Prehistoric and Ancient Rock Art

Prehistoric and Ancient Rock Art
By: Emily Adcock
Overview and Purpose
Prehistoric rock art is regarded as the earliest from of human’s creative expression. The most common forms are petroglyphs and pictographs (petroglyphs being carvings in the rock panel and pictographs being paintings atop the rock surface). Rock art also goes beyond images and can depict ancient languages and writing systems. These art forms are found all over the world, but the Indian Ocean region is believed to house some of the oldest in the world. 
Valuable information about ancient civilizations is uncovered by analyzing different forms of prehistoric rock art. These symbols can represent burial markers, rituals, court testimonies, trip records, material objects, and even ideas, stories, or poems. Advanced technologies allow researchers to date the images and track the evolution of art forms over time. These images in conjunction with contextual data informs our understanding of migration patterns, trade routes, religion, and the rich cultural history in the region. Learning about these drawings will enable students to imagine ancient civilizations, and trace history through art. Studying this ancient artistry will also encourage students to explore world history through an alternative lens. 
At the end of the lesson students will be able to distinguish between pictographs and petroglyphs such as X-ray art, Mimi figures, and megaliths. They will also be able to identify different ancient writing systems such as hieroglyphs and cuneiform. Students will explore the reasons why civilizations in Australia, India, Mesopotamia, Turkey, Indonesia, and Egypt created rock art formations and will discover how rock art deepens our understanding of prehistoric and ancient history. Lastly, students will be challenged to think critically about rock art as a communication system across time and space as they read about the research of Joseph Bradshaw and the International Rock Art Research Team.   
Intended Age Group:
Late middle school/early high school world history or social studies 
Learning Objectives: 
1. Be able to distinguish between pictographs, petroglyphs, and different writing systems. 
2. Explore the reasons why ancient civilizations created rock art formations. 
3. Discuss the role of rock art in understanding prehistoric and ancient history in the Indian Ocean. 
4. Be challenged to think critically about rock art as a communication system across time and space. 
Time: 
This lesson should take 2 class periods of 50 minutes each. 
Materials Needed:
X = number of students 
1. Projector or white board
2. X copies of Reading 1: Background
3. Reading 2.1-2.5
a. X/5 copies of Reading 2.1:Turkey and Indonesia
b. X/5 copies of Reading 2.2: Egypt
c. X/5 copies of Reading 2.3: Mesopotamia
d. X/5 copies of Reading 2.4: Australia
e. X/5 copies of Reading 2.5: India 
4. X copies of Handout 1: Map of the India Ocean
5. X copies of Handout 2: Timeline
6. X copies of Handout 3: Cuneiform Activity
Procedure:
Day 1
1. (25 mins) Distribute Reading 1 and read the background information together in class. Make sure to define any new terms and concepts.
2. (25 mins) Divide students into 5 groups and distribute Readings 2.1-2.5 to each respective group. Project the following questions onto the board and tell them to discuss the answers in their groups after reading independently. Their answers should be recorded and prepared for a brief presentation next class period.  
a. Which drawing form is seen in each section: pictographs, petroglyphs, or a writing system?
b. What materials were used? 
c. What was the purpose of the carvings? Why might they be important to preserve and study?
d. To when are they dated and where are they found?
Day 2
3. (25 mins) Distribute Handouts 1 & 2 to all students. Each group will take turns presenting the information in their section to the rest of the class for 5 minutes. As the rest of the class listens, they should record details about where and when the art is located on their given timeline and map. These handouts are to demonstrate the geographic breadth of rock art and allow the students to track its evolution throughout history. Collect the handouts at the end of the class period.
4. (25 mins) Divide students into pairs and distribute Handout 3 to all students. Each student will create a message using the symbols provided. When finished, students will swap messages in their pairs and try to decipher the meaning. Repeat for each variation of cuneiform (4 times). Feel free to switch partners for each repetition. 
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Reading 1: Background
An Introduction to Rock Art 
Often considered evidence of humanity’s first artistry, prehistoric rock art has captivated people all over the world. Associated with many different cultures, the meaning and purpose of most forms of prehistoric rock art remain shrouded in mystery. Even the most experienced archaeologists continue to ask basic questions about rock art. What does it depict? What does it mean? Who produced it? When was it produced? What function did it serve?
Petroglyphs contain all rock art that is considered to be rock engravings or carvings. For this type, a rock’s surface is carved or removed in specific patterns using a hammer stone. This tool is used to peck or hammer artistic details into the surface of a boulder, cave wall, or another natural stone surface. Another form of petroglyph is created through incision or scratching rather than carving or chiseling, with tools like lithic obsidian blades. Given that obsidian blades have fine edges, smaller fine-grained details can be made upon rock surfaces using this method. That said, because such carvings are not very deep and rock surfaces erode over time, this form is often difficult for archaeologists to identify.
Pictographs, painted artwork on stone surfaces, are often regarded as the most beautiful rock art. Like the other forms of rock art, pictographs are found worldwide and date deep into the human past. The pigments used to make pictograph paints are ochres, charcoal, ground minerals, natural chalk, kaolinite clays, and even diatomaceous earth. Usually, these substances are mixed with liquids like water, eggs, and blood to make red, black, and white paints. Brushes, stamps, hands and fingers were used to apply these paints to rock surfaces.
https://hraf.yale.edu/rock-art/ 
Human Migration and Trade around the Indian Ocean
The major event of the prehistoric era is the spread of human population to all of the continents. Between 90,000 and 85,000 years ago, a group of people migrated from Africa into the Arabian Peninsula through the Bab al-Mandeb, which means “Gate of Grief.” All present-day humans are thought to descend from this group. These people—identified today by the traces of their genetic relationships to current people—made their way along the Red Sea and crossed onto the Arabian Peninsula. From there, they moved across the Strait of Hormuz to Asia, tracing the shores of the Indian Ocean. Leaving behind shell middens (places where the debris from eating shellfish and other food has accumulated over time), they moved slowly, generation after generation, until their descendants reached Southeast Asia and China. Sea level was lower then, and where the Indonesian islands are today was mostly dry land. By 65,000 years ago, people had crossed over a narrow waterway to Australia and New Guinea. Farther north, the warmer climate of 60,000 to 50,000 years ago allowed people to migrate into Southwest Asia, populating the Fertile Crescent and southern Europe. The oldest dated pictographs found in Indonesia and Australia are 40,000 years old. By 25,000 years ago, people had migrated deep into Australia, and into Central and Northern Asia, as far as Siberia. By about 20,000 years ago, people migrated into North America, across a land bridge that connected it with Asia at that time.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Fast forward to 5,000 BCE, the development of villages and irrigation techniques during the Ubaid period (the prehistoric period of Mesopotamia) marks the beginning of early civilization. On the western end of the Indian Ocean region, the river valley civilizations of Egypt, Mesopotamia, and the Indus Valley began to trade by sea. Artifacts and inscriptions from 4000-3000 BCE demonstrate trade routes from Mesopotamia to the shores of the Arabian Gulf. With the rise of civilizations and division of labor, the need for different types of goods and the demand for luxuries increased. Resources such as wood, stone for carving and jewelry, metals for war and crafts, and fine ceramics attracted early traders and royal expeditions. Cotton goods and wool, copper, gold, silver and turquoise, pearls and coral from the sea were among these early trade goods. Surplus grain from Mesopotamia was an important export. From the gulf, Sumerian traders ventured along the coast into the Indian Ocean, making contact with traders in cities of the Indus Valley. Weights and seals show that trade became more organized, and with the appearance of writing systems, records of voyages, lists of goods, places and royal expeditions testify to trade.
http://www.indianoceanhistory.org/assets/Site_18/files/Era%20Overviews/Prehistoric%20Era%20(1).pdf
http://www.indianoceanhistory.org/assets/Site_18/files/Era%20Overviews/Ancient%20Era.pdf
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Name: __________ Period: __________ Date: __________
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Name: __________ Period: __________ Date: __________
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Handout 3: Cuneiform

[image: The development of cuneiform from pictographs to Assyrian characters.]
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This clay tablet was discovered by archaeologists in the Turkish city of Kultepe, known during the Ancient Era as
Karum Kanesh. It contains carved illustrations and inscriptions written in Assyrian cuneiform, which describe
court testimony of a dispute over ownership of a business firm. Karum Kanesh, founded around 1900 BCE, was
one of several trading colonies established by the Assyrians on the Peninsula of Anatolia. Originally from the
Mesopotamian city of Ashur, the Assyrians are famous for migrating in groups to foreign cities to set up
businesses. In Karum Kanesh, Assyrian merchants organized trade of Anatolian silver for goods from Ashur such
as tin and textiles. The Assyrians were an important part of the Ancient Era's international trade networks, linking
Anatolia to distant regions like Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the Indus Valley.
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‘Stone Megaliths on the Pasemah Plateau, Sumatra (Ancient Era)

Megaliths are very large stones placed upright in the ground. These megaliths found on the Pasemah Plateau in
Sumatra, Indonesia were made by carving human forms onto large stone slabs. The monumental statues show men
tiding elephants and buffaloes, and wearing different types of clothing and jewelry, with helmets on their heads

‘These megaliths were probably constructed for a variety of purposes such as religious and seasonal rituals, or they
may have been used for burial markers.

Several megaliths were made in Southeast Asia during the first and second millennia BCE, and many of the best
have been found in Southern Sumatra on the Pasemah Plateau. Similar megaliths to these in Indonesia have been
discovered on mainland Southeast Asia. The similarities may be evidence of trade links or other contacts between
societies in these two regions. Like the famous megaliths of Stonehenge, such huge stone constructions are full of
mysteries. Questions keep scientists wondering: "What were they used for? "How were they raised and carved.' and
"How did early people transport heavy stones from where they were quarried?”
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Coptos (Ancient Era)

These pieces of a temple door from the Egyptian port city of Coptos contain carvings of several gods as well as
King Sesostris I, who built the temple during the second millennium BCE to honor the god Min. The city was
ancient Egypt's center of Min worship, and many statues and carvings of the god have been uncarthed there. One
sculpture of Min in the Coptos temple is believed to be Egypts oldest statue of a god.

Located on the eastern bank of the Nile River, the city was a popular departure point for ancient traders heading to
the Red Sea. Although several trade routes from Coptos were available, archeological evidence shows that most
merchants reached the Red Sea by directly crossing a valley known as the Wadi Hammamat. This gave the
Egyptians access to foreign goods and trading partners such as Punt on the eastern coast of Africa, which could be
reached by sailing down the Red Sea.

Punt (Ancient Era)

For the ancient Egyptians, the land of Punt, where people lived in bechive-shaped houses raised on high stlts, was
a wondrous and exotic place. The exact location of Punt is heavily debated by historians today, but it is strongly
believed to have been on the coast of present-day Eritrea or Ethiopia. Ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics (the name of
their writing system) mention several voyages to this land. Punt was very important to Egypt, serving as a central
trading post connecting it 10 the rst of Affca. Thee s evidence of trade between th two lands,conducted by boat

Many goods desired by the Egyptians were produced and traded in Punt, including incense trees, wild animals,
myrrh, gold, ivory, ebony, and precious woods. The most famous trip to this land was led by the Egyptian Queen
Hatshepsut, who visited it around 1500 BCE. She recorded her trip in well-preserved carvings, or reliefs, found in
the Egyptian city of Luxor. Among the many carvings is this image of King Parahu and Queen Ati, the rulers of
Punt at the time,
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Writing (Ancient Era)

‘The development of writing was one of the most important turning points in human history. It allowed people to
create literature, regulate trade, and record history. Writing arose during the Ancient Era in various places around
the world, independently in some places, and by diffusion in others.

Early evidence of writing comes from Mesopotamian clay tablets such as this one, which documents grain
distribution by a large temple. Beginning about 3300 BCE, ancient Mesopotamians began using symbols, known
as pictographs, to record information. Each symbol stood for an idea or object; for example, an ear of grain next to
the image of a human head represented the daily food ration of a worker. This type of writing, called logographic,
is much simpler than what we have today. It was used for recording real objects rather than complicated ideas.
Over time, pictographs were replaced by wedge-like lines created by pressing a sharpened reed stylus into wet clay
‘These wedges, which represented syllables, are known as cunciform. This written language, invented by the
Sumerians of Mesopotamia, allowed people to record abstract ideas, stories, and poems, instead of just writing
quantities of animals, baskets of grain, or items in a house.

‘Another early script was Egyptian hieroglyphics, which developed around the same time as Sumerian cuneiform.
Some historians argue that the Egyptians got the idea of writing from the Mesopotamians. Egyptian pictographs are.
unique in form, and temple as well as tomb inscriptions show that the ancient Egyptians used written symbols to
express religious ideas. In contrast to Mesopotamia, writing in ancient Egypt was not just for government or
‘administrative purposes. The hieroglyphic on the burial marker in this picture from around 3000 BCE shows a
falcon, an animal sacred to the Egyptian god Horus. Reading the falcon together with the cobra in the middle of the

carving, the inscription translates as 'Horus Cobra, the name of the Egyptian king buried under the marker. In later,
‘more advanced hieroglyphs, the images represented ideas, objects, and syllables. This allowed the Egyptians to
‘express more complex concepts in writing.
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Stone Carving of King Ur- Nanshe (Ancient Era)

This carved stone slab, called a relief, shows King Ur-Nanshe holding a ceremony that celebrates the construction
of a shrine, or place of worship. On the stone there is an inscription, or carved writing, in Sumerian language. It
says, 'boats from the (distant) land of Dilmun carried the wood' used by the king for building. This is the oldest
known reference to the ancient port of Dilmun, today known as the island of Bahrain in the Arabian (Persian) Gulf.
The stone relief of King Ur-Nanshe therefore provides evidence of trade and contact between civilizations in
Sumeria and the Arabian (Persian) Gulf.

Stone reliefs with figures and inscriptions carved from soft stone are typical examples of ancient Sumerian art. The
hole in the middle of the stone was probably for the purpose of hanging the stone on the wall of a shrine by putting
a peg into it.

King Ur-Nanshe was the founder of the first dynasty of Lagash, a line of kings that ruled for over two centuries
beginning around 2500 BCE. A famous builder, like others in his dynasty he constructed civil and religious
buildings such as canals, ramparts, and temples. Lagash was one of the ancient city-states of Sumeria in Southern
Mesopotamia. Lagash was wealthy, thanks to its location along major trade routes, including the road leading to
rich farmlands of Susa in Iran.
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Joseph Bradshaw (Prehistoric Era)

"We saw numerous caves and recesses in the rocks, the walls of which were adorned with native drawings. colored
in red, black, brown, yellow, white and a pale blue. Some of the human figures were life size, the bodies and limbs...
[had] numerous tassel-shaped adornments [attached]...to their hair, neck, waist, arms and legs; but the most
remarkable fact in connection with these drawings is that whenever a profile face is shown the features are...quite
different from the native we encountered. Indeed, looking at some of the groups one might think himself viewing the
painted walls of an Egyptian temple. These sketches seemed to be a great age." Joseph Bradshaw, 1892

Gwion Gwion figures are found in rock art throughout the Central and West Kimberley, Australia. They are named
after a bird that pecks with its long beak, looking for insects in the rock, and sometimes drawing blood from
pecking at animal or human skin. Some of the figures painted on the rocks look as if they were painted in blood.
Joseph Bradshaw was the first European to see them in 1891. The Gwion Gwion, or Mimi figures are also called
Bradshaw figures, but they are spread over a wide area where many different names are used for the paintings by
local Aborigine peoples. A team of researchers, the International Rock Art Research Team (IRART) has been
collecting images and analyzing them since 1998. IRART members are trying to preserve what Bradshaw
accidentally discovered. They are very old, and the Aborigine, or indigenous people of the region view the figures

as an important part of their heritage. Joseph Bradshaw published his notes from the trip in the Transactions of the
Royal Geographical Society of Victoria in 1892. Later efforts to date the rock art images using scientific techniques
have given a variety of dates, but they are believed to be at least 17 thousand years old, with younger paintings part
of the same tradition over hundreds of generations of people in the area. Grahame L. Walsh has documented the
Bradshaw rock art of Australia for over twenty years, for which the Australian Royal Geographical Society of
Queensland awarded him the J. P. Thompson Medal in 1990.
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Mimi Figures, Bradshaw Paintings (Prehistoric Era)

At a place called Ubirr in Arnhem Land, in Northern Australia, there is a remarkable collection of
rock art. Ubirr was a place where people visited regularly and camped during the annual rainy
season. It is near the region in Northern Australia where human beings first crossed into Australia
as long ago as 50,000 BP. The Australian Aborigines, or original inhabitants, painted and re-
painted the rock faces at this location for thousands of years. The paintings belong to three
different periods of time. The first period dates to the earliest migrations to Australia, perhaps
40,000 years, until 6000 BCE The second period is in ancient times, from 6000 BCE to 500 CE.
The third period is in recent times, from 500 CE to the present day. Archaeologists and art
historians sort the paintings based on their style, symbolic subjects, and scientific data about the

The oldest paintings are images made with red ochre, a natural dye made from a type of clay. The
paintings show human-like images in red ochre pigments. Later painters created them with brushes
made from bark, feathers, or the chewed ends of sticks. There is a myth among the Australians that
a bird pecked its beak until it bled, and painted with its red blood. The most interesting figures are
like animated stick figures, wearing tassels, pom-poms and headdresses. They seem to move as if
they are dancing or hunting. Some contemporary tribesmen call the figures Mimi, after spirits who
taught humans to hunt and paint during the Dreamtime, or creation period. Some say the paintings
were actually made by Mimi rather than humans. Some of the paintings also show animals and
figures like animated wild yams. Scientists who study rock art think the images were created to
help with hunting, or for use in magic, calling on the spirit world.
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X-Ray Rock Art (Ancient Era)
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This rock art painting of a lizard shows its backbone, ribs, and internal organs, as if the artist was looking through
it. Scientists who study cave art call these "X-Ray" paintings, a style created by the Aborigines of Australia. Early
examples of these paintings depict the backbones, ribs, and organs of various creatures, while later drawings
include body fat, muscles, and even nerves. The image in the picture is from Injaluk in Arnhem, northern Australia.

The "X-Ray" rock art style was developed around 2000 BCE, and modern Aboriginal artists still paint people,
animals, and even spirits and gods in this tradition. These drawings are important to the history of Australia and to
the story of human history. The oldest examples of Aboriginal rock art are over 40,000 years old, showing that
people lived and made wonderful works of art in Australia very long ago. "X-ray" paintings represent an evolution
in the style of the Bradshaw paintings and Mimi figures produced by the Aborigines in the caves and rock shelters
of Arnhem during the Prehistoric Era.
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Early Indian Petroglyphs Project Team (Prehistoric Era)

The first spectacular demonstration of what humans are capable of by harnessing the energies of wind, wave
action, current and buoyancy was when they first broke sea barriers. This was the greatest single achievement in
‘human history, rather than the invention of the wheel, of agriculture, or writing, or flying machines. By comparison
to the monumental importance of the first ocean crossing, Neil Armstrong's first step onto the lunar surface was
indeed no more than a small step for mankind. The entire destiny of humanity was decided around a million years
ago, when hominids made a conscious decision to entrust themselves, their very existence, to a contraption they
themselves had built, and to seek their future in an unknown land.’ Robert Bednarik, President, International
Federation of Rock Art Organizations (IFRAO)

Indian archacologists Prof. V.N. Mista (left), the late Prof. S.P. Gupta (center), and R. G. Bednarik (right)
developed the Early Indian Petroglyphs (EIP) Project in order to investigate the age of Indian rock art. Some
archacologists believe they have evidence that India may be home to the earliest known rock art tradition in the
world, making these very ancient art traditions in India several times as old as Upper Palacolithic rock art of
France, dated to about 32,000 B.P. These Indian sites are Auditorium Cave at Bhimbetka, near the city of Bhopal,
the cave of Daraki-Chattan, and the Bajanibhat rock shelter.

Dating these rock art sites is important because of their connection to the development of human culture and when
humans first began to produce art in the Palacolithic era. The scientific challenges of dating rock art make it
important to take great care in testing, and to confirm results if possible by using more than one method of dating.
It uses methods such as carbon isotope analysis, optically stimulated luminescence dating, microerosion analysis
and archaeological excavation. The EIP includes an international panel of archaeologists to review the claims of
great age in these Indian carly petroglyphs.
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Indian Rock Art (Prehistoric Era)

Early rock art in India, as in other places, is very difficult to date to any specific
period of time. These rock art designs are believed to date to the Neolithic Age,
between 10,000 and 6,000 BP (vears ago). Art from another location shows a row

Indian and intemational archaeologists are trying to
date rock art found all over India by scientific
methods, by style, and by its images. From the very
oldest markings and carvings in rock to those made only a thousand years ago,

these works belong to India's and humanity's cultural heritage.
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Cuneiform: From pictograph to Assyrian
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Gourtesy of the Oriental Institute, the University of Chicago.




