (in some 
cases) tails in the panels with rock art with figures in relief 
and painted on a specific type of ceramic. Those days 
(1987) it was supposed that such ceramics (Mizque 
Regional) would correspond to the Late Intermediate 
period (1100-1470 AC). This period coincided with the 
geomorphological analysis carried out in Cabracancha by 
Robert Bednarik. Then a radiocarbon date was obtained 
for organic material situated in the third and fourth levels 
(50-70 cm depth) during the excavation in Camacho 
(Figure 5), where pieces of pottery of the Mizque Regional 
Culture were found. The result of the radiocarbon analysis 
was 560 +/- 70 before present, which corresponds to the 
year 1390 after Christ: a date that coincides in general 
terms with the results of the other methods that had been 
used. These coincidental results tend to confirm that, in 
both rock art and ceramics, the tripartite motif (in 
zoomorphic figures) corresponds to the Late Intermediate 
Period. It also confirmed that the Mizque Regional 
ceramics belong to this period.

SIARB activities in other regions

In other regions of Bolivia, the work of SIARB members 
has been carried out in accordance with the requirements 
of the respective regional rock art. The Lacustrine region 
of Lake Titicaca has been covered by rock art specialists of 
the city of La Paz: mainly by Mathias Strecker (General 
Secretary and Editor of SIARB) and Freddy Taboada 
(member of SIARB’s directive). Strecker has documented 
various rock art sites in the area. His work has also 
covered areas of the Departments of Oruro (Cala Cala) 
and Fotosi, in the area of Betanzos. One of Strecker’s 
major efforts has been directed towards the preservation 
and conservation of some rock art sites. His praiseworthy 
work for several years included the preservation of the 
rock carvings of Copacabana, Lake Titicaca (Strecker & 
Taboada 1995:101-111). On the other hand, Strecker is 
now directing a tourist-conservation project with the rock
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art of Cala Cala in the proximity of the city of Oruro, 
where a footbridge will be constructed for visitors. Addi
tionally, another of Strecker’s main research projects has 
been concentrated in the area of Betanzos, in the proxim
ity of the city of Fotosi, where he has identified a long 
chronological sequence (Strecker 1996:30-36). This 
sequence starts with small (sometimes dynamic) quad
rupeds, apparently belonging to hunter-gatherer cultures, 
and continues with agricultural-ceramist societies with 
abstract-geometric motifs and more elaborated and 
stylised human figures. It concludes with rock art pertain
ing to the Colonial Period. These research results validate 
the chronological sequence presented by the author for the 
rock art of the Department of Cochabamba where in the 
mountain range of Tunari and in the River Mizque Basin 
similar characteristics exist in small naturalistic 
zoomorphic figures that are depicted in movement.

On the other hand, Freddy Taboada has been in 
charge of the documentation of Chirapaca, an impressive 
rock art site with pre-Hispanic, Colonial and Republican 
rock art. His documentation work at this site has resulted 
in the identification of the third type of rock art 
manifestations during the Colonial Period (Taboada 
1992:111-167).

The first variety of Colonial rock art (investigated by 
the author) is the Narrative rock art, by which the native 
population tried to represent the new images that arrived 
with the Spanish conquistador. The first visual impact 
brought about painted and engraved representations of 
the Christian cross, churches, strange animals, ships, and 
Spaniards adorned with their typical clothes, carrying 
weapons and riding horses.

The second variety of Colonial rock art (first 
identified by Robert Bednarik) is the Iconoclast Activity 
applied by the Spanish missionaries on native rock art. 
Native rock art formed part of the “huacas” (sacred 
places and things) pertaining to the Popular Andean 
Religion, considered by the missionary Catholic Church 
as part of the idolatries of the native pagans. Although 
the material conquest of South America had been carried 
out with satisfactory results, the spiritual conquest was 
confronted with a tenacious resistance. In order to 
weaken and defeat this resistance, a policy of idolatry 
eradication was applied, which proceeded, above all, 
from the Decrees of the Second Provincial Council that 
took place in the “City of Kings”, now Lima, in 1567.
As a result, the “huacas” were destroyed and among 
them some rock art sites were subject to incisions with 
knives and swords, and engravings of a variety of crosses 
were superimposed on the native rock art or placed high 
up on the panels as a way of imposing the supposed 
superiority of the Catholic Religion.

The third variety of Colonial rock art is represented 
by manifestations that contain a Religious Concept. They

consist of a merging or synchretism of elements and 
Catholic themes with native motifs of a deep cultural 
tradition of prehispanic origin. At Chirapaca (studied by 
Freddy Taboada) it is interesting to observe the similarity 
between its colonial rock art (churches) with the religious 
architecture of “mestizo style” which starts in the 17th 
Century and continues up to the 19th Century AD. This 
viceregal architecture in the Andean region of Peru and 
Bolivia has native elements carved in relief and painted, 
such as plants, monkeys, parrots, lacustrine birds, 
bicephalic eagles, felines, etc., which also constitute a 
basic part of the rock art representations of churches at 
Chirapaca (Querejazu 1992:6-27, 1996:443-464).

The rock art of Southern Bolivia, mainly the 
Department of Tarija, has been intensely investigated by 
Carlos and Lilo Methfessel (Methfessel & Methfessel 
1998:36-47). More than 500 rock art sites have been 
registered and documented in this area. Its vast variety of 
rock art includes representations of masks, cupules, 
anthropomorphic and zoomorphic figures that are similar 
to some other zoomorphic figures in the Andean zone of 
the Department of Santa Cruz. Likewise, the rock art of 
Tarija has similarities with the rock art of North Western 
Argentina.

In the Chiquitania (Eastern region of the Department 
of Santa Cruz) Carlos Kaifler has carried out a detailed 
and innovative documentation of rock engravings (Kaifler 
1999:53-63). Likewise, other rock art researchers have 
been working in different areas of Bolivia: Luis Guerra in 
Oruro, Juan Mogro in Tupiza, Edmundo Salinas in 
Chuquisaca, Erica Pia in Eastern Santa Cruz, and Roland 
Felix in Vallegrande.

Conservation issues

In contrast to developed countries, where rock art sites are 
supervised by state or private institutions that try to 
achieve an adequate administration and control of visitors, 
in Bolivia most of the rock art sites have no supervision at 
all. Besides, local Municipalities are stimulating tourist 
visits to rock art sites in their vicinities, without the 
appropriate means to guarantee the preservation and 
conservation of the rock art sites. As mentioned before, 
SIARB is working in some of the sites known and visited 
by tourists, but the pressure is becoming enormous.

Future work

In recent years SIARB has initiated research on one of the 
most important rock art sites in all Bolivia. A small cave
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(Paja Colorada - Figure 3) with rock paintings and 
engravings with a vast number of superimpositions and 
hand stencils (not common in Bolivia), which cover 
different cultural periods. The chronological identification 
of the various rock art manifestations in the cave will be 
useful for proposing a provisional chronological frame
work for similar rock art in the region (River Mizque 
Basin and Tarija in Southern Bolivia). SI ARB is

organising a research project for this cave with the 
participation of foreign dating experts. This Research 
Project will require international economic assistance. 
The challenge SIARB has before it, both in research and 
in conservation projects, is unlimited, nevertheless the 
effort will be worthwhile for the benefit of future 
generations and the cultural inheritance of Bolivia.
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Current Rock Art Research in Argentina
Diana Rolandi, Maria Mercedes Podestå, Mari'a Onetto, Anahi Re and Maria Isabel Hernandez Llosas

PART I
Introduction

Interest in Argentina’s rock art began towards the end of 
the 19th century. Since then, the study of rock art has 
been included in scientific research and, most particularly, 
in archaeology. During the first half of 20th century both 
national and foreign missions carried out investigations.
A bibliographic study, covering the period until 1988 
(Renard 1988), has recorded the presence of more than 
1,500 published rock art sites spread throughout the 
country with the exception of some provinces in the 
northeast. Nowadays, rock art research in Argentina 
progresses with the same enthusiasm that stimulated its 
development throughout the last century, and it is now 
carried out by both academic and professional 
institutions. Unlike the situation in other Latin American 
countries, and especially in the United States, the 
inclusion of “amateurs” in this task has been scarce and 
limited to certain local groups.

In the last few decades, the intensity of work in 
different areas of the country has increased dramatically. 
Official organisations, either national or provincial, such 
as institutes, universities and museums, together with the 
Consejo Nacional de Investigaciones Cientificas y 
Técnicas (CONICET, the country’s largest entity involved 
in scientific and technical research) are usually 
responsible for investigation programs, providing 
economic assistance. Participation of private entities has 
increased, but still remains virtually insignificant.

Ongoing projects of the INAPL
(National Institute of Anthropology and Latin 
American Thought)

Documentation and conservation research 
projects

The INAPL has been working since 1995 on a Program 
of Documentation and Conservation of Rock Art in 
Argentina (Programa de Documentación y Preservation 
del Arte Rupestre Argentino - DOPRARA), under the 
general co-ordination of Dr. Diana Rolandi. Various 
specialists (Carlos Gradin, Maria Onetto, Mercedes

Podesta, Carlos Aschero and Mario Sanchez Proano) 
including technical and scientific assistants (Cristina 
Zubillaga, Betina Sanchez and Anahi Re) have 
participated in the program. Several organisations have 
provided their advice as well as economic assistance 
(Fundación Antorchas, CONICET and, recently, 
UNESCO). A conservation specialist from the Canadian 
Conservation Institute in Ottawa (Canada), Ian 
Wainwright, manages the laboratory analysis in 
collaboration with the INAPL.

The main goal of the program is to set forth a 
number of actions to preserve rock art sites within our 
territory. These actions include documentation, 
photographic recording and topographic plans; analysis 
of natural weathering as well as a complete inventory of 
cultural deterioration by vandalism; computerised image 
databases to handle graphic information; temperance of 
both natural and cultural degrading processes; 
information and education for different levels of the 
population; exhibitions, conferences, scientific meetings 
etc; permanent diffusion of the present state of research 
through regular reports and publications. Researchers 
undergo a professional training in conservation and 
management of rock art sites, including courses and 
seminars. A collection of photographs of rock art sites, 
(“Los Antiguos Cazadores en el Arte Rupestre”: “Ancient 
Hunters in Rock Art”) has been exhibited in various 
places throughout the country as well as in the Rock Art 
International Congress held in Cochabamba, Bolivia, in 
April 1997.

The program aims to work efficiently in 
collaboration with the provinces in order to protect the 
most important rock art sites of our country and has 
identified the sites which have suffered, or are presently 
suffering from, an alarming degree of deterioration 
(Figure 1). These processes are mostly evident at sites 
with a large amount of visitors and it is clear that this 
phenomenon presents real problems even at sites where 
protective measures are in place.

The INAPL, together with the Province of Santa 
Cruz, has focused its interest on the site of Cueva de las 
Manos, Rio Pinturas, because of its exceptional cultural, 
scientific and aesthetic values (project: “Documentación y 
administration del sitio Cueva de las Manos, provincia de 
Santa Cruz”). As a result of a long period of hard work,
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Republica Argentina
Rock art sites that are being studied by the INAPL

1. Cuevas Pintadas de Guachipas (Province of 5.
Salta) 6.

2. Antofagasta de la Sierra (Province of Catamarca) 7.

3. Ischigualasto (Province of San Juan)

4. Parque Nacional Lihue Calel (Province of 

La Pampa)

Comarca Andina 42° (Province of Santa Chubut) 

Cueva de las Manos (Province of Santa Cruz) 

Cerro de los Indios (Province of Santa Cruz)

Figure 1. Map.
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Figure 2. Cueva de las Manos, Santa Cruz.

the inclusion of Cueva de las Manos in the World 
Heritage List was achieved (UNESCO declaration 1999). 
It is the first Argentine cultural site with this nomination 
(Onetto 1998; UNESCO 1998).

Cueva de las Manos

For more than thirty years, Carlos J. Gradin has been 
working with Ana M. Aguerre and Carlos A. Aschero on 
the archaeological research of the site and of the whole 
Rio Pinturas area. Their investigations include not only a 
detailed study of the rock paintings, but also excavations 
at the entrance of the cave. Consequently, an important 
archaeological sequence has come to light, showing us 
that rock art was a current activity developed by hunter- 
gatherers, who used the canyon in search of protection 
and sustenance over thousands of years. They were 
mainly guanaco hunters, as we can clearly appreciate 
today from the dynamic and realistic scenes depicted on 
the walls.

Rock art was classified by Gradin into four 
sequential Stylistic Groups (A, B, B1 and C) based on 
analysis of the numerous superimpositions found on the 
rock surfaces, different uses and distributions of colours, 
and on various archaeological evidences related to the 
artistic activity. Radiocarbon dating of organic matter

found within the stratified layers of excavations at the 
site, in association with mineral pigments or with 
remains of decorated pieces fallen from the wall, allowed 
a chronology of the cultural levels of Cueva de las 
Manos as well as a dating of the art of the site. Hunters 
first inhabited the region at least 9000 BP (9300 + 90 
years BP: CSIC-385), and occupation continued until the 
end of the pre-hispanic period (1.610 + 60 years BP: 
NOVA-115) (Aguerre 1977; Gradin 1968, 1985, 1994; 
Gradin & Aguerre 1994; Gradin, Aschero & Aguerre 
1976, 1979).

Other sites included within the program

Cerro de los Indios in the Province of Santa Cruz, in 
charge of Aschero, the 25 rock art sites of the area 
known as the Comarca Andina 42°, in the Province of 
Chubut, are supervised by Bellelli and Podestå and the 
Valley of Piedra Parada, also in the Province of Chubut, 
is under the charge of Bellei and Onetto. Data from the 
latter area has been included in a CD-ROM that was 
made with the express objective of achieving diffusion of 
information and education of the public in relation to 
rock art (Rolandi et al. 1997, 1998; Podesta et al. 2000).

With the assistance of the Subsecretaria de Cultura 
de la Provincia de La Pampa and the Administración de
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Figure 3. Parque Nacional Libue Calel, La Pampa.

Parques Nacionales (National Parks Services) (APN), the 
program has also been working in the central area of the 
country, in Lihué Calel National Park as well as in Cueva 
Salamanca in the region of Quehué, and at two sites in 
the western area of this province: Cerro Chicalco and 
Piedras Coloradas de Chos Malal (Aguerre 1997, 2000; 
Podestå et al. 2000; Rolandi et al. 1997; Onetto 2002).

In the north, the INAPL is working in the provinces 
of Salta, Catamarca and San Juan. The sites of Cuevas 
Pintadas in the Guachipas district (Salta) include various 
rock shelters with paintings that are frequently visited by 
students and tourists. These visits have increased the 
decay of the sites. The Museo de Antropologia (Salta) has 
collaborated with the program and, as a result of the 
investigations, an image database and information related 
to the weathering processes has been elaborated. 
Researchers are working on a management plan for the 
site (Rolandi et al. 2001).

In the Province of Catamarca, Department of 
Antofagasta de la Sierra, a series of rock art sites with 
paintings and engravings have also been recorded. All of 
the information derived from this project is still being 
studied.

In 1999, at the express request of the Secretary of 
Tourism and the National University of San Juan, the 
program has also started activities at Ischigualasto (also

Figure 4. Cuevas Pintadas de Guachipas, Salta.
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Figure 5. Antofagasta de la Sierra, Catamarca.

known as Valle de la Luna, “Valley of the Moon”). This 
desert valley was included on the World Heritage List as a 
Natural Site by UNESCO in 2000. It is an important 
paleontologie site and also includes many rock art sites. 
These have been recorded and a database created. 
Researchers are also working on a management plan 
(Podestå & Rolandi 2000, 2001).

Documentation projects

Many documentation projects have been conducted in 
Argentina in recent years. In 2001, Fernandez Distel 
completed an ‘Archaeological Map and Rock Art 
Catalogue’, which records rock art sites in the province of 
Jujuy. Alvarez Rodriguez has recorded and digitised 47 
rock art sites with paintings and engravings at Sierra de 
Guasapampa, in the Province of Cordoba, under the 
supervision of the Direction de Patrimonio Cultural of 
this province. Since 1994, Lanza and other colleagues 
have been working on the systematic documentation of 
engravings located in the Calchaqui valley, Department of 
Cachi, Province of Salta (Lanza, pers. comm.). Nielsen

and colleagues have recorded and documented the site of 
Kollpayoc, located in the Quebrada de Humahuaca, in 
the province of Jujuy (Nielsen, pers. comm.) as part of 
their archaeological research. In North Patagonia, 
Albornoz, Cuneo, Pereda and Montero have recorded 10 
or more sites (Pereda, pers. comm.). Other investigations 
with an emphasis on rock art documentation have been 
made by various people: de Hoyos and Ledesma are 
working on both engravings and paintings in the 
provinces of Catamarca and Salta; Gradin and Aguerre in 
the province of Santa Cruz (Lago Viedma, Rio Pinturas, 
Central Altiplanicie); and Fernandez on the northwest as 
well as the southern regions of the country (de Hoyos and 
Ledesma, Aguerre and Fernandez, pers. comm.).

Problems concerning preservation and 
conservation

Nowadays, there is a great concern regarding site 
preservation and several provinces have started working 
on their own projects. Many of them are related to new 
tourism development. For example: the Ampajango and
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Guachincito sites in the province of Catamarca (Ratto, 
pers. comm.); Sierras de Guasapampa in the province of 
Cordoba (Alvarez Rodriguez, pers. comm.); Quebrada de 
Huamahuaca in the province of Jujuy (Albeck pers. 
comm.); Colomichico in the province of Neuquen 
(Rodriguez, pers. comm.); Cueva de las Manos in the 
province of Santa Cruz; Guachipas in the province of 
Salta; Antofagasta de la Sierra in the province of 
Catamarca; and Comarca Andina 42 and the Valley of 
Piedra Parada in the province of Chubut (INAPL’s 
program - see above). Besides the damage caused by 
tourists, these sites are also exposed to use by the local 
inhabitants and domestic animals and to natural 
processes such as wind erosion, water filtrations, insect 
and bird nests, lichens, etc.

National Park’s Administration (APN) has recorded 
119 rock art sites with differential levels of deterioration 
in ten National Parks. Only 25 of these sites are included 
in research projects (APN’s report, after Ferraro 2000). 
The ‘Program of Management of Cultural Resources’ 
focuses its activities on investigation, conservation and 
heritage diffusion, as a part of its strategy for 
conservation.

Gelds and Vega are also working on management 
plans for the preservation and administration of rock art 
sites at Colomichico, Abra Ancha and Pilolil in the 
province of Neuquén, while Ledesma works on activities 
related to the diffusion and conservation of rock art 
(Gelds and Ledesma pers. comm.).

Recent development of methods and techniques

The late Jorge Fernandez had been working with 
chemical treatments of mineral pigments and also with 
radiocarbon dating (Fernandez, pers. comm.). Another 
type of analysis being done by the INAPL with the 
collaboration of the Canadian Conservation Institute 
involves identifying the mineral composition of the 
pigments used at several sites. In addition, Fiore and 
Alvarez are developing experimental methods and 
techniques to replicate artefacts used in the production of 
engravings (Alvarez & Fiore 1995a, 1995b; Alvarez 
1997, 2001; Fiore 1993, 1996/1998, 1999). Llamazares 
and Boschin have also worked with C14 procedures for 
rock art sites in Patagonia.

Seminars and symposia

Symposia for rock art brought together many 
professionals during the National Congresses of 
Archaeology, such as those that were held at San Rafael 
in the province of Mendoza in 1994, La Plata in the 
province of Buenos Aires in 1997 and Cordoba in the

province of Cordoba in 1999. The INAPL hosted courses 
by Ian Wainwright (CCI, Canada), Nicholas Stanley-Price 
(ICCROM, Italy) and Jean Clones (CAR, France).

International co-operation

The INAPL is looking forward to obtaining financial 
assistance in order to be able to consult specialists on the 
conservation of rocks, rock art site preservation, 
geotechtonics and management plans for cultural 
resources.

Collaborators for Part I

Administración de Parques Nacionales (APN), Ana M. 
Aguerre, Maria Ester Albeck, Ana Maria Albornoz, 
Miriam Alvarez, Gustavo Alvarez Rodriguez, Adriana 
Callegari, Estela Cuneo, Maria de Hoyos, Alicia 
Fernandez Distel, Jorge Fernandez, Lorena Ferraro,
Danae Fiore, Monica Beatriz Gelds, Carlos Gradin, 
Matilde Lanza, Rossana Ledesma, Claudia Montero, 
Graciela Montero, Axel Nielsen, Isabel Pereda, Norma 
Ratto, Susana Rodriguez and Teresa Vega.

PART II
PAR (Rock Art Program of the University 
of Buenos Aires)

Ongoing projects

The PAR program originated from the former 
PROINDARA (Programa de Investigacidn y 
Documentacidn de Arte Rupestre Argentino) that was 
developed from 1981 to 1993 within the Fundacidn para 
la Educacion, la Ciencia y la Cultura (FECIC). 
PROINDARA was initially directed by Julian Cäceres 
Freyre and later by Susana Renard de Coquet and Maria 
Isabel Hernandez Llosas. By 1988 a complete database of 
known rock art sites, based on published material in the 
Argentinean territory, was compiled (Renard 1988), 
several specific publications were produced (Hernandez 
Llosas 1985; Reynoso & Renard 1991), and conferences 
and courses for students and the general public were 
organised.

In 1993 the former program was transformed into 
the PAR under new institutional support: the 
Archaeology Division, Institute of Anthropological 
Sciences, Faculty of Philosophy and Literature, University 
of Buenos Aires (Sección Arqueologla del Instituto de 
Ciencias Antropológicas, Facultad de Filosofia y Letras, 
Universidad de Buenos Aires). Financial support came 
from the University (UBACyT) and the National Council
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on Scientific Research (CONICET). With a new name, 
new institutions and a renewed team, the program 
expanded its aims and possibilities.

Archaeologist, geographers and specialists in 
computer sciences form the present team: Dr. Maria 
Isabel Hernandez Llosas (general co-ordinator); Carlos 
Reynoso (computer division co-ordinator); Laura 
Reboratti (CIS division co-ordinator); Adriana Calegari, 
Florencia Kusch, Mariel Lopez, Liliana Manzi, Silvina 
Vigliani, Marcelo Torres and Jorge Miceli (researchers); 
and Judith Charlin, Antonella Di Vruno, Evelyn Herrera, 
Fabian Valladares, Diego Diaz, and Sergio Guerrero 
(advanced students).

The PAR is a long-term research program, the aims 
and achievements of which are numerous. Research has 
included projects to record and analyse rock art sites 
within various Argentinean provinces including the 
Pintoscayoc Project (Hernandez Llosas et al. 1998, 1999), 
Campo Morado (Hernandez Llosas et al. in press), 
Portezuelo (Kusch 2000) and Vinchina (Callegari 1999) 
in Andean Argentina (Jujuy & La Rioja Provinces); the 
Magallania Project (Bellardi et al. 1994) and the Rio 
Chico Basin Project (Hernandez Llosas et al. 2000) in 
Patagonia, Argentina (Santa Cruz province). The PAR has 
built up a specialised library of volumes, articles, books 
and manuscripts on Argentinean and international rock 
art. A computerised database consists of two information 
types, descriptive and analytical, that are constantly 
updated. The descriptive database compiles more than
2,000 registered Argentinean rock art sites with 
information ordered geographically and including basic 
information about the sites. It is fully operational and is 
now open to specialised scholars and the general public.

An interface with GIS is currently being developed in 
order to visualise and analyse the spatial distribution of 
rock art within the landscape. The analytical database 
compiles specific information of each individual sites, 
taking the rock art elements and motifs as single entries 
that can be treated as analytical units. This database is 
designed in Data Mining and is currently being tested 
(Charlin et al. 1999). It is connected with the Descriptive 
Database so that the information for each site can be 
expanded as research develops. A laboratory of 
computerised images was created to develop and test 
specific software to digitise and analyse images applied to 
rock art research (Di Vruno et al. 2000). It is at the final 
stage of development. Training of human resources 
includes the training of advanced students who have been 
integrated into the different activities of the Program.

Seminars and symposia, international 
co-operation and development of recent methods 
and techniques

The program hosted courses by Alan Watchman (James 
Cook University, Australia) and Jose Miguel Ramirez 
(CONAF, Chile). PAP has also established co-operation 
with two foreign institutions: with James Cook University 
(Australia) to work with Alan Watchman in developing 
pigment analysis and preparation of samples for dating, 
and with Lawrence Livermore Laboratories (U.S.A.) to 
work with John Southon to develop AMS dating 
procedures. Up to now this joint effort has produced 
some very interesting results, including the first direct 
dating of rock art in Argentina (Hernandez Llosas et al. 
1998, 1999).
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Rock Art Research and Management in the U.S.A.
David Whitley

Figure 1. In far western North America, the location of 
rock art sites is tied to the larger symbolism of the 
landscape itself. The Grapevine Canyon rock engraving 
site, southern Nevada, shown here, is at the base of 
Newberry Peak or Spirit Mountain, place of origin and 
most sacred spot for Mojave peoples. The site was created 
by Mojave shamans during their vision quests and is said 
to portray the essence or pattern of the mythic creation of 
the world.

The history of United States archaeological research 
began with a rock art study conducted by famed Puritan 
scholar Cotton Mather at the turn of the eighteenth 
century. While this intellectual lineage might suggest a 
long and productive history of research, U.S. rock art 
studies have only recently emerged out of the shadows of 
the other kinds of archaeological research to take their 
place as a mainstream scientific concern. Though this 
historical circumstance is unfortunate, it speaks to the 
fact that U.S. rock art research is currently experiencing 
an important period of intellectual growth, technical 
advancement and increasing site management success.

Recent research trends

The recent growth and development of American rock art 
research is most easily seen in the increasing number of 
students who are completing M.A. theses and Ph.D. 
dissertations on this topic. Prior to 1979, no doctorate 
had ever been awarded at an American university for a 
North American rock art topic. Since that date, 
approximately a dozen have been completed and more 
are currently in progress. These have emphasised a series 
of different topics and approaches: primarily (1) regional 
studies; (2) ethnographic analysis and interpretation; and 
(3) chronometrie dating. In addition, substantial recent 
work has been focused (4) on the eastern half of the 
country, a region that traditionally had been ignored in 
rock art studies, in favour of the far west.

Regional analyses

For purposes of discussion, regional analyses can be 
distinguished from wide-ranging geographical syntheses 
based on the use of quantitative data sets and numerical 
analyses of some type, as opposed to broad qualitative 
generalisations about the nature (especially stylistic) of 
the art, respectively. Regional analyses, as such, have a 
reasonably long intellectual history, starting with the 
pioneering analysis of Julian H. Steward (1929), who 
provided the first “modern” study of far western North
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American rock art. Steward’s data set was less than ideal 
and his research was heavily influenced by the 
diffusionism that then permeated American archaeology. 
Nonetheless, his plots of motif types on regional maps 
identified the major distributional characteristics of rock 
art in California, Nevada and northern Arizona, 
including the basic divide between rock paintings in the 
mesie regions of California and engravings in the deserts.

Recent regional analyses have emphasised more 
detailed data collection along with sophisticated statistical 
analyses. The first such study was provided by Whitley 
(1982, 1987), who used a Factor Analysis of motif types 
from 89 sites in south-central California in order to 
identify iconographic or ritual groupings of sites in this 
region. Hyder (1989) used Discriminant Analysis and 
Multi-Dimensional Scaling to study the relationship 
between 28 sites located in two regions of the Chumash 
realm, also in south-central California. His concern was 
the correlation of rock art with other types of 
archaeological remains. Hartley (1992; Hartley & Vawser
1998) has used regional site surveys and Geographical 
Information Systems (GIS) analyses to investigate the 
relationship of rock art sites to the natural and cultural 
landscapes and what the identified relationships imply in 
terms of communication theory. Involving the 
horticulturist rock art of the Colorado Plateau in Utah, 
his research has emphasised the part that rock art played 
in prehistoric communication systems broadly defined.

A recent variant of regional studies has involved an 
analysis of site locations with respect to landscape 
symbolism (Whitley 1998). This has shown that, in far 
western North America, there is an opposition between 
high and low sacred places and that rock art site location 
follows the principles of this symbolic opposition 
(Figure 1). Rock art site distribution is thus a reflection 
and logical expression of the symbolism of the landscape 
as a whole. Necessarily, this approach has been 
predicated on ethnographic analyses and interpretations.

Ethnographic analysis and 
interpretation

The relationship between historical and recent Native 
Americans and the archaeological record has long been 
recognised, contributing directly to the American 
academic tradition of archaeology as a sub-discipline of 
cultural anthropology. The relevance of Native American 
peoples to rock art in general terms, and specifically to 
the interpretation of sites and motifs, likewise has a long 
history. Indeed, the major nineteenth century syntheses of 
North American rock art were clear in their assertions 
that the art was religious in origin and that it could only

be fully understood with ethnographic information. For a 
variety of historical reasons, however, attention to the 
ethnographic record waned during much of the twentieth 
century, correlating in general terms with a period of 
decreasing professional interest in rock art as a whole. 
Probably the biggest factor in the denial of the relevance 
of ethnographic data was the mid-century rise of New or 
Processual Archaeology and its disavowal of the direct 
historical approach including its emphasis on 
ethnographic analogy. This intellectual trend moreover 
placed little research importance on archaeological 
phenomena like art and iconography, further serving to 
marginalize rock art research (Whitley 2001).

This situation began to change during the 1970s, 
partly due to a renewed general interest in Native 
American ethnohistory, particularly with regard to Native 
Californian cultures. This correlated with a concomitant 
rise in academic interest in shamanism (including the 
neuropsychology of shamanistic imagery), which is the 
underlying religious system found among North 
American hunter-gatherer groups. Inasmuch as the 
shamanistic basis for North American hunter-gatherer 
rock art was recognised in the nineteenth century, it is 
then not surprising that the interpretation of North 
American hunter-gatherer rock art for the last century has 
emphasised not whether the art was shamanistic in origin 
- this has been obvious to professional researchers - but 
instead the precise nature of the shamanism responsible 
for its creation. That is, even those mid-century 
researchers who denied the relevance of ethnographic 
data on the making and meaning of the art nonetheless 
argued that it was shamanistic. The most notable 
example of such a position was provided by Heizer and 
Baumhoff (1962) who, using inductive evidence, argued 
in a very influential book that Great Basin engravings 
resulted from a shamanistic hunting magic cult.

Initial ethnographic studies in the 1970s were 
somewhat anecdotal in nature yet they established two 
important points. For the hunter-gatherer far west, first, 
there were clear Native American references to the 
making and meaning of the art - something that Heizer 
and Baumhoff (1962) had categorically denied. Second, 
and not surprisingly, these references directly and 
indirectly tied the art to shamanistic beliefs and practices.

The full interpretative impact of these initial 
ethnographic studies did not come to fruition until the 
1990s, following a decade or more of careful 
ethnographic analysis and synthesis; perhaps this impact 
still hasn’t been fully realised. Regardless, ethnographic 
interpretation has been one of the most important 
characteristics of recent American rock art research. The 
following are the primary conclusions that have resulted 
from these studies so far (see Turpin 1994; Rajnovich 
1994; Whitley 2000):
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Figure 2. Further illustrating the variability even in the 
shamanic rock art of the far west, shamans commonly 
created images of themselves, in their “supernatural 
power” form. These examples are also from the Coso 
Range. The central figure wears a quail topknot feather 
headdress, the specialized headgear of the rain shaman.

■ (1) While American hunter-gatherer rock art was 
widely shamanistic in origin, it was functionally 
variable and thus had no single purpose or meaning. As 
a general rule, the ethnography indicates that hunter- 
gatherer rock art was made during shamanistic vision 
quests to portray trance imagery. Commonly, these 
visions allowed a supplicant to obtain supernatural 
power through the intercession of a spirit helper; hence 
a significant portion of the art portrays these spirit 
tutelies or guides, often animal in form. But vision 
quests were also undertaken to obtain specialised kinds 
of supernatural power and to manipulate this power 
towards earthly ends (Figure 2). Weather-control, 
prognostication, curing, sorcery and bewitchment, the 
re-experiencing of the mythic past, and even hunting 
magic (control of game animals) were all supernatural 
activities that occurred on vision quests and may be 
depicted in rock art.

A common criticism of the shamanistic 
interpretation is that it presents a monolithic or grand 
theory for all sites and motifs. In the North American 
case, at least, the ethnography demonstrates quite clearly 
that shamanism entails no single function, origin, purpose 
or meaning for the art; shamanism instead implies simply 
a worldview and set of metaphysical beliefs within which 
the art was created. Indeed, this criticism is itself 
reflective of an entirely false and monolithic view of 
shamanism that is nowhere supported by ethnographic 
evidence.
■ (2) Correlating with this first point is the fact that 

shamanistic rock art was made by various different 
social, gender and age groups, depending upon region 
and culture. All cultures apparently had shamans who 
made rock art to portray their visionary imagery 
(strictly, shamanic rock art). But some cultures also had 
shamanistic rock art made by puberty initiates who 
might be exclusively male, or exclusively female, or 
male and female, and whose initiations might be public 
or private rites. Among some groups shamanistic art 
was also made by non-shaman adults during so-called 
life-crises rituals (e.g. the death of a spouse). As implied 
above, however, in all cases the creation of this art was 
tied to various kinds of vision quests and the trance 
imagery that resulted from these different ceremonies 
and concerns.

■ (3) A third point has important implications for site 
management as well as research. It involves the fact 
that modern Native Americans in some cases still retain 
traditional knowledge about sites and motifs and may 
continue to conduct surreptitious ceremonies at them 
(Figures 3 and 4). This fact is partly notable due to the 
strong denial, by scholars such as Heizer and Baumhoff 
(1962), that contemporary Native Americans had any 
knowledge of, let alone relationships with, rock art
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Figure 3. The maintenance of traditional beliefs and 
practices concerning rock art is particularly strong 
among Native Americans in the far western states, and 
their beliefs confirm early commentary recorded in the 
ethnographic record. This painted panel, from the Yokuts 
site of Rocky Hill in south-central California, is said to 
portray a shaman dancer; a nearby panel is described 
as a shaman’s vision.

Figure 4. Northern Paiute rock engravings at Red 
Canyon, eastern California. This panel is described as a 
“Doctor’s Rock, ” meaning a shaman’s ceremonial place.

sites. Yet, as recent research has shown, specific Native 
American religious practitioners have traditional 
knowledge of the origins and use of sites and the 
meanings of motifs. Indeed, I have worked with a 
Native American consultant who was sent on his first 
vision quest, to a rock art site, as a seven year old; I 
have participated at a curing ceremony at a rock art 
site in another region; and have been given information 
about rock art by a variety of other consultants (e.g. 
see Keyser and Whitley 2000). Western American 
shamanistic rock art is in a few cases then an ongoing 
cultural tradition. The implication of this fact, as 
Glottes (1997) first observed, is that thorough rock art 
research should include ethnological studies along with 
more traditional types of field work. Reflecting this

necessity, an important recent American trend involves 
the participation of Native Americans with 
archaeologists in rock art studies (e.g. York et al. 1993; 
Stoffle et al. 1999; Hann et al. 2001; Loendorf & 
Bulletts 2001; Pilles &C Vaughan 2001).

■ (4) The shamanistic origin of much recent North 
American rock art is matched by evidence for long
term continuity over time (e.g. Whitley et al. 1999). 
Current empirical evidence suggests that shamanism in 
some form(s) and the rock art that resulted from this 
belief system, constituted and reflect the first New 
World religion. Hence, ethnographic analysis pertains 
to more than simply the most recent rock art. Through 
ethnographic analogy and other analytical approaches, 
the shamanistic interpretation may in some cases be
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pushed into the past. Again, however, this is not to 
claim or even imply that such a religious system and its 
art were in any sense static or timeless. Analyses 
instead have shown how they changed over time, 
reflecting changing social conditions in the prehistoric 
past (e.g. Whitley 1994).

Two final points need to be emphasised about 
ethnography and American rock art research. Direct 
ethnographic studies have predominantly been in the far 
west, where Native American cultures were last impacted 
by Euro-American colonisation and thus where their 
cultures are still most intact. In other regions, such as the 
mid-west, analysis has necessarily involved ethnographic 
analogy (e.g. Diaz-Granados & Duncan 2000), and the 
resulting interpretation may or may not be shamanistic 
for the rock art of prehistoric horticulturalist groups. 
Moreover, a major cultural region - the Puebloan south
west - has a rich ethnographic record that, so far, has 
barely been tapped with respect to rock art studies. It is 
already clear that much of this farmers’ art is totemie 
rather than shamanistic in origin (see Layton 2001). The 
detailed ethnographic interpretation of the rock art of this 
puebloan region is the next great research problem for 
North American studies. Indeed, in light of the fact that a 
significant proportion of the world’s rock art was made 
by settled agriculturalists, and very little ethnographic 
analysis has been conducted anywhere on the art made by 
farming peoples, research on this topic in the American 
south-west has the potential to provide interpretative 
models with world-wide importance.

Chronometrie dating

A third American research emphasis has been 
chronometrie dating - paralleling the circumstances in 
rock art studies in many other parts of the world. Indeed, 
chronometrie studies have provided both the high and 
low points in recent rock art research world-wide. And 
although almost all scientific research is riven by petty 
jealousies and personal rivalries, chronometrie studies 
appear particularly cursed; indeed, there (sadly) seems to 
be an inverse relationship between the technical 
sophistication of this research and the professionalism of 
many of its practitioners.

Chronometrie research on rock art began by dating 
engravings in California (Dorn & Whitley 1983). This 
involved the application of cation-ratio (CR) dating to the 
rock (or desert) varnish coating that develops on natural 
surfaces in deserts over time, including the grooves in 
petroglyphs. Subsequently, a series of additional 
techniques were developed for engravings, including the 
AMS radiocarbon dating of organic materials in rock

varnish and the analysis of varnish microlaminations (see 
Dorn 2001 for a review). AMS radiocarbon dating of 
organic components in pigments was also tested and is 
now widely applied world-wide (see summary in Rowe 
2001).

Rock varnish dating has been particularly 
controversial. Rather than rehearsing the controversies 
and debates another time, three general comments can be 
made. First, all chronometrie techniques experience long 
periods of experimentation and refinement; standard 
radiocarbon dating, for example, was used for over a 
decade before the Suess Curve was developed to correct 
its calibration errors, and this only became widely applied 
almost two decades after the invention of the technique. 
Rock art dating techniques are no different in this regard. 
Given that all rock art researchers will benefit immensely 
from their development and refinement, I suggest that the 
professional community adopt an attitude of constructive 
criticism and support for chronometrie studies instead of 
the personal attacks and vilification that have heretofore 
characterised much of the dating literature.

Second, there are some very serious implications for 
AMS radiocarbon dating that have been become obvious 
as a result of the “Dorn controversy” over varnish AMS 
dating (see Beck et al. 1998; Dorn 1997, 1998a). We now 
know that varnish AMS dating is not working as first 
assumed, due to heterogeneities in the organics 
encapsulated in the varnish and other rock coatings 
(Dorn 1998b). In part this involves the presence of glassy
looking, conchoidally-fractured organic carbon (vitrinite). 
Importantly, this type of organic carbon is increasingly 
being found in many archaeological contexts (Hather 
1991; Thery 1998), not just in rock coatings. This 
evidence points to the developing conclusion that age 
heterogeneity is a much more widespread problem for 
many dating techniques and archaeological contexts, as 
recent single-grain analyses in luminescence (e.g. Murray 
& Wintle 2000) and different organic fractions in bone 
(e.g. Van Klinken & Hedges 1998; Burky et al. 1998) 
dating have shown.

When this recently developing empirical picture of 
age heterogeneity in small samples is matched against the 
unequivocal insistence, by many chronometricians, that 
the identified heterogeneities in Dorn’s samples could only 
have resulted from fraud, one real conclusion becomes 
obvious: no one has had a certain idea of the organic 
nature of the small samples that are being dated with the 
AMS technique. If we are to have confidence in AMS 
dating (of any type of archaeological sample) it is 
imperative that the problems presented by sample 
heterogeneity be worked out. The Dorn controversy, in 
other words, crystallised around the single most 
significant empirical and technical problem in current 
chronometrie research; one that previously had not been
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recognised. Now that this problem has been identified, it 
is time to solve it - if AMS dating is to continue to be of 
any real use to us (see below) - and stop confusing 
intellectual issues with moral ones, in an effort to cover- 
up past confusions in thinking.

On a more positive note, third, a very significant 
recent advance has been made by Tanzhuo Liu in varnish 
microlamination dating. Analogous in a rough sense to 
dendrochronology or regional stratigraphic analyses, this 
technique is predicated on the identification of dated 
microstratigraphic signatures that develop over time in 
rock varnish coatings due to major palaeoclimatic 
changes, and which can be observed and tabulated in 
microscopic sections. Previously, the technique had been 
limited to the Pleistocene (Liu 1994). Recent advances, as 
yet unpublished, have allowed Liu to extend the 
technique into the Holocene in the far west. The ages that 
are obtained with this technique are not point-specific 
calendar dates but instead are age ranges of a few 
thousand years length. Nonetheless, given the relative 
inexpensive cost of microlamination analysis, Liu’s 
technique has an immense potential for improving our 
understanding of petroglyph chronologies.

The final trend in rock art chronometrics has 
involved the AMS radiocarbon dating of pigment. In the 
U.S. the primary research has been provided by Marvin 
Rowe and his colleagues and students at Texas A&M 
University (see Rowe 2001 for a summary). While AMS 
pigment dating is now being applied in many parts of the 
world, the approach taken by Rowe’s laboratory differs 
from others on two key points. First, Rowe uses a plasma 
extraction system which allows him to control the kind of 
carbon that is being analysed (e.g. allowing the separation 
of the target organic carbon in the pigment from the 
inorganic carbon that is often present in a limestone 
substrate). That is, Rowe’s approach is explicitly directed 
towards controlling the heterogeneities in the carbon that 
are now becoming apparent in various contexts and 
applications. Second, and partly as a result of this 
extraction approach, Rowe’s lab is successfully dating 
more than just charcoal-based black pigment. Clearly, his 
technical approach has important implications for rock 
art dating worldwide.

Although the rock art chronometrie ages so-far 
obtained using these different techniques are 
experimental, they can be combined with relative dating 
techniques and other information to provide a general 
sense of our changing understanding of American rock 
art chronologies. First, some of our rock art is 
substantially earlier than originally assumed. We now 
have a number of terminal Pleistocene engravings, 
including probable examples of depictions of extinct 
Pleistocene megafauna (e.g. Whitley 1999). Second, much 
of the rock art is also significantly more recent than

traditionally inferred, with its creation in the far west 
extending into the early twentieth century in certain 
cases. The American rock art chronology, in other words, 
has been stretched out, and we now have every reason to 
infer that rock art was made for the entirety of the 
indigenous human occupation of the continent. Third, 
with only a few exceptions, previous stylistic sequences 
have not been verified; instead there is evidence for long
term continuity in the rock art tradition, especially in the 
hunter-gatherer far west. As a general tendency, however, 
stylistic sequences appear to have the greatest validity in 
regions where they can be matched against other major 
changes in the archaeological record, such as a shift from 
mobile hunter-gatherers to settled farming villages. 
Clearly, there is still much more to learn about American 
rock art chronologies.

Research in the eastern U.S.

For a variety of reasons, American rock art research has 
historically emphasised the western states, almost giving 
the impression that there was little or no rock art east of 
the Mississippi River. An important recent research trend, 
accordingly, has begun to redress this imbalance. An 
active group of researchers has developed in the eastern 
states, resulting in significant advances in the 
documentation and interpretation of the rock art from 
this large region (e.g. Faulkner 1996). Although our 
understanding of eastern U.S. rock art is still developing 
(see Bostwick 2001 for a current summary), it is clear 
that this ongoing regional trend will be very important 
for the understanding of Native American rock art on the 
continent as a whole.

Recent site management approaches, 
trends and concerns

American rock art site management confronts some of the 
same problems found in many other parts of the world: 
relatively dense rock art site distributions (e.g. roughly
5,000 known rock art sites in California alone, most of 
which are in the southern half of the state); a growing 
population that is rapidly expanding into previously 
unoccupied areas; accelerating interest in cultural tourism 
of all kinds, including rock art site visitation; and limited 
funds and resources for management and conservation. 
These circumstances are compounded by another: an 
increasing awareness that our traditional site management 
strategy - attempting to keep site locations secret - is not 
working as an effective management strategy. Still, there
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is a slowly increasing awareness of the importance of 
rock art sites to governmental land management agencies, 
resulting in an improvement in their involvement and 
concern with site preservation.

Perhaps the best illustration of this fact is the 
establishment during the last decade of a series of 
national monuments or parks primarily or partly for 
purposes of rock art protection. The best example of this 
trend is Petroglyph National Monument outside of 
Albuquerque, New Mexico, which was created in order 
to manage a large concentration of Puebloan rock 
engravings that was threatened by urban development. 
Other similar examples include the acquisition (from 
private ownership) and creation of the Carrizo Plain 
Natural Resource Area, in south-central California, which 
contains an important concentration of polychrome 
Chumash pictograph sites, including the famed Carrizo 
Painted Rock. Perhaps even more importantly, the Grand 
Staircase-Escalante National Monument, covering 
approximately 1.9 million acres, was recently created by 
the federal government in southern Utah. The legal 
justification for the creation of this park was the 
preservation of rock art and other kinds of archaeological 
sites found in this rugged and beautiful canyon region. 
Currently, the federal government is also negotiating to 
acquire Rocky Hill in the southern Sierra Nevada of 
California, which contains the largest known 
concentration of Yokuts Indian rock paintings.

The acquisition and preservation of large land areas 
by governmental agencies is obviously critical to long
term site protection and the above examples are 
important harbingers of improved treatment and concern 
for rock art sites at the national level. But in fact land set- 
asides are only the first step in proactive site 
management. On federal lands within the U.S., site 
management is predicated on the evaluation of the 
significance of sites and, if justified, their listing on the 
National Register of Historic Places (NRHP). By federal 
law, only those sites that are listed (or are determined to 
be eligible for listing) are considered to warrant 
protection and preservation; funds and resources for site 
management and conservation are therefore tied to 
NRHP listing. In recognition of the legal and fiscal

importance of NRHP site listing, the California state 
office of the federal Bureau of Land Management (BLM) 
has initiated a major project to nominate rock art sites to 
the NRHP, with the assistance of ICOMOS-CAR. In the 
last year, we have had 418 sites on BLM lands listed on 
the NRHP; we currently have another roughly three 
dozen sites that have been nominated and should be 
accepted for listing within the next year. Included in these 
numbers are the Black Mountain Rock Art District, a 
massive concentration of petroglyphs in the central 
Mojave Desert, as well as the Carrizo Plain Rock Art 
District, noted above. Our goal in this project is to have 
approximately 10 % of all known California rock art 
sites accepted for NRHP listing.

NRHP listing is essentially an administrative 
measure that provides legal protection as well as making 
funds and resources available for on-the-ground site 
management. Effective site management and conservation 
is of course an important and complex topic in its own 
right (see Loubser 2001 for a recent overview). And while 
there is no single management solution or strategy that is 
correct for all sites, increasing evidence suggests that the 
traditional American management approach has been a 
failure. This approach, a kind of benign neglect, basically 
consisted of keeping site locations secret in an effort to 
prevent visitation. Studies show it has failed to prevent 
people from visiting sites (McLarland & Horne 1997) 
and it similarly has not succeeded in eliminating adverse 
impacts to sites, such as looting and intentional and 
inadvertent vandalism (Whitley 2001). Equally 
problematically, “site secrecy” as an over-riding 
management paradigm has effectively implied that little 
or no funding is required to preserve sites for the future, 
thereby constraining archaeologists’ abilities to obtain 
resources for conservation and management.

Because of the complexity of the issues in site 
preservation and conservation, realistic management 
strategies necessarily must be similarly complex. Although 
our current efforts our impeded by a history of neglect, it 
is clear that great strides in site management have been 
made in the last decade. The future of American rock art 
sites is then not entirely assured but, nonetheless, there is 
cause for optimism for the future.
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Rock Art in Germany:
Problems of Acceptance and Conservation
Christian Züchner

Presenting an overall view of rock art in Germany is a 
difficult matter. Decades have passed since German 
scholars like Herbert Kühn (1952, 1954) were engaged in 
European rock art studies. Today, in contrast to the well- 
informed public, the Prehistory establishment has little 
interest in German rock art (Züchner 1996). Many 
scholars consider rock art to be a curiosity rather than an 
important source of information about prehistoric 
cultures. The main reason for this is unclear: is the lack 
of interest in German rock art due to the scarcity of rock 
art or vice versa? As yet, there have been no discoveries 
of extended sites such as those of France, Spain, Italy, 
Sweden or Norway from either the Palaeolithic or post- 
Palaeolithic periods. In Germany we must use the term 
‘rock art’ in its broadest sense because there is little 
prehistoric rock art in the strict sense (meaning 
engravings and paintings on immovable surfaces or on 
great boulders that were brought to the North European 
plain by glaciers during the last Ice Age). We include in 
our considerations the engraved slabs of some megalithic 
tombs and Chalcolithic menhirs or statues.

Most sites, especially those of Northern Germany, 
have been known for decades (Capelle 1972, 1984). Few 
discoveries have been made in recent years. These include 
engraved lines on stones found in Gravettian layers 
(Hahn 1990, 1992) and a fragment of rock with groups 
of red dots from Hohle Eels, near Schelklingen, which 
date to the Late Magdalenian (Baden-Württemberg) 
(Conard & Floss 1999a, 1999b; Conard & Uerpmann
1999). These are considered to be the first hints of 
Palaeolithic cave art. Also, there is the megalithic tomb at 
Warburg (Höxter, Westfalen) which is decorated with 
motifs of bull heads, wavy lines and other symbols that 
parallel those known on other megalithic tombs and rock 
art in Western Europe (Günther 1990). The huge Menhir 
of Weilheim near Tübingen (Baden-Württemberg) is 
decorated with five halberds and a round shield (Reim 
1985, 1992) and a modern red painting was discovered 
by an amateur near Freyung in south-eastern Bavaria 
(Züchner 1992, 1993). Important work taking place in 
the Austrian Alps where an increasing number of modern 
engravings have been published during the last few years 
(Burgstaller 1972; Adler et al. 1991).

The bulk of rock art in Germany is not from

prehistoric times. Most of the engravings in the Palatinate 
Mountains (Schmidt 1976), in Bavaria, the Austrian Alps 
and many other places, are only a few decades or 
centuries old. In general, professional prehistorians, 
ethnologists and historians, who are not used to dealing 
with these types of documents, often ignore this type of 
documentation. Instead, the study of engravings has been 
the domain of laymen such as Adler (et al. 1991), Evers 
& Pauli (1981), and Mandl (1988) who have written 
some very fine reports (For a complete list of publications 
see: http./Avww.anisa.at).

In prehistoric times Germany was divided in two 
cultural spheres by the natural border of the highlands. 
Northern Germany was orientated to western and 
northern Europe. The Neolithic period, characterised by 
megalithic cultures, starts much later than in the south 
and, according to the chronology of Oscar Montelius, the 
Bronze and Iron Age cultures belong to this North 
European sphere. In contrast, from early Neolithic times, 
southern Germany was influenced by south-eastern 
Europe. So we should expect differences between the 
archaeological materials and rock art of the northern and 
southern regions.

Northern Germany

As mentioned above, in some ways northern Germany 
may be considered to be the southern border of the 
north-European cultures. In contrast to the enormous 
archaeological material remains of the Neolithic and 
Bronze Ages there are no extensive rock art sites. 
Individual finds and small sites are scattered over 
Schleswig-Holstein and Niedersachsen (Capelle 1972, 
1984; Kappel 1978; Röschmann 1962; Schirnig 1970; 
Schlüter 1979; Wegewitz 1983). The majority of images 
are cup-marks that were pecked and abraded into the 
granite boulders that were deposited in the North 
German Plain by the glaciers of the last Ice Age. These 
marks occur as both small groups of few entities as well 
as in greater clusters covering extensive surfaces, on 
isolated blocks or on megalithic constructions. The lack 
of local bedrock layers in the north European plain has
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Figure 1. Northern 
Germany: engravings of 
cup and cup-and-ring 
marks, hand and foot 
prints and wheels:
1. Marienborn,
2. Westerohrstedt,
3. Bunsoh,
4. Mankmoos,
5. Beidorf,
6. Biegów. (Late Neolithic 

and Bronze Age).

no doubt resulted in the destruction of many such 
boulders that were an important material for 
construction.

Complex compositions are rare. In general they are 
derived from simple cup-marks which are connected by 
lines to form greater entities. Some cup and ring marks 
exist and there are a few cases of associated footprints 
and handprints. A human figure, a simple stick like man 
with a round shield, has been discovered at Schafwinkel, 
Kr. Verden (Schünemann 1966). This type is well known 
in Scandinavia.

Cup marks are difficult to date wherever they occur. 
Some are pecked into the cap-stones of megalithic tombs 
but, because we do not know whether these stones were 
protected by a mound or were accessible over a long 
period of time, we cannot exclude the possibility that the 
markings are younger than the tomb itself. The boulder 
of Wiershausen (Kr. Hannoversch Münden) was used as 
an offering place in the Middle Bronze Age (Montelius II) 
and a dagger and needle were deposed on its surface.
That means that the practice of making cup marks may 
have existed as early as the Neolithic and may have 
continued until the Bronze Age or even later (Capelle 
1972, 1984).

More sophisticated pictures are always part of 
megalithic constructions. In this short report it may be 
sufficient to name only the most important sites:
■ Warburg (Kr. Höxter, Westfalen): In 1987 K. Günther 

discovered an engraved wall stone during the 
excavation of a destroyed megalithic grave. The motifs 
consist of bull’s heads, two wavy lines, a comb like sign

and a circle. All of these motifs are typical of the 
European Copper Age (Günther 1990).

■ Züschen near Lohne (Nordhessen): The famous Gallery 
grave was excavated in 1894. It is about 19 m long and 
2.50 m wide. It was built during Late Neolithic in the 
4th millennium BC and re-used by the Corded Ware 
people during the 3rd millennium BC. Most of the 
wall-slabs are decorated with engravings of bulls heads 
(bucrania), two-wheeled carts drawn by oxen, some 
wavy lines and an idol-like oval representation which is 
normally interpreted as a goddess (Anati 1983; Kappel 
1978; Schrickel 1966).

■ Halle-Dölauer Heide (Sachsen-Anhalt): The megalithic 
grave was excavated in 1953-1954. Its chamber 
measures 3.20 m by 1.3 m. It was built using 10 slabs 
and covered by a further 6 during the Corded Ware 
period (first half of 3rd millennium BC). Most of the 
decorations are engraved but there are also white 
painted geometric motifs resembling those on 
contemporary pottery. One idol-like oval is stylistically 
similar to that at Züschen (Behrens et al. 1956; Behrens 
1957, 1958).

■ Göhlitzsch near Leuna (Sachsen-Anhalt): This 
megalithic chamber was discovered in 1750 and also 
dates to the Corded Ware period. The decoration 
consists of engravings with red and white pigment.
Two blocks are of special interest. They show 
geometric motifs and some weapons: a bow, arrows, a 
quiver, axes and geometric motifs (Hoppenhaupt 1984; 
Götze et al. 1909, 1911; Schrickel 1957, 1991).

■ Schafstädt near Merseburg, (Sachsen-Anhalt): The
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Figure 2. Northern Germany: engravings of 
megalithic tombs:

1. Halle-Dölauer Heide,
2. Züschen,

3-4. Göhlitzsch and
5. Statue of Schafstädt (Late Neolithic).

Figure 3. Anderlingen: engraved slap at the south end of 
the tomb (Middle Bronze Age).

statue of Schafstädt (measuring 0.94 m by 0.25 m), 
discovered in 1962, serves as a good example of the 
menhirs and menhir-statues of Central Germany. The 
original position is unknown as it was re-used as a 
roof-stone for a grave during the Corded-Ware period. 
Its outline is roughly human with eyes, arms and hands 
and, like many Copper Age statues from Italy and 
France, the figure wears a belt and a collar (Matthias 
1956, 1963).

■ Anderlingen near Bremervörde (Niedersachsen): The 
grave of Anderlingen was discovered in 1906. The 
chamber, covered by an earthen mound, measures 2 m 
by 0.7 m. The slab at the south end shows at least 
three figures which seem to be dancing. The grave 
goods provide a middle Bronze Age date (Montelius II) 
(Evers 1981; Redlich 1963).

Whereas many of the rocks that are engraved with 
simple cup-marks have remained in, or nearby, their 
original position, most of the decorated slabs from 
megalithic constructions were taken to museums 
immediately after their discovery and thus protected from 
further erosion or vandalism. Only the gallery-grave of 
Züschen rested unprotected at its original site for some 
decades. Now a building protects it from further 
destruction.

Southern Germany

In southern Germany we should expect a lot of sites, 
especially dating to the Bronze or Iron Ages. Its cultural 
background during the 2nd and 1st millennia BC is not 
essentially different from that of Northern Italy and the 
Maritime Alps. Vessels decorated with animals or human 
beings are very typical of the Hallstatt Culture (Early Iron 
Age) in Eastern Bavaria and Austria. There are also clay 
figures of horses and horse-riders that are similar to those
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found in southern Europe. The numerous rock surfaces 
that are appropriate for engravings are mainly Jurassic 
limestone. Nevertheless, next to nothing is known about 
prehistoric rock art north of the Alps. Three reasons, 
which are not necessarily mutually exclusive, may explain 
this:

• There were no rock art traditions.
• The Jurassic limestone surfaces eroded to such a 

degree that nothing has survived.
• There is no research tradition.

We would prefer the second reason but the few 
existing examples of protohistoric rock art in southern 
Germany illustrate that a lack of research has also been 
decisive.

The most important sites are:
■ Forchheim near Nürnberg: A concentration of 

decorated rocks exists north of Nürnberg, near the 
small town of Forchheim (Franconia). At least three 
cemeteries with grave-mounds were excavated there 
during the first half of this century (Kersbach, Honings 
and Markwald). Small blocks of sandstone that are 
decorated with geometric motifs encircle these mounds. 
The decorated faces looked outward and are thought 
to have been visible in prehistoric times. Grave goods 
date the mounds to the Early Urnfield Period, the 
pottery being typical of around 1000 BC (Hennig 
1970). One could assume that the engravings are from 
the same period but the motifs are in total contrast to 
all we know of Urnfield culture up to the present. 
Martin Nadler proposed some years ago that Urnfield 
people re-used some of the existing mounds of the 
Corded Ware culture (verbal communication). So, the 
engravings could be much older than the excavations 
suggest. Unfortunately, for various reasons, little is 
known about the late Neolithic period in that area. 
Nevertheless, in my opinion, Nadler’s idea is 
convincing. Today, the engraved stones are located in 
several museums, thereby being protected from erosion.

■ Weilheim near Tübingen (Baden-Württemberg): A huge 
menhir of about 4.25 m height was accidentally 
discovered near Weilheim. Five halberds and one round 
shield are cut into the upper part. The original has 
been taken to the National Museum in Stuttgart and a 
fine copy can be admired near the original site at 
Weilheim (Reim 1985, 1992).

Figure 4. Tübingen-Weilbeim: Menhir with 
representations of halberds and a round shield 
(Early Bronze Age).

Bavaria and the Austrian Alps

In Bavaria and the Austrian Alps, although there are few 
remaining examples of rock art dating to prehistoric 
periods, there was a long lasting tradition of rock art 
from some centuries ago to recent, more or less
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Contemporary, representations. The few paintings and the 
innumerable engravings can be traced back in time but 
natural erosion has eliminated the earlier images. The 
time span that we can trace differs from site to site 
depending on the quality of the rock itself. Reliable 
indications of the antiquity of a site are dates which were 
occasionally engraved beside other more complicated 
motifs including representations of names, crosses and 
other Christian signs, ladders, animals, people, soldiers, 
ships and many others.

Known sites include:
■ Kleines Schulerloch near Kelheim (Lower Bavaria): The 

“Kleines Schulerloch” is a small cave in the lower 
valley of the river Altmühl. More famous is the so- 
called “Großes Schulerloch”, an important Middle 
Palaeolithic site. The engravings in this small cave were 
discovered by A. Obermaier and O. Rieger in 1937 and 
published by F. Birkner in 1938. The decoration 
consists of an animal (probably a roe deer) leaping to 
the right, a shield-like sign, a lozenge normally 
interpreted as a vulva, and an inscription in rune 
letters: “birg leub selbrade” (Birg sweetheart of 
Selbrade?) (Hundt 1955). The overall height is about

Figure S. Southern Bavaria: rock engravings and
paintings from medieval and modern times:
1. Kleines Schulerloch, 2. Haberer Kirsche, 3. Madlkopf.

60 cm. The age of these engravings is controversial.
The discoverers, said to be trustworthy persons, 
insisted that lichens covered the wall and the engraved 
lines. Although the cleaning of the wall means that we 
cannot date the engravings, the lines appear to be more 
altered than the test-stroke which was made in 1938 or 
1939. Nevertheless, some consider them to be forgeries. 
Others argue that they are a true document of the 
Migration Period, and some, including F. Birkner 
(1938), H. Kühn (1952:252), argue that the animal is 
Palaeolithic. Linguists do not risk dating the runic text. 
There are both pro and contra arguments (Rosenfeld 
1984) so it is necessary to study in detail whether the 
animal and the signs are testified in the archaeological 
material of the Migration Period or whether they 
would have been a very strange element at that time. In 
any case some details imply that the inscription is 
dissimilar to the Late (Celtic) Iron Age inscriptions of 
the Italian Alps although many of the other elements 
are similar to those in that region.

■ Madlkopf near Rehberg (south-eastern Bavaria): The 
rock shelter of the so-called Madlkopf (Girl’s Head) in 
the Bavarian Forest north of Passau was discovered by
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Figure 6. Kalbrunnalm (Austria): an example of the 
numerous engravings of the last few centuries in the 
Austrian and Bavarian Alps.

a local teacher around 1980. It is a prehistoric site 
situated high up on top of a mountain some distance 
from the nearest houses. The painter would have had 
to hike to this remote place through the forest up to 
the rocks and take all his equipment with him. The red 
painting is about 3.50 m long. It shows a small town, 
with a church and timber-framed houses that are 
enclosed by a wall. A great castle at the left side 
dominates this image. A horseman seems to be 
arriving from the right (Ziichner 1992, 1993). A 
legend tells that some Swedish soldiers robbed a piece 
of cattle during the Thirty Years War, took it to the 
mountain, killed it and with the blood wrote a date on 
the rock. A modern version tells the same story, 
replacing the Swedish soldiers with American ones. In 
fact there is no date which suggests that the original 
painting has been seen rarely. It is difficult to 
determine its real age but it is probably not a modern 
fake because lichens are present over some of the lines. 
It cannot be older than the 17th or 18th century as the 
towers have a special type of onion-like turrets that 
are typical of Bavarian churches of the Baroque 
period.

■ Haberer Kirche near Reutern (south-eastern Bavaria): 
The site consists of two huge rocks leaning one against 
the other and forming a short tunnel. It came to my 
knowledge in 1964. Two campaigns of excavation and 
documentation followed in 1974 and 1975 (Ziichner 
1976). We discovered some Mesolithic artefacts and 
some pieces of Neolithic and Medieval ceramic. None 
of the finds gives a hint to the age of the black 
paintings. They may be some decades or even centuries 
old but have been altered more recently. The 
representations include a central large dancing goat 
with small devil-like cats at each side. The “Haberer” 
is a sort of field demon in south-eastern Bavaria. He 
gave his name to some rural tribunal sitting in 
judgement to persons who were believed to have 
broken the laws of the community.

Conclusion

Although ethnographic material can present many 
interesting angles on rock art it is usually ignored.
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Instead, the focuses of rock art research and general 
interest normally concentrate on prehistory. One may 
assume that there exist hundreds or thousands of 
engravings in every part of our country. At best we see 
them but pass by thoughtlessly without realising that they 
are documents worth studying. It is thanks to Austrian 
amateurs that things have changed during the last few 
years. They have documented and published an enormous 
amount of material, organised congresses and have been 
committed to the protection of the sites.

The locations of these sites vary: some are alongside 
old paths, others in remote rock shelters and on the walls 
of steep gorges. Although most of the engravings are only 
a few decades or centuries old some of them may date to 
prehistoric times. The rock art includes depictions of 
inscriptions, dates, religious symbols, animals, human 
beings and objects. They provide very interesting 
ethnographic material that is worth documenting and 
studying extensively (Burgstaller 1972; Adler et al. 1991; 
Evers & Pauli 1981; Mandl 1988).
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