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1: Paleolithic

Paleolithic art

Humans make art. We do this for many reasons and with whatever technologies are available to us. But what can we really know
about their creators and what the images originally meant?

- ¢ 10,000 B.C.E.

Paleolithic art, an introduction
by DR. BETH HARRIS and DR. STEVEN ZUCKER

Figure 1.1: Replica of the painting from the Chauvet-Pont-d’ Arc Cave in southern France (Anthropos museum, Brno)

The oldest art: ornamentation

Humans make art. We do this for many reasons and with whatever technologies are available to us. Extremely old, non-
representational ornamentation has been found across Africa. The oldest firmly-dated example is a collection of 82,000 year old
Nassarius snail shells found in Morocco that are pierced and covered with red ochre. Wear patterns suggest that they may have
been strung beads. Nassarius shell beads found in Israel may be more than 100,000 years old and in the Blombos cave in South
Africa, pierced shells and small pieces of ochre (red Haematite) etched with simple geometric patterns have been found in a
75,000-year-old layer of sediment.

The oldest representational art

The oldest known representational imagery comes from the Aurignacian culture of the Upper Paleolithic period (Paleolithic means
old stone age). Archaeological discoveries across a broad swath of Europe (especially Southern France, Northern Spain, and
Swabia, in Germany) include over two hundred caves with spectacular Aurignacian paintings, drawings and sculpture that are
among the earliest undisputed examples of representational image-making. The oldest of these is a 2.4-inch tall female figure
carved out of mammoth ivory that was found in six fragments in the Hohle Fels cave near Schelklingen in southern Germany. It
dates to 35,000 B.C.E.

The caves

The caves at Chauvet-Pont-d’Arc, Lascaux, Pech Merle, and Altamira contain the best known examples of pre-historic painting and
drawing. Here are remarkably evocative renderings of animals and some humans that employ a complex mix of naturalism and
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abstraction. Archaeologists that study Paleolithic era humans, believe that the paintings discovered in 1994, in the cave at Chauvet-
Pont-d’Arc in the Ardéche valley in France, are more than 30,000 years old. The images found at Lascaux and Altamira are more
recent, dating to approximately 15,000 B.C.E. The paintings at Pech Merle date to both 25,000 and 15,000 B.C.E.

Questions

What can we really know about the creators of these paintings and what the images originally meant? These are questions that are
difficult enough when we study art made only 500 years ago. It is much more perilous to assert meaning for the art of people who
shared our anatomy but had not yet developed the cultures or linguistic structures that shaped who we have become. Do the tools of
art history even apply? Here is evidence of a visual language that collapses the more than 1,000 generations that separate us, but we
must be cautious. This is especially so if we want to understand the people that made this art as a way to understand ourselves. The
desire to speculate based on what we see and the physical evidence of the caves is wildly seductive.

Chauvet-Pont-d’Arc

The cave at Chauvet-Pont-d’Arc is over 1,000 feet in length with two large chambers. Carbon samples date the charcoal used to
depict the two head-to-head Rhinoceroses (see the image above, bottom right) to between 30,340 and 32,410 years before 1995
when the samples were taken. The cave’s drawings depict other large animals including horses, mammoths, musk ox, ibex,
reindeer, aurochs, megaceros deer, panther, and owl (scholars note that these animals were not then a normal part of people’s diet).
Photographs show that the drawing shown above is very carefully rendered but may be misleading. We see a group of horses,
rhinos and bison and we see them as a group, overlapping and skewed in scale. But the photograph distorts the way these animal
figures would have been originally seen. The bright electric lights used by the photographer create a broad flat scope of vision; how
different to see each animal emerge from the dark under the flickering light cast by a flame.

A word of caution

In a 2009 presentation at University of California San Diego, Dr. Randell White, Professor of Anthropology at New York
University, suggested that the overlapping horses pictured above might represent the same horse over time, running, eating,
sleeping, etc. Perhaps these are far more sophisticated representations than we have imagined. There is another drawing at
Chauvet-Pont-d’ Arc that cautions us against ready assumptions. It has been interpreted as depicting the thighs and genitals of a
woman but there is also a drawing of a bison and a lion, and the images are nearly intertwined. In addition to the drawings, the cave
is littered with the skulls and bones of cave bear and the track of a wolf. There is also a footprint thought to have been made by an
eight-year-old boy.

Additional resources:

The cave of Chauvet-Pont-d’Arc

A carved female figurine dating to at least 35,000 years ago recovered from caves in the Hohle Fels region of Germany (video)
Lascaux: a visit to the cave

Lascaux on The Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History

For instructors: related lesson plan on Art History Teaching Resources

SmartHistory images for teaching and learning:

Click on image for larger picture (External link to flickr)
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Click on image for larger picture (External link to flickr)
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Our earliest technology?
by THE BRITISH MUSEUM

Our earliest technology?

Figure 1.3: Handaxe, lower paleolithic, about 1.8 million years old, hard green volcanic lava (phonolite), 23.8 x 10 cm, found at
Olduvai Gorge, Tanzania, Africa © The Trustees of the British Museum

Made nearly two million years ago, stone tools such as this are the first known technological invention.
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This chopping tool and others like it are the oldest objects in the British Museum. It comes from an early human campsite in the
bottom layer of deposits in Olduvai Gorge, Tanzania. Potassium-argon dating indicates that this bed is between 1.6 and 2.2 million
years old from top to bottom. This and other tools are dated to about 1.8 million years.

Using another hard stone as a hammer, the maker has knocked flakes off both sides of a basalt (volcanic lava) pebble so that they
intersect to form a sharp edge. This could be used to chop branches from trees, cut meat from large animals or smash bones for
marrow fat—an essential part of the early human diet. The flakes could also have been used as small knives for light duty tasks.

Deliberate shaping

To some people this artifact might appear crude; how can we even be certain that it is humanly made and not just bashed in rock
falls or by trampling animals? A close look reveals that the edge is formed by a deliberate sequence of skillfully placed blows of
more or less uniform force. Many objects of the same type, made in the same way, occur in groups called assemblages which are
occasionally associated with early human remains. By contrast, natural forces strike randomly and with variable force; no pattern,
purpose or uniformity can be seen in the modifications they cause.

Chopping tools and flakes from the earliest African sites were referred to asOldowan by the archaeologist Louis Leakey. He found
this example on his first expedition to Olduvai in 1931, when he was sponsored by the British Museum.

Handaxes were still in use there some 500,000 years ago by which time their manufacture and use had spread throughout Africa,
south Asia, the Middle East and Europe where they were still being made 40,000 years ago. They have even been found as far east
as Korea in recent excavations. No other cultural artifact is known to have been made for such a long time across such a huge
geographical range.

Handaxes are always made from stone and were held in the hand during use. Many have this characteristic teardrop or pear shape
which might have been inspired by the outline of the human hand.

The beginnings of an artistic sense?

Although handaxes were used for a variety of everyday tasks including all aspects of skinning and butchering an animal or working
other materials such as wood, this example is much bigger than the usual useful size of such hand held tools. Despite its symmetry
and regular edges it appears difficult to use easily. As language began to develop along with tool making, was this handaxe made to
suggest ideas? Does the care and craftsmanship with which it was made indicate the beginnings of the artistic sense unique to
humans?

Suggested readings:

The British Museum

L.S.B. Leakey, Olduvai Gorge (Cambridge, University Press, 1951).

K.D. Schick and N. Schick, Making silent stones speak. Human Evolution and the Dawn of Technology (London, Weidenfeld and
Nicolson, 1993).

© Trustees of the British Museum

Lion Man
by THE BRITISH MUSEUM

The cave lion was the fiercest animal of the ice age, and this mammoth ivory carving combines human with lion.
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Video 1.1: Video from the British Museum

Apollo 11 Cave Stones
by NATHALIE HAGER

All evidence points to Africa as the origin of our species ... is Africa also the birthplace of art?

Figure 1.4: Apollo 11 Cave Stones, Namibia, quartzite, c. 25,500-25,300 B.C.E. Image courtesy of State Museum of Namibia.

A significant discovery

Approximately 25,000 years ago, in a rock shelter in the Huns Mountains of Namibia on the southwest coast of Africa (today part
of the Ai-Ais Richtersveld Transfrontier Park), an animal was drawn in charcoal on a hand-sized slab of stone. The stone was left
behind, over time becoming buried on the floor of the cave by layers of sediment and debris until 1969 when a team led by German
archaeologist W.E. Wendt excavated the rock shelter and found the first fragment (above, left). Wendt named the cave “Apollo 11”
upon hearing on his shortwave radio of NASA’s successful space mission to the moon. It was more than three years later however,
after a subsequent excavation, when Wendt discovered the matching fragment (above, right), that archaeologists and art historians
began to understand the significance of the find.
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Figure 1.5:Location of the Huns Mountains of Namibia, © Map Data Google

Indirect dating techniques

In total seven stone fragments of brown-grey quartzite, some of them depicting traces of animal figures drawn in charcoal, ocher,
and white, were found buried in a concentrated area of the cave floor less than two meters square. While it is not possible to learn
the actual date of the fragments, it is possible to estimate when the rocks were buried by radiocarbon dating the archaeological
layer in which they were found. Archaeologists estimate that the cave stones were buried between 25,500 and 25,300 years ago
during the Middle Stone Age period in southern Africa making them, at the time of their discovery, the oldest dated art known on
the African continent and among the earliest evidence of human artistic expression worldwide. What was the Middle Stone Age?

While more recent discoveries of much older human artistic endeavors have corrected our understanding (consider the 2008
discovery of a 100,000-year-old paint workshop in the Blombos Cave on the southern coast of Africa), the stones remain the oldest
examples of figurative art from the African continent. Their discovery contributes to our conception of early humanity’s creative
attempts, before the invention of formal writing, to express their thoughts about the world around them.

The origins of art?

Genetic and fossil evidence tells us that Homo sapiens (anatomically modern humans who evolved from an earlier species of
hominids) developed on the continent of Africa more than 100,000 years ago and spread throughout the world. But what we do not
know—what we have only been able to assume—is that art too began in Africa. Is Africa, where humanity originated, home to the

world’s oldest art? If so, can we say that art began in Africa?
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100,000 years of human occupation
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Transfrontier Park, southern

The Apollo 11 rock shelter overlooks a dry gorge, sitting twenty meters above what was once a river that ran along the valley floor.
The cave entrance is wide, about twenty-eight meters across, and the cave itself is deep: eleven meters from front to back. While
today a person can stand upright only in the front section of the cave, during the Middle Stone Age, as well as in the periods before
and after, the rock shelter was an active site of ongoing human settlement.

Inside the cave, above and below the layer where the Apollo 11 cave stones were found, archaeologists unearthed a sequence of
cultural layers representing over 100,000 years of human occupation. In these layers stone artifacts, typical of the Middle Stone
Age period—such as blades, pointed flakes, and scraper—were found in raw materials not native to the region, signaling stone tool
technology transported over long distances. Among the remnants of hearths, ostrich eggshell fragments bearing traces of red color
were also found—either remnants of ornamental painting or evidence that the eggshells were used as containers for pigment.

3

Figure 1.7: Excavation site of the Apollo 11 stones (photo: Jutta Vogel Stiftung)

On the cave walls, belonging to the Later Stone Age period, rock paintings were discovered depicting white and red zigzags, two
handprints, three geometric images, and traces of color. And on the banks of the riverbed just upstream from the cave, engravings
of a variety of animals, some with zigzag lines leading upwards, were found and dated to less than 2000 years ago.
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The Apollo 11 Cave Stones

But the most well-known of the rock shelter’s finds, and the most enigmatic, remain the Apollo 11 cave stones (image above). On
the cleavage face of what was once a complete slab, an unidentified animal form was drawn resembling a feline in appearance but
with human hind legs that were probably added later. Barely visible on the head of the animal are two slightly-curved horns likely
belonging to an Oryx, a large grazing antelope; on the animal’s underbelly, possibly the sexual organ of a bovid. What is a bovid?

Perhaps we have some kind of supernatural creature—a therianthrope, part human and part animal? If so, this may suggest a
complex system of shamanistic belief. Taken together with the later rock paintings and the engravings, Apollo 11 becomes more
than just a cave offering shelter from the elements. It becomes a site of ritual significance used by many over thousands of years.
The global origins of art

In the Middle Stone Age period in southern Africa prehistoric man was a hunter-gatherer, moving from place to place in search of
food and shelter. But this modern human also drew an animal form with charcoal—a form as much imagined as it was observed.
This is what makes the Apollo 11 cave stones find so interesting: the stones offer evidence that Homo sapiens in the Middle Stone
Age—us, some 25,000 years ago—were not only anatomically modern, but behaviorally modern as well. That is to say, these early
humans possessed the new and unique capacity for modern symbolic thought, “the human capacity,” long before what was
previously understood.

The cave stones are what archaeologists term art mobilier —small-scale prehistoric art that is moveable. But mobile art, and rock
art generally, is not unique to Africa. Rock art is a global phenomenon that can be found across the World—in Europe, Asia,
Australia, and North and South America. While we cannot know for certain what these early humans intended by the things that
they made, by focusing on art as the product of humanity’s creativity and imagination we can begin to explore where, and
hypothesize why, art began.

Additional resources:

Introduction to Prehistoric Art on the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History
Apollo 11 and Wonderwerk Cave Stones on the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History
African Rock Art on the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History

“Africa: Continent of Origins,” lecture was delivered by Dr. Ian Tattersall at The Metropolitan Museum of Art on the occasion of
the symposium “Genesis: Exploration of Origins” on March 7, 2003.

“Homo Sapiens,” from Becoming Human

British Museum — Rock Art and the Origins of Art in Africa
Namibia from the TARA, the Trust for African Rock Art
Bradshaw Foundation — Africa Rock Art Archive

John Masson, “Apollo 11 Cave in Southwest Namibia: Some Observations on the Site and its Rock Art,” The South African
Archaeological Bulletin 61, no. 183 (2006), pp. 76-89.

Ralf Vogelsang, “The Rock-Shelter “Apollo 11” — Evidence of Early Modern Humans in South-Western Namibia,” in Heritage and
Cultures in Modern Namibia — In-depth Views of the Country, edited by Cornelia Limpricht and Megan Biesele (Gottingen,
Windhoek-Namibia: Klaus Hess Publishers, 2008), pp. 183-196.

W. E. Wendt, “‘Art Mobilier’ from the Apollo 11 Cave, South West Africa: Africa’s Oldest Dated Works of Art,” The South African
Archaeological Bulletin vol. 31, no. 121/122 (1976), pp. 5-11.

Venus of Willendorf
by DR. BRYAN ZYGMONT

The name of this prehistoric sculpture refers to a Roman goddess—but what did she originally represent?
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Video 1.2: Venus of Willendorf, c. 24,000-22,000 B.C.E., limestone, 11.1 cm high (Naturhistorisches Museum, Vienna)

Figure 1.8: Venus of Willendorf, c. 24,000-22,000 B.C.E., limestone, 11.1 cm high (Naturhistorisches Museum, Vienna) (photo:
Steven Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)

Can a 25,000-year-old object be a work of art?
The artifact known as the Venus of Willendorf dates to between 24,000-22,000 B.C.E., making it one of the oldest and most famous

surviving works of art. But what does it mean to be a work of art?

The Oxford English Dictionary, perhaps the authority on the English language, defines the word “art” as

the application of skill to the arts of imitation and design, painting, engraving,
sculpture, architecture; the cultivation of these in its principles, practice, and results;
the skillful production of the beautiful in visible forms.
Some of the words and phrases that stand out within this definition include “application of skill,” “imitation,” and “beautiful.” By

this definition, the concept of “art” involves the use of skill to create an object that contains some appreciation of aesthetics. The
object is not only made, it is made with an attempt of creating something that contains elements of beauty.

In contrast, the same Oxford English Dictionary defines the word “artifact” as, “anything made by human art and workmanship; an
artificial product. In Archaeol[ogy] applied to the rude products of aboriginal workmanship as distinguished from natural remains.”
Again, some key words and phrases are important: “anything made by human art,” and “rude products.” Clearly, an artifact is any
object created by humankind regardless of the “skill” of its creator or the absence of “beauty.”
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Figure 1.9: Venus of Willendorf, c. 24,000-22,000 B.C.E., limestone 11.1 cm high (Naturhistorisches Museum, Vienna) (photo:

Steven Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)
Artifact, then, is anything created by humankind, and art is a particular kind of artifact, a group of objects under the broad umbrella
of artifact, in which beauty has been achieved through the application of skills. Think of the average plastic spoon: a uniform white
color, mass produced, and unremarkable in just about every way. While it serves a function—say, for example, to stir your hot
chocolate—the person who designed it likely did so without any real dedication or commitment to making this utilitarian object
beautiful. You have likely never lovingly gazed at a plastic spoon and remarked, “Wow! Now that’s a beautiful spoon!” This is in
contrast to a silver spoon you might purchase at Tiffany & Co. While their spoon could just as well stir cream into your morning
coffee, it was skillfully designed by a person who attempted to make it aesthetically pleasing; note the elegant bend of the handle,
the gentle luster of the metal, the graceful slope of the bowl.

These terms are important to bear in mind when analyzing prehistoric art. While it is unlikely people from the Upper Paleolithic
period cared to conceptualize what it meant to make art or to be an artist, it cannot be denied that the objects they created were
made with skill, were often made as a way of imitating the world around them, and were made with a particular care to create
something beautiful. They likely represent, for the Paleolithic peoples who created them, objects made with great competence and
with a particular interest in aesthetics.

Explain Upper Paleolithic

Caves and pockets

Two main types of Upper Paleolithic art have survived. The first we can classify as permanently located works found on the walls
within caves. Mostly unknown prior to the final decades of the nineteenth century, many such sites have now been discovered
throughout much of southern Europe and have provided historians and archaeologists new insights into humankind millennia prior
to the creation of writing. The subjects of these works vary: we may observe a variety of geometric motifs, many types of flora and
fauna, and the occasional human figure. They also fluctuate in size; ranging from several inches to large-scale compositions that
span many feet in length.

The second category of Paleolithic art may be called portable since these works are generally of a small-scale—a logical size given
the nomadic nature of Paleolithic peoples. Despite their often diminutive size, the creation of these portable objects signifies a
remarkable allocation of time and effort. As such, these figurines were significant enough to take along during the nomadic

wanderings of their Paleolithic creators.
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Figure 1.10: Venus of Willendorf, c. 24,000-22,000 B.C.E., limestone 11.1 cm high (Naturhistorisches Museum, Vienna) (photo:
Steven Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)
The Venus of Willendorf is a perfect example of this. Josef Szombathy, an Austro-Hungarian archaeologist, discovered this work in
1908 outside the small Austrian village of Willendorf. Although generally projected in art history classrooms to be several feet tall,
this limestone figurine is petite in size. She measures just under 4%” high, and could fit comfortably in the palm of your hand. This
small scale was very deliberate and allowed whoever carved (or, perhaps owned) this figurine to carry it during their nearly daily
nomadic travels in search of food.

Naming and dating

Clearly, the Paleolithic sculptor who made this small figurine would never have named it the Venus of Willendorf. Venus was the
name of the Roman goddess of love and ideal beauty. When discovered outside the Austrian village of Willendorf, scholars
mistakenly assumed that this figure was likewise a goddess of love and beauty. There is absolutely no evidence though that the
Venus of Willendorf shared a function similar to its classically inspired namesake. However incorrect the name may be, it has
endured, and tells us more about those who found her than those who made her.

Dating too can be a problem, especially since Prehistoric art, by definition, has no written record. In fact, the definition of the word
prehistoric is that written language did not yet exist, so the creator of the Venus of Willendorf could not have incised “Bob made
this in the year 24,000 B.C.E.” on the back. In addition, stone artifacts present a special problem since we are interested in the date
that the stone was carved, not the date of the material itself. Despite these hurdles, art historians and archaeologist attempt to
establish dates for prehistoric finds through two processes. The first is called relative dating and the second involves an
examination of the stratification of an object’s discovery.

Relative dating is an easily understood process that involves stylistically comparing an object whose date is uncertain to other
objects whose dates have been firmly established. By correctly fitting the unknown object into this stylistic chronology, scholars
can find a very general chronological date for an object. A simple example can illustrate this method. The first Chevrolet Corvette
was sold during the 1953 model year, and this particular car has gone through numerous iterations up to its most recent version. If
presented with pictures of the Corvette’s development from every five years to establish the stylistic development from its earliest
model to the most recent (for example, images from the 1953, 1958, 1963, and all the way to the current model), you would have a
general idea of the changes the car underwent over time. If then given a picture of a Corvette from an unknown year, you could, on
the basis of stylistic analysis, generally place it within the visual chronology of this car with some accuracy. The Corvette is a
convenient example, but the same exercise could be applied to iPods, Coca-Cola bottles, suits, or any other object that changes over

time.
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i i
t Willendorf I in 1908 with the position of the figurine.

The second way scholars date the Venus of Willendorf is through an analysis of where it was found. Generally, the deeper an object
is recovered from the earth, the longer that object has been buried. Imagine a penny jar that has had coins added to it for hundreds
of years. It is a good bet that the coins at the bottom of that jar are the oldest whereas those at the top are the newest. The same
applies to Paleolithic objects. Because of the depth at which these objects are found, we can infer that they are very old indeed.

What did it mean?

In the absence of writing, art historians rely on the objects themselves to learn about ancient peoples. The form of the Venus of
Willendorf—that is, what it looks like—may very well inform what it originally meant. The most conspicuous elements of her
anatomy are those that deal with the process of reproduction and child rearing. The artist took particular care to emphasize her
breasts, which some scholars suggest indicates that she is able to nurse a child. The artist also brought deliberate attention to her
pubic region. Traces of a pigment—red ochre—can still be seen on parts of the figurine.

Figure 1.12: Detail, Venus of Willendorf, c. 24,000-22,000 B.C.E., limestone 11.1 cm high (Naturhistorisches Museum, Vienna)

(photo: Steven Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)
In contrast, the sculptor placed scant attention on the non-reproductive parts of her body. This is particularly noticeable in the
figure’s limbs, where there is little emphasis placed on musculature or anatomical accuracy. We may infer from the small size of
her feet that she was not meant to be free standing, and was either meant to be carried or placed lying down. The artist carved the
figure’s upper arms along her upper torso, and her lower arms are only barely visible resting upon the top of her breasts. As
enigmatic as the lack of attention to her limbs is, the absence of attention to the face is even more striking. No eyes, nose, ears, or
mouth remain visible. Instead, our attention is drawn to seven horizontal bands that wrap in concentric circles from the crown of
her head. Some scholars have suggested her head is obscured by a knit cap pulled downward, others suggest that these forms may
represent braided or beaded hair and that her face, perhaps once painted, is angled downward.

If the face was purposefully obscured, the Paleolithic sculptor may have created, not a portrait of a particular person, but rather a
representation of the reproductive and child rearing aspects of a woman. In combination with the emphasis on the breasts and pubic
area, it seems likely that the Venus of Willendorf had a function that related to fertility.

Without doubt, we can learn much more from the Venus of Willendorf than its diminutive size might at first suggest. We learn about
relative dating and stratification. We learn that these nomadic people living almost 25,000 years ago cared about making objects
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beautiful. And we can learn that these Paleolithic people had an awareness of the importance of the women.

The Venus of Willendorf is only one example dozens of paleolithic figures we believe may have been associated with fertility.
Nevertheless, it retains a place of prominence within the history of human art.
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Smarthistory images for teaching and learning:
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Figure 1.13: More Smarthistory images. ..

Hall of Bulls, Lascaux

by MARY BETH LOONEY
We are as likely to communicate using easily interpretable pictures as we are text. Portable handheld devices enable us to tell others
via social media what we are doing and thinking. Approximately 15,000 years ago, we also communicated in pictures — but with

no written language.
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Figure 1.14: Map showing the location of three well-known prehistoric cave painting sites in France and Spain, © Google
The cave of Lascaux, France is one of almost 350 similar sites that are known to exist — most are isolated to a region of southern
France and northern Spain. Both Neanderthals (named after the site in which their bones were first discovered — the Neander
Valley in Germany) and Modern Humans (early Homo Sapiens Sapiens) coexisted in this region 30,000 years ago. Life was short
and very difficult; resources were scarce and the climate was very cold.

Location, location, location!

Approximately 15,000 years later in the valley of Veézére, in southwestern France, modern humans lived and witnessed the
migratory patterns of a vast range of wildlife. They discovered a cave in a tall hill overlooking the valley. Inside, an unknown
number of these people drew and painted images that, once discovered in 1940, have excited the imaginations of both researchers
and the general public.

After struggling through small openings and narrow passages to access the larger rooms beyond, prehistoric people discovered that
the cave wall surfaces functioned as the perfect, blank “canvas” upon which to draw and paint. White calcite, roofed by nonporous
rock, provides a uniquely dry place to feature art. To paint, these early artists used charcoal and ocher (a kind of pigmented, earthen
material, that is soft and can be mixed with liquids, and comes in a range of colors like brown, red, yellow, and white). We find
images of horses, deer, bison, elk, a few lions, a rhinoceros, and a bear — almost as an encyclopedia of the area’s large prehistoric
wildlife. Among these images are abstract marks — dots and lines in a variety of configurations. In one image, a humanoid figure
plays a mysterious role.

How did they do it?

The animals are rendered in what has come to be called “twisted perspective,” in which their bodies are depicted in profile while
we see the horns from a more frontal viewpoint. The images are sometimes entirely linear—Iline drawn to define the animal’s
contour. In many other cases, the animals are described in solid and blended colors blown by mouth onto the wall. In other portions
of the Lascaux cave, artists carved lines into the soft calcite surface. Some of these are infilled with color—others are not.

The cave spaces range widely in size and ease of access. The famous Hall of Bulls (below) is large enough to hold some fifty
people. Other “rooms” and “halls” are extraordinarily narrow and tall.

Archaeologists have found hundreds of stone tools. They have also identified holes in some walls that may have supported tree-
limb scaffolding that would have elevated an artist high enough to reach the upper surfaces. Fossilized pollen has been found; these

grains were inadvertently brought into the cave by early visitors and are helping scientists understand the world outside.
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Hall of Bulls

Figure 1.15: Left wall of the Hall of Bulls, Lascaux II (replica of the original cave, which is closed to the public), original cave: c.
16,000-14,000 B.C.E., 11 feet 6 inches long
Given the large scale of many of the animal images, we can presume that the artists worked deliberately—carefully plotting out a
particular form before completing outlines and adding color. Some researchers believe that “master” artists enlisted the help of
assistants who mixed pigments and held animal fat lamps to illuminate the space. Alternatively, in the case of the “rooms”
containing mostly engraved and overlapping forms, it seems that the pure process of drawing and repetitive re-drawing held serious
(perhaps ritual) significance for the makers.

Why did they do it?

Many scholars have speculated about why prehistoric people painted and engraved the walls at Lascaux and other caves like it.
Perhaps the most famous theory was put forth by a priest named Henri Breuil. Breuil spent considerable time in many of the caves,
meticulously recording the images in drawings when the paintings were too challenging to photograph. Relying primarily on a field
of study known as ethnography, Breuil believed that the images played a role in “hunting magic.” The theory suggests that the
prehistoric people who used the cave may have believed that a way to overpower their prey involved creating images of it during
rituals designed to ensure a successful hunt. This seems plausible when we remember that survival was entirely dependent on
successful foraging and hunting, though it is also important to remember how little we actually know about these people.

Another theory suggests that the images communicate narratives (stories). While a number of the depictions can be seen to do this,
one particular image in Lascaux more directly supports this theory. A bison, drawn in strong, black lines, bristles with energy, as the
fur on the back of its neck stands up and the head is radically turned to face us (below).
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A form drawn under the bison’s abdomen is interpreted as internal organs, spilling out from a wound. A more crudely drawn form
positioned below and to the left of the bison may represent a humanoid figure with the head of a bird. Nearby, a thin line is topped
with another bird and there is also an arrow with barbs. Further below and to the far left the partial outline of a rhinoceros can be
identified.

Interpreters of this image tend to agree that some sort of interaction has taken place among these animals and the bird-headed
human figure—in which the bison has sustained injury either from a weapon or from the horn of the rhinoceros. Why the person in
the image has the rudimentary head of a bird, and why a bird form sits atop a stick very close to him is a mystery. Some suggest
that the person is a shaman—a kind of priest or healer with powers involving the ability to communicate with spirits of other
worlds. Regardless, this riveting image appears to depict action and reaction, although many aspects of it are difficult to piece
together.

Preservation for future study

The Caves of Lascaux are the most famous of all of the known caves in the region. In fact, their popularity has permanently
endangered them. From 1940 to 1963, the numbers of visitors and their impact on the delicately balanced environment of the cave
—which supported the preservation of the cave images for so long—necessitated the cave’s closure to the public. A replica called
Lascaux IT was created about 200 yards away from the site. The original Lascaux cave is now a designated UNESCO World
Heritage Site. Lascaux will require constant vigilance and upkeep to preserve it for future generations.

Many mysteries continue to surround Lascaux, but there is one certainty. The very human need to communicate in the form of
pictures—for whatever purpose—has persisted since our earliest beginnings.

Additional resources:

Official site and virtual tour of the cave at Lascaux

Video from UNESCO

Lascaux on the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History

Gregory Curtis, The Cave Painters: Probing the Mysteries of the World’s First Artists (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2006).

This page titled 1: Paleolithic is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Smarthistory.
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1.1: Paleolithic art, an introduction
by DR. BETH HARRIS and DR. STEVEN ZUCKER

Figure 1.1.1 : Replica of the painting from the Chauvet-Pont-d’Arc Cave in southern France (Anthropos museum, Brno)

The oldest art: ornamentation

Humans make art. We do this for many reasons and with whatever technologies are available to us. Extremely old, non-
representational ornamentation has been found across Africa. The oldest firmly-dated example is a collection of 82,000 year old
Nassarius snail shells found in Morocco that are pierced and covered with red ochre. Wear patterns suggest that they may have
been strung beads. Nassarius shell beads found in Israel may be more than 100,000 years old and in the Blombos cave in South
Africa, pierced shells and small pieces of ochre (red Haematite) etched with simple geometric patterns have been found in a
75,000-year-old layer of sediment.

The oldest representational art

The oldest known representational imagery comes from the Aurignacian culture of the Upper Paleolithic period (Paleolithic means
old stone age). Archaeological discoveries across a broad swath of Europe (especially Southern France, Northern Spain, and
Swabia, in Germany) include over two hundred caves with spectacular Aurignacian paintings, drawings and sculpture that are
among the earliest undisputed examples of representational image-making. The oldest of these is a 2.4-inch tall female figure
carved out of mammoth ivory that was found in six fragments in the Hohle Fels cave near Schelklingen in southern Germany. It
dates to 35,000 B.C.E.

https://human.libretexts.org/@go/page/160377
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The caves

The caves at Chauvet-Pont-d’ Arc, Lascaux, Pech Merle, and Altamira contain the best known examples of pre-historic painting and
drawing. Here are remarkably evocative renderings of animals and some humans that employ a complex mix of naturalism and
abstraction. Archaeologists that study Paleolithic era humans, believe that the paintings discovered in 1994, in the cave at Chauvet-
Pont-d’Arc in the Ardéche valley in France, are more than 30,000 years old. The images found at Lascaux and Altamira are more
recent, dating to approximately 15,000 B.C.E. The paintings at Pech Merle date to both 25,000 and 15,000 B.C.E.

Questions

What can we really know about the creators of these paintings and what the images originally meant? These are questions that are
difficult enough when we study art made only 500 years ago. It is much more perilous to assert meaning for the art of people who
shared our anatomy but had not yet developed the cultures or linguistic structures that shaped who we have become. Do the tools of
art history even apply? Here is evidence of a visual language that collapses the more than 1,000 generations that separate us, but we
must be cautious. This is especially so if we want to understand the people that made this art as a way to understand ourselves. The
desire to speculate based on what we see and the physical evidence of the caves is wildly seductive.

Chauvet-Pont-d’Arc

The cave at Chauvet-Pont-d’Arc is over 1,000 feet in length with two large chambers. Carbon samples date the charcoal used to
depict the two head-to-head Rhinoceroses (see the image above, bottom right) to between 30,340 and 32,410 years before 1995
when the samples were taken. The cave’s drawings depict other large animals including horses, mammoths, musk ox, ibex,
reindeer, aurochs, megaceros deer, panther, and owl (scholars note that these animals were not then a normal part of people’s diet).
Photographs show that the drawing shown above is very carefully rendered but may be misleading. We see a group of horses,
rhinos and bison and we see them as a group, overlapping and skewed in scale. But the photograph distorts the way these animal
figures would have been originally seen. The bright electric lights used by the photographer create a broad flat scope of vision; how
different to see each animal emerge from the dark under the flickering light cast by a flame.

Aword of caution

In a 2009 presentation at University of California San Diego, Dr. Randell White, Professor of Anthropology at New York
University, suggested that the overlapping horses pictured above might represent the same horse over time, running, eating,
sleeping, etc. Perhaps these are far more sophisticated representations than we have imagined. There is another drawing at
Chauvet-Pont-d’Arc that cautions us against ready assumptions. It has been interpreted as depicting the thighs and genitals of a
woman but there is also a drawing of a bison and a lion, and the images are nearly intertwined. In addition to the drawings, the cave
is littered with the skulls and bones of cave bear and the track of a wolf. There is also a footprint thought to have been made by an
eight-year-old boy.

Additional resources:

The cave of Chauvet-Pont-d’ Arc

A carved female figurine dating to at least 35,000 years ago recovered from caves in the Hohle Fels region of Germany (video)
Lascaux: a visit to the cave

Lascaux on The Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History

For instructors: related lesson plan on Art History Teaching Resources

This page titled 1.1: Paleolithic art, an introduction is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by
Smarthistory.
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1.2: Our earliest technology?
by THE BRITISH MUSEUM

Our earliest technology?

Figure 1.2.1: Handaxe, lower paleolithic, about 1.8 million years old, hard green volcanic lava (phonolite), 23.8 x 10 cm, found at
Olduvai Gorge, Tanzania, Africa © The Trustees of the British Museum

Made nearly two million years ago, stone tools such as this are the first known technological invention.

This chopping tool and others like it are the oldest objects in the British Museum. It comes from an early human campsite in the
bottom layer of deposits in Olduvai Gorge, Tanzania. Potassium-argon dating indicates that this bed is between 1.6 and 2.2 million
years old from top to bottom. This and other tools are dated to about 1.8 million years.

Using another hard stone as a hammer, the maker has knocked flakes off both sides of a basalt (volcanic lava) pebble so that they
intersect to form a sharp edge. This could be used to chop branches from trees, cut meat from large animals or smash bones for
marrow fat—an essential part of the early human diet. The flakes could also have been used as small knives for light duty tasks.

Deliberate shaping

To some people this artifact might appear crude; how can we even be certain that it is humanly made and not just bashed in rock
falls or by trampling animals? A close look reveals that the edge is formed by a deliberate sequence of skillfully placed blows of
more or less uniform force. Many objects of the same type, made in the same way, occur in groups called assemblages which are
occasionally associated with early human remains. By contrast, natural forces strike randomly and with variable force; no pattern,
purpose or uniformity can be seen in the modifications they cause.

Chopping tools and flakes from the earliest African sites were referred to asOldowan by the archaeologist Louis Leakey. He found
this example on his first expedition to Olduvai in 1931, when he was sponsored by the British Museum.

Handaxes were still in use there some 500,000 years ago by which time their manufacture and use had spread throughout Africa,
south Asia, the Middle East and Europe where they were still being made 40,000 years ago. They have even been found as far east
as Korea in recent excavations. No other cultural artifact is known to have been made for such a long time across such a huge
geographical range.

Handaxes are always made from stone and were held in the hand during use. Many have this characteristic teardrop or pear shape
which might have been inspired by the outline of the human hand.

The beginnings of an artistic sense?

Although handaxes were used for a variety of everyday tasks including all aspects of skinning and butchering an animal or working
other materials such as wood, this example is much bigger than the usual useful size of such hand held tools. Despite its symmetry

https://human.libretexts.org/@go/page/160378
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and regular edges it appears difficult to use easily. As language began to develop along with tool making, was this handaxe made to
suggest ideas? Does the care and craftsmanship with which it was made indicate the beginnings of the artistic sense unique to
humans?

Suggested readings:

L.S.B. Leakey, Olduvai Gorge (Cambridge, University Press, 1951).

K.D. Schick and N. Schick, Making silent stones speak. Human Evolution and the Dawn of Technology (London, Weidenfeld and
Nicolson, 1993).

© Trustees of the British Museum

Lion Man
by

The cave lion was the fiercest animal of the ice age, and this mammoth ivory carving combines human with lion.

Video 1.2.1 : Video from the British Museum
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1.3: Apollo 11 Cave Stones
by NATHALIE HAGER

All evidence points to Africa as the origin of our species ... is Africa also the birthplace of art?

Figure 1.3.1: Apollo 11 Cave Stones, Namibia, quartzite, c. 25,500-25,300 B.C.E. Image courtesy of State Museum of Namibia.

A significant discovery

Approximately 25,000 years ago, in a rock shelter in the Huns Mountains of Namibia on the southwest coast of Africa (today part
of the Ai-Ais Richtersveld Transfrontier Park), an animal was drawn in charcoal on a hand-sized slab of stone. The stone was left
behind, over time becoming buried on the floor of the cave by layers of sediment and debris until 1969 when a team led by German
archaeologist W.E. Wendt excavated the rock shelter and found the first fragment (above, left). Wendt named the cave “Apollo 11”
upon hearing on his shortwave radio of NASA’s successful space mission to the moon. It was more than three years later however,
after a subsequent excavation, when Wendt discovered the matching fragment (above, right), that archaeologists and art historians
began to understand the significance of the find.

Mauritani Ea\

Namlbla - Zmbab e é
{ el Madagamr
South  Huns MoumamSJ t
Atlantic

Ocean Smﬂh Aler‘

Figure 1.3.2:Location of the Huns Mountains of Namibia, © Map Data Google
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Indirect dating techniques

In total seven stone fragments of brown-grey quartzite, some of them depicting traces of animal figures drawn in charcoal, ocher,
and white, were found buried in a concentrated area of the cave floor less than two meters square. While it is not possible to learn
the actual date of the fragments, it is possible to estimate when the rocks were buried by radiocarbon dating the archaeological
layer in which they were found. Archaeologists estimate that the cave stones were buried between 25,500 and 25,300 years ago
during the Middle Stone Age period in southern Africa making them, at the time of their discovery, the oldest dated art known on
the African continent and among the earliest evidence of human artistic expression worldwide. What was the Middle Stone Age?

While more recent discoveries of much older human artistic endeavors have corrected our understanding (consider the 2008
discovery of a 100,000-year-old paint workshop in the Blombos Cave on the southern coast of Africa), the stones remain the oldest
examples of figurative art from the African continent. Their discovery contributes to our conception of early humanity’s creative
attempts, before the invention of formal writing, to express their thoughts about the world around them.

The origins of art?

Genetic and fossil evidence tells us that Homo sapiens (anatomically modern humans who evolved from an earlier species of
hominids) developed on the continent of Africa more than 100,000 years ago and spread throughout the world. But what we do not
know—what we have only been able to assume—is that art too began in Africa. Is Africa, where humanity originated, home to the
world’s oldest art? If so, can we say that art began in Africa?

100,000 years of human occupation

e :
Figure 1.3.3: View across Fish River Canyon toward the Huns Mountains, /Ai-/Ais — Richtersveld Transfrontier Park, southern
Namibia (photo: Thomas Schooch, CC-BY-SA-3.00)

= ' =

The Apollo 11 rock shelter overlooks a dry gorge, sitting twenty meters above what was once a river that ran along the valley floor.
The cave entrance is wide, about twenty-eight meters across, and the cave itself is deep: eleven meters from front to back. While
today a person can stand upright only in the front section of the cave, during the Middle Stone Age, as well as in the periods before
and after, the rock shelter was an active site of ongoing human settlement.

Inside the cave, above and below the layer where the Apollo 11 cave stones were found, archaeologists unearthed a sequence of
cultural layers representing over 100,000 years of human occupation. In these layers stone artifacts, typical of the Middle Stone

Age period—such as blades, pointed flakes, and scraper—were found in raw materials not native to the region, signaling stone tool
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technology transported over long distances. Among the remnants of hearths, ostrich eggshell fragments bearing traces of red color
were also found—either remnants of ornamental painting or evidence that the eggshells were used as containers for pigment.

Figure 1.3.4: Excavation site of the Apollo 11 stones (photo: Jutta Vogel Stiftung)

On the cave walls, belonging to the Later Stone Age period, rock paintings were discovered depicting white and red zigzags, two
handprints, three geometric images, and traces of color. And on the banks of the riverbed just upstream from the cave, engravings
of a variety of animals, some with zigzag lines leading upwards, were found and dated to less than 2000 years ago.

The Apollo 11 Cave Stones

But the most well-known of the rock shelter’s finds, and the most enigmatic, remain the Apollo 11 cave stones (image above). On
the cleavage face of what was once a complete slab, an unidentified animal form was drawn resembling a feline in appearance but
with human hind legs that were probably added later. Barely visible on the head of the animal are two slightly-curved horns likely
belonging to an Oryx, a large grazing antelope; on the animal’s underbelly, possibly the sexual organ of a bovid. What is a bovid?

Perhaps we have some kind of supernatural creature—a therianthrope, part human and part animal? If so, this may suggest a
complex system of shamanistic belief. Taken together with the later rock paintings and the engravings, Apollo 11 becomes more
than just a cave offering shelter from the elements. It becomes a site of ritual significance used by many over thousands of years.

The global origins of art

In the Middle Stone Age period in southern Africa prehistoric man was a hunter-gatherer, moving from place to place in search of
food and shelter. But this modern human also drew an animal form with charcoal—a form as much imagined as it was observed.
This is what makes the Apollo 11 cave stones find so interesting: the stones offer evidence that Homo sapiens in the Middle Stone
Age—us, some 25,000 years ago—were not only anatomically modern, but behaviorally modern as well. That is to say, these early
humans possessed the new and unique capacity for modern symbolic thought, “the human capacity,” long before what was
previously understood.

The cave stones are what archaeologists term art mobilier —small-scale prehistoric art that is moveable. But mobile art, and rock
art generally, is not unique to Africa. Rock art is a global phenomenon that can be found across the World—in Europe, Asia,
Australia, and North and South America. While we cannot know for certain what these early humans intended by the things that
they made, by focusing on art as the product of humanity’s creativity and imagination we can begin to explore where, and
hypothesize why, art began.

Additional resources:

Introduction to Prehistoric Art on the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History
Apollo 11 and Wonderwerk Cave Stones on the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History
African Rock Art on the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History

“Africa: Continent of Origins,” lecture was delivered by Dr. Ian Tattersall at The Metropolitan Museum of Art on the occasion of
the symposium “Genesis: Exploration of Origins” on March 7, 2003.

“Homo Sapiens,” from Becoming Human
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British Museum — Rock Art and the Origins of Art in Africa
Namibia from the TARA, the Trust for African Rock Art
Bradshaw Foundation — Africa Rock Art Archive

John Masson, “Apollo 11 Cave in Southwest Namibia: Some Observations on the Site and its Rock Art,” The South African
Archaeological Bulletin 61, no. 183 (2006), pp. 76-89.

Ralf Vogelsang, “The Rock-Shelter “Apollo 11” — Evidence of Early Modern Humans in South-Western Namibia,” in Heritage and
Cultures in Modern Namibia — In-depth Views of the Country, edited by Cornelia Limpricht and Megan Biesele (Gottingen,
Windhoek-Namibia: Klaus Hess Publishers, 2008), pp. 183-196.

W. E. Wendt, ““Art Mobilier’ from the Apollo 11 Cave, South West Africa: Africa’s Oldest Dated Works of Art,” The South African
Archaeological Bulletin vol. 31, no. 121/122 (1976), pp. 5-11.

This page titled 1.3: Apollo 11 Cave Stones is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by
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1.4: Venus of Willendorf

The name of this prehistoric sculpture refers to a Roman goddess—but what did she originally represent?

Video 1.4.1: Venus of Willendorf, c. 24,000-22,000 B.C.E., limestone, 11.1 cm high (Naturhistorisches Museum, Vienna)

Figure 1.4.2: Venus of Willendorf, c. 24,000-22,000 B.C.E., limestone, 11.1 cm high (Naturhistorisches Museum, Vienna) (photo:
Steven Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)

Can a 25,000-year-old object be a work of art?
The artifact known as the Venus of Willendorf dates to between 24,000-22,000 B.C.E., making it one of the oldest and most famous

surviving works of art. But what does it mean to be a work of art?

The Oxford English Dictionary, perhaps the authority on the English language, defines the word “art” as

the application of skill to the arts of imitation and design, painting, engraving,
sculpture, architecture; the cultivation of these in its principles, practice, and results;
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I the skillful production of the beautiful in visible forms.

Some of the words and phrases that stand out within this definition include “application of skill,” “imitation,” and “beautiful.” By
this definition, the concept of “art” involves the use of skill to create an object that contains some appreciation of aesthetics. The
object is not only made, it is made with an attempt of creating something that contains elements of beauty.

In contrast, the same Oxford English Dictionary defines the word “artifact” as, “anything made by human art and workmanship; an
artificial product. In Archaeol[ogy] applied to the rude products of aboriginal workmanship as distinguished from natural remains.”
Again, some key words and phrases are important: “anything made by human art,” and “rude products.” Clearly, an artifact is any
object created by humankind regardless of the “skill” of its creator or the absence of “beauty.”

Figure 1.4.3: Venus of Willendorf, c. 24,000-22,000 B.C.E., limestone 11.1 cm high (Naturhistorisches Museum, Vienna) (photo:
Steven Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)

Artifact, then, is anything created by humankind, and art is a particular kind of artifact, a group of objects under the broad umbrella
of artifact, in which beauty has been achieved through the application of skills. Think of the average plastic spoon: a uniform white
color, mass produced, and unremarkable in just about every way. While it serves a function—say, for example, to stir your hot
chocolate—the person who designed it likely did so without any real dedication or commitment to making this utilitarian object
beautiful. You have likely never lovingly gazed at a plastic spoon and remarked, “Wow! Now that’s a beautiful spoon!” This is in
contrast to a silver spoon you might purchase at Tiffany & Co. While their spoon could just as well stir cream into your morning
coffee, it was skillfully designed by a person who attempted to make it aesthetically pleasing; note the elegant bend of the handle,
the gentle luster of the metal, the graceful slope of the bowl.

These terms are important to bear in mind when analyzing prehistoric art. While it is unlikely people from the Upper Paleolithic
period cared to conceptualize what it meant to make art or to be an artist, it cannot be denied that the objects they created were
made with skill, were often made as a way of imitating the world around them, and were made with a particular care to create
something beautiful. They likely represent, for the Paleolithic peoples who created them, objects made with great competence and
with a particular interest in aesthetics.

Explain Upper Paleolithic
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Caves and pockets

Two main types of Upper Paleolithic art have survived. The first we can classify as permanently located works found on the walls
within caves. Mostly unknown prior to the final decades of the nineteenth century, many such sites have now been discovered
throughout much of southern Europe and have provided historians and archaeologists new insights into humankind millennia prior
to the creation of writing. The subjects of these works vary: we may observe a variety of geometric motifs, many types of flora and
fauna, and the occasional human figure. They also fluctuate in size; ranging from several inches to large-scale compositions that
span many feet in length.

The second category of Paleolithic art may be called portable since these works are generally of a small-scale—a logical size given
the nomadic nature of Paleolithic peoples. Despite their often diminutive size, the creation of these portable objects signifies a
remarkable allocation of time and effort. As such, these figurines were significant enough to take along during the nomadic
wanderings of their Paleolithic creators.

1M.aem/
4-3/8 inches

Figure 1.4.4: Venus of Willendorf, c. 24,000-22,000 B.C.E., limestone 11.1 cm high (Naturhistorisches Museum, Vienna) (photo:
Steven Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)
The Venus of Willendorf is a perfect example of this. Josef Szombathy, an Austro-Hungarian archaeologist, discovered this work in
1908 outside the small Austrian village of Willendorf. Although generally projected in art history classrooms to be several feet tall,
this limestone figurine is petite in size. She measures just under 4%” high, and could fit comfortably in the palm of your hand. This
small scale was very deliberate and allowed whoever carved (or, perhaps owned) this figurine to carry it during their nearly daily
nomadic travels in search of food.

Naming and dating

Clearly, the Paleolithic sculptor who made this small figurine would never have named it the Venus of Willendorf. Venus was the
name of the Roman goddess of love and ideal beauty. When discovered outside the Austrian village of Willendorf, scholars
mistakenly assumed that this figure was likewise a goddess of love and beauty. There is absolutely no evidence though that the
Venus of Willendorf shared a function similar to its classically inspired namesake. However incorrect the name may be, it has
endured, and tells us more about those who found her than those who made her.

Dating too can be a problem, especially since Prehistoric art, by definition, has no written record. In fact, the definition of the word
prehistoric is that written language did not yet exist, so the creator of the Venus of Willendorf could not have incised “Bob made
this in the year 24,000 B.C.E.” on the back. In addition, stone artifacts present a special problem since we are interested in the date
that the stone was carved, not the date of the material itself. Despite these hurdles, art historians and archaeologist attempt to
establish dates for prehistoric finds through two processes. The first is called relative dating and the second involves an
examination of the stratification of an object’s discovery.

Relative dating is an easily understood process that involves stylistically comparing an object whose date is uncertain to other
objects whose dates have been firmly established. By correctly fitting the unknown object into this stylistic chronology, scholars
can find a very general chronological date for an object. A simple example can illustrate this method. The first Chevrolet Corvette
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was sold during the 1953 model year, and this particular car has gone through numerous iterations up to its most recent version. If
presented with pictures of the Corvette’s development from every five years to establish the stylistic development from its earliest
model to the most recent (for example, images from the 1953, 1958, 1963, and all the way to the current model), you would have a
general idea of the changes the car underwent over time. If then given a picture of a Corvette from an unknown year, you could, on
the basis of stylistic analysis, generally place it within the visual chronology of this car with some accuracy. The Corvette is a
convenient example, but the same exercise could be applied to iPods, Coca-Cola bottles, suits, or any other object that changes over
time.

i R il R il ; H i

Figure 1.4.5: Plan of the excavation at Willendorf I in 1908 with the position of the figurine.

The second way scholars date the Venus of Willendorf is through an analysis of where it was found. Generally, the deeper an object
is recovered from the earth, the longer that object has been buried. Imagine a penny jar that has had coins added to it for hundreds
of years. It is a good bet that the coins at the bottom of that jar are the oldest whereas those at the top are the newest. The same
applies to Paleolithic objects. Because of the depth at which these objects are found, we can infer that they are very old indeed.

What did it mean?

In the absence of writing, art historians rely on the objects themselves to learn about ancient peoples. The form of the Venus of
Willendorf—that is, what it looks like—may very well inform what it originally meant. The most conspicuous elements of her
anatomy are those that deal with the process of reproduction and child rearing. The artist took particular care to emphasize her
breasts, which some scholars suggest indicates that she is able to nurse a child. The artist also brought deliberate attention to her
pubic region. Traces of a pigment—red ochre—can still be seen on parts of the figurine.
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Figure 1.4.6: Detail, Venus of Willendorf, c. 24,000-22,000 B.C.E., limestone 11.1 cm high (Naturhistorisches Museum, Vienna)

(photo: Steven Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)
In contrast, the sculptor placed scant attention on the non-reproductive parts of her body. This is particularly noticeable in the
figure’s limbs, where there is little emphasis placed on musculature or anatomical accuracy. We may infer from the small size of
her feet that she was not meant to be free standing, and was either meant to be carried or placed lying down. The artist carved the
figure’s upper arms along her upper torso, and her lower arms are only barely visible resting upon the top of her breasts. As
enigmatic as the lack of attention to her limbs is, the absence of attention to the face is even more striking. No eyes, nose, ears, or
mouth remain visible. Instead, our attention is drawn to seven horizontal bands that wrap in concentric circles from the crown of
her head. Some scholars have suggested her head is obscured by a knit cap pulled downward, others suggest that these forms may
represent braided or beaded hair and that her face, perhaps once painted, is angled downward.

If the face was purposefully obscured, the Paleolithic sculptor may have created, not a portrait of a particular person, but rather a
representation of the reproductive and child rearing aspects of a woman. In combination with the emphasis on the breasts and pubic
area, it seems likely that the Venus of Willendorf had a function that related to fertility.

Without doubt, we can learn much more from the Venus of Willendorf than its diminutive size might at first suggest. We learn about
relative dating and stratification. We learn that these nomadic people living almost 25,000 years ago cared about making objects
beautiful. And we can learn that these Paleolithic people had an awareness of the importance of the women.

The Venus of Willendorf is only one example dozens of paleolithic figures we believe may have been associated with fertility.

Nevertheless, it retains a place of prominence within the history of human art.
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1.5: Hall of Bulls, Lascaux
by MARY BETH LOONEY

We are as likely to communicate using easily interpretable pictures as we are text. Portable handheld devices enable us to tell others
via social media what we are doing and thinking. Approximately 15,000 years ago, we also communicated in pictures — but with
no written language.

France

Lascaux

Peche Merle

Altamira

Andorra. "

Figure 1.5.1: Map showing the location of three well-known prehistoric cave painting sites in France and Spain, © Google
The cave of Lascaux, France is one of almost 350 similar sites that are known to exist — most are isolated to a region of southern
France and northern Spain. Both Neanderthals (named after the site in which their bones were first discovered — the Neander
Valley in Germany) and Modern Humans (early Homo Sapiens Sapiens) coexisted in this region 30,000 years ago. Life was short
and very difficult; resources were scarce and the climate was very cold.

Location, location, location!

Approximately 15,000 years later in the valley of Vézére, in southwestern France, modern humans lived and witnessed the
migratory patterns of a vast range of wildlife. They discovered a cave in a tall hill overlooking the valley. Inside, an unknown
number of these people drew and painted images that, once discovered in 1940, have excited the imaginations of both researchers
and the general public.

After struggling through small openings and narrow passages to access the larger rooms beyond, prehistoric people discovered that
the cave wall surfaces functioned as the perfect, blank “canvas” upon which to draw and paint. White calcite, roofed by nonporous
rock, provides a uniquely dry place to feature art. To paint, these early artists used charcoal and ocher (a kind of pigmented, earthen
material, that is soft and can be mixed with liquids, and comes in a range of colors like brown, red, yellow, and white). We find
images of horses, deer, bison, elk, a few lions, a rhinoceros, and a bear — almost as an encyclopedia of the area’s large prehistoric
wildlife. Among these images are abstract marks — dots and lines in a variety of configurations. In one image, a humanoid figure
plays a mysterious role.

How did they do it?

The animals are rendered in what has come to be called “twisted perspective,” in which their bodies are depicted in profile while
we see the horns from a more frontal viewpoint. The images are sometimes entirely linear—Iline drawn to define the animal’s
contour. In many other cases, the animals are described in solid and blended colors blown by mouth onto the wall. In other portions
of the Lascaux cave, artists carved lines into the soft calcite surface. Some of these are infilled with color—others are not.

The cave spaces range widely in size and ease of access. The famous Hall of Bulls (below) is large enough to hold some fifty
people. Other “rooms” and “halls” are extraordinarily narrow and tall.

Archaeologists have found hundreds of stone tools. They have also identified holes in some walls that may have supported tree-
limb scaffolding that would have elevated an artist high enough to reach the upper surfaces. Fossilized pollen has been found; these
grains were inadvertently brought into the cave by early visitors and are helping scientists understand the world outside.
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Hall of Bulls

Figure 1.5.2: Left wall of the Hall of Bulls, Lascaux II (replica of the original cave, which is closed to the public), original cave: c.
16,000-14,000 B.C.E., 11 feet 6 inches long
Given the large scale of many of the animal images, we can presume that the artists worked deliberately—carefully plotting out a
particular form before completing outlines and adding color. Some researchers believe that “master” artists enlisted the help of
assistants who mixed pigments and held animal fat lamps to illuminate the space. Alternatively, in the case of the “rooms”
containing mostly engraved and overlapping forms, it seems that the pure process of drawing and repetitive re-drawing held serious
(perhaps ritual) significance for the makers.

Why did they do it?

Many scholars have speculated about why prehistoric people painted and engraved the walls at Lascaux and other caves like it.
Perhaps the most famous theory was put forth by a priest named Henri Breuil. Breuil spent considerable time in many of the caves,
meticulously recording the images in drawings when the paintings were too challenging to photograph. Relying primarily on a field
of study known as ethnography, Breuil believed that the images played a role in “hunting magic.” The theory suggests that the
prehistoric people who used the cave may have believed that a way to overpower their prey involved creating images of it during
rituals designed to ensure a successful hunt. This seems plausible when we remember that survival was entirely dependent on
successful foraging and hunting, though it is also important to remember how little we actually know about these people.

Another theory suggests that the images communicate narratives (stories). While a number of the depictions can be seen to do this,
one particular image in Lascaux more directly supports this theory. A bison, drawn in strong, black lines, bristles with energy, as the
fur on the back of its neck stands up and the head is radically turned to face us (below).
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A form drawn under the bison’s abdomen is interpreted as internal organs, spilling out from a wound. A more crudely drawn form
positioned below and to the left of the bison may represent a humanoid figure with the head of a bird. Nearby, a thin line is topped
with another bird and there is also an arrow with barbs. Further below and to the far left the partial outline of a rhinoceros can be
identified.

Interpreters of this image tend to agree that some sort of interaction has taken place among these animals and the bird-headed
human figure—in which the bison has sustained injury either from a weapon or from the horn of the rhinoceros. Why the person in
the image has the rudimentary head of a bird, and why a bird form sits atop a stick very close to him is a mystery. Some suggest
that the person is a shaman—a kind of priest or healer with powers involving the ability to communicate with spirits of other
worlds. Regardless, this riveting image appears to depict action and reaction, although many aspects of it are difficult to piece
together.

Preservation for future study

The Caves of Lascaux are the most famous of all of the known caves in the region. In fact, their popularity has permanently
endangered them. From 1940 to 1963, the numbers of visitors and their impact on the delicately balanced environment of the cave
—which supported the preservation of the cave images for so long—necessitated the cave’s closure to the public. A replica called
Lascaux IT was created about 200 yards away from the site. The original Lascaux cave is now a designated UNESCO World
Heritage Site. Lascaux will require constant vigilance and upkeep to preserve it for future generations.

Many mysteries continue to surround Lascaux, but there is one certainty. The very human need to communicate in the form of
pictures—for whatever purpose—has persisted since our earliest beginnings.

Additional resources:

Official site and virtual tour of the cave at Lascaux

Video from UNESCO

Lascaux on the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History

Gregory Curtis, The Cave Painters: Probing the Mysteries of the World’s First Artists (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2006).

This page titled 1.5: Hall of Bulls, Lascaux is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by
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2: Neolithic

The way we live today, settled in homes, close to other people in towns and cities, protected by laws, eating food grown on farms,
and with leisure time to learn, explore and invent is all a result of the Neolithic revolution—the development of the technology
needed to plant and harvest crops and to domesticate animals.

¢. 10,0000 B.C.E. - 2000 B.C.E.

2.1: The Neolithic revolution

2.2: Jericho

2.3: Bushel with ibex motifs

2.4: Catalhoytik

2.5: Stonehenge

2.6: Nuragic architecture at Su Nuraxi Barumini, Sardinia
2.7: Anthropomorphic stele

2.8: Jade Cong

2.9: Running Horned Woman, Tassili n’Ajjer, Algeria
2.10: Rock-Art Sites of Tadrart Acacus (Libya)

2.11: Rock Art in the Green Sahara (Neolithic)
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2.1: The Neolithic revolution
by DR. SENTA GERMAN

A settled life

When people think of the Neolithic era, they often think of Stonehenge, the iconic image of this early time. Dating to
approximately 3000 B.C.E. and set on Salisbury Plain in England, it is a structure larger and more complex than anything built
before it in Europe. Stonehenge is an example of the cultural advances brought about by the Neolithic revolution—the most
important development in human history. The way we live today, settled in homes, close to other people in towns and cities,
protected by laws, eating food grown on farms, and with leisure time to learn, explore and invent is all a result of the Neolithic
revolution, which occurred approximately 11,500-5,000 years ago. The revolution which led to our way of life was the
development of the technology needed to plant and harvest crops and to domesticate animals.

Before the Neolithic revolution, it’s likely you would have lived with your extended family as a nomad, never staying anywhere for
more than a few months, always living in temporary shelters, always searching for food and never owning anything you couldn’t
easily pack in a pocket or a sack. The change to the Neolithic way of life was huge and led to many of the pleasures (lots of food,
friends and a comfortable home) that we still enjoy today.

Figure 1.2.11.2.1: Stonehenge, c. 3,000 B.C.E., Salisbury Plain, England

Neolithic art

The massive changes in the way people lived also changed the types of art they made. Neolithic sculpture became bigger, in part,
because people didn’t have to carry it around anymore; pottery became more widespread and was used to store food harvested from
farms. Alcohol was first produced during this period and architecture, as well as its interior and exterior decoration, first appears. In
short, people settled down and began to live in one place, year after year.

It seems very unlikely that Stonehenge could have been made by earlier, Paleolithic, nomads. It would have been a waste to invest
so much time and energy building a monument in a place to which they might never return or might only return infrequently. After
all, the effort to build it was extraordinary. Stonehenge is approximately 320 feet in circumference and the stones which compose
the outer ring weigh as much as 50 tons; the small stones, weighing as much as 6 tons, were quarried from as far away as 450
miles. The use or meaning of Stonehenge is not clear, but the design, planning and execution could have only been carried out by a
culture in which authority was unquestioned. Here is a culture that was able to rally hundreds of people to perform very hard work

for extended periods of time. This is another characteristic of the Neolithic era.
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Figure 1.2.21.2.2: Skulls with plaster and shell from the Pre-Pottery Neolithic B, 6,000-7,000 B.C.E., found at the Yiftah’el
archaeological site in the Lower Galilee, Israel

Plastered skulls

The Neolithic period is also important because it is when we first find good evidence for religious practice, a perpetual inspiration
for the fine arts. Perhaps most fascinating are the plaster skulls found around the area of the Levant, at six sites, including Jericho.
At this time in the Neolithic, c. 7000-6,000 B.C.E., people were often buried under the floors of homes, and in some cases their
skulls were removed and covered with plaster in order to create very life-like faces, complete with shells inset for eyes and paint to
imitate hair and mustaches.

The traditional interpretation of these the skulls has been that they offered a means of preserving and worshiping male ancestors.
However, recent research has shown that among the sixty-one plastered skulls that have been found, there is a generous number
that come from the bodies of women and children. Perhaps the skulls are not so much religious objects but rather powerful images
made to aid in mourning lost loved ones.

Neolithic peoples didn’t have written language, so we may never know what their creators intended. (The earliest example of
writing develops in Sumer in Mesopotamia in the late 4th millennium B.C.E. However, there are scholars that believe that earlier
proto-writing developed during the Neolithic period).

Additional resources:

Stonehenge (English Heritage site)

Who built Stonehenge? (English Heritage video)

Stonehenge: Clues to the past (English Heritage video)
Creating an Ancestor: The Jericho Skull at the British Museum
History of Stonehenge (BBC)
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2.2: Jericho
by DR. SENTA GERMAN

A natural oasis

The site of Jericho, just north of the Dead Sea and due west of the Jordan River, is one of the oldest continuously lived-in cities in
the world. The reason for this may be found in its Arabic name, Artha, which means fragrant; Jericho is a natural oasis in the desert
where countless fresh water springs can be found. This resource, which drew its first visitors between 10,000 and 9000 B.C.E., still
has descendants that live there today.

Figure 2.2.1: Tell es-sultan, Jerico archaeological site from the air (photo: Fullo88, public domain)

Biblical reference

The site of Jericho is best known for its identity in the Bible and this has drawn pilgrims and explorers to it as early as the 4th
century C.E.; serious archaeological exploration didn’t begin until the latter half of the 19th century. What continues to draw
archaeologists to Jericho today is the hope of finding some evidence of the warrior Joshua, who led the Israelites to an unlikely
victory against the Canaanites (“the walls of the city fell when Joshua and his men marched around them blowing horns” Joshua
6:1-27). Although unequivocal evidence of Joshua himself has yet to be found, what has been uncovered are some 12,000 years of
human activity.

The most spectacular finds at Jericho, however, do not date to the time of Joshua, roughly the Bronze Age (3300-1200 B.C.E.), but
rather to the earliest part of the Neolithic era, before even the technology to make pottery had been discovered.
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Figure 2.2.2: Looking down at the tower at Jericho (photo: Reinhard Dietrich, public domain)

Old walls

The site of Jericho rises above the wide plain of the Jordan Valley, its height the result of layer upon layer of human habitation, a
formation called a Tell. The earliest visitors to the site who left remains (stone tools) came in the Mesolithic period (around 9000
B.C.E.) but the first settlement at the site, around the Ein as-Sultan spring, dates to the early Neolithic era, and these people, who
built homes, grew plants, and kept animals, were among the earliest to do such anywhere in the world. Specifically, in the Pre-
Pottery Neolithic A levels at Jericho (8500-7000 B.C.E.) archaeologists found remains of a very large settlement of circular homes
made with mud brick and topped with domed roofs.

As the name of this era implies, these early people at Jericho had not yet figured out how to make pottery, but they made vessels
out of stone, wove cloth and for tools were trading for a particularly useful kind of stone, obsidian, from as far away as Ciftlik, in
eastern Turkey. The settlement grew quickly and, for reasons unknown, the inhabitants soon constructed a substantial stone wall
and exterior ditch around their town, complete with a stone tower almost eight meters high, set against the inner side of the wall.
Theories as to the function of this wall range from military defense to keeping out animal predators to even combating the natural
rising of the level of the ground surrounding the settlement. However, regardless of its original use, here we have the first version
of the walls Joshua so ably conquered some six thousand years later.

Plastered human skulls

The Pre-Pottery Neolithic A period is followed by the Pre-Pottery Neolithic B (7000-5200 BCE), which was different from its
predecessor in important ways. Houses in this era were uniformly rectangular and constructed with a new kind of rectangular mud
bricks which were decorated with herringbone thumb impressions, and always laid lengthwise in thick mud mortar. This mortar,
like a plaster, was also used to create a smooth surface on the interior walls, extending down across the floors as well. In this period
there is some strong evidence for cult or religious belief at Jericho. Archaeologists discovered one uniquely large building dating to
the period with unique series of plastered interior pits and basins as well as domed adjoining structures and it is thought this was for

ceremonial use.
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Figure 2.2.3: Plastered human skull with shell eyes from Jericho, Pre-Pottery Neolithic B, c. 7200 B.C.E. (The British Museum)

Other possible evidence of cult practice was discovered in several homes of the Pre-Pottery Neolithic town, in the form of plastered
human skulls which were molded over to resemble living heads. Shells were used for eyes and traces of paint revealed that skin and
hair were also included in the representations. The largest group found together were nine examples, buried in the fill below the
plastered floor of one house.

Jericho isn’t the only site at which plastered skulls have been found in Pre-Pottery Neolithic B levels; they have also been found at
Tell Ramad, Beisamoun, Kfar Hahoresh, ‘Ain Ghazal and Nahal Hemar. Among the some sixty-two skulls discovered among these
sites, we know that older and younger men as well as women and children are represented, which poses interesting questions as to
their meaning. Were they focal points in ancestor worship, as was originally thought, or did they function as images by which
deceased family members could be remembered? As we are without any written record of the belief system practiced in the
Neolithic period in the area, we will never know.
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The Jericho Skull
by The British Museum

Additional resources:

The Jericho Skull
by

Is the plaster face on this skull modeled after a real person? Is it one of the world’s oldest portraits?
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Video 2.2.1: Video from the British Museum
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2.3: Bushel with ibex motifs
by DR. BETH HARRIS and DR. STEVEN ZUCKER

This beautiful pot was created over 5,000 years ago, and its decoration echoes its shape.

#

Select for larger images

https://human.libretexts.org/@go/page/160385


https://libretexts.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://human.libretexts.org/@go/page/160385?pdf
https://human.libretexts.org/Bookshelves/Art/SmartHistory_of_Art_2e/01%3A_SmartHistory_of_Art_I-_Prehistoric_Art/02%3A_Neolithic/2.03%3A_Bushel_with_ibex_motifs
https://smarthistory.org/author/dr-beth-harris/
https://smarthistory.org/author/dr-steven-zucker/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/profzucker/12905573975/in/photostream/lightbox
https://www.flickr.com/photos/profzucker/12905669593/in/photostream/lightbox
https://www.flickr.com/photos/profzucker/12905642033/in/photostream/lightbox
https://www.flickr.com/photos/profzucker/12905562335/in/photostream/lightbox
https://www.flickr.com/photos/profzucker/12905983194/in/photostream/lightbox
https://www.flickr.com/photos/profzucker/12905647243/in/photostream/lightbox
https://www.flickr.com/photos/profzucker/12906002764/in/photostream/lightbox
https://www.flickr.com/photos/profzucker/12905576735/in/photostream/lightbox
https://www.flickr.com/photos/profzucker/12905985214/in/photostream/lightbox
https://www.flickr.com/photos/profzucker/12905653973/in/photostream/lightbox
https://www.flickr.com/photos/profzucker/12905973384/in/photostream/lightbox
https://www.flickr.com/photos/profzucker/12905662123/in/photostream/lightbox
https://www.youtube-nocookie.com/channel/UC3R-xanNgtoa8b7gpVexVlA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eeNfDr4ojZg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eeNfDr4ojZg

Li breTexts*

Select for larger image

This page titled 2.3: Bushel with ibex motifs is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by

Smarthistory.

https://human.libretexts.org/@go/page/160385


https://libretexts.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://human.libretexts.org/@go/page/160385?pdf
https://www.flickr.com/photos/profzucker/12905976784/in/photostream/lightbox
https://human.libretexts.org/Bookshelves/Art/SmartHistory_of_Art_2e/01%3A_SmartHistory_of_Art_I-_Prehistoric_Art/02%3A_Neolithic/2.03%3A_Bushel_with_ibex_motifs
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0
https://human.libretexts.org/Bookshelves/Art/SmartHistory_of_Art_2e/01%3A_SmartHistory_of_Art_I-_Prehistoric_Art/02%3A_Neolithic/2.03%3A_Bushel_with_ibex_motifs?no-cache

Li breTexts*

2.4: Catalhoyik
by DR. SENTA GERMAN

The city of Catalhdyiik points to one of man’s most important transformations, from nomad to settled farmer.

Figure 2.4.1: Catalhdyiik after the first excavations by James Mellaart and his team (photo: Omar hoftun, CC: BY-SA 3.0)

Catalhoyiik or Catal Hoyiik (pronounced “cha-tal hay OOK?”) is not the oldest site of the Neolithic era or the largest, but it is
extremely important to the beginning of art. Located near the modern city of Konya in south central Turkey, it was inhabited 9000
years ago by up to 8000 people who lived together in a large town. Catalhdyiik, across its history, witnesses the transition from
exclusively hunting and gathering subsistence to increasing skill in plant and animal domestication. We might see Catalhdytik as a
site whose history is about one of man’s most important transformations: from nomad to settler. It is also a site at which we see art,
both painting and sculpture, appear to play a newly important role in the lives of settled people.

g

Figure 2.4.2: Relief map of Turkey noting the location of Catalhdyiik (map: Uwe Dedering, CC: BY-SA 3.0)

Catalhoyiik had no streets or foot paths; the houses were built right up against each other and the people who lived in them traveled
over the town’s rooftops and entered their homes through holes in the roofs, climbing down a ladder. Communal ovens were built
above the homes of Catalhoyiik and we can assume group activities were performed in this elevated space as well.
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Figure 2.4.3: From left: A hearth, oven, and ladder cut in Building 56, South Area, Catalhdyiik (photo: 20060617 _jpq_004, CC:
BY-NC-SA 2.0)
Like at Jericho, the deceased were placed under the floors or platforms in houses and sometimes the skulls were removed and
plastered to resemble live faces. The burials at Catalhdyiik show no significant variations, either based on wealth or gender; the
only bodies which were treated differently, decorated with beads and covered with ochre, were those of children. The excavator of
Catalhoyiik believes that this special concern for youths at the site may be a reflection of the society becoming more sedentary and
required larger numbers of children because of increased labor, exchange and inheritance needs.

Figure 12.4.4: South Excavation Area, Catalhdyiik (photo: Catalhdyiik, CC: BY-NC-SA 2.0)

Art is everywhere among the remains of Catalhoyiik, geometric designs as well as representations of animals and people. Repeated

lozenges and zigzags dance across smooth plaster walls, people are sculpted in clay, pairs of leopards are formed in relief facing
one another at the sides of rooms, hunting parties are painted baiting a wild bull. The volume and variety of art at Catalhoyiik is
immense and must be understood as a vital, functional part of the everyday lives of its ancient inhabitants.
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Figure 2.4.5: Seated Woman of Catalhdyiik (head is a restoration), The Museum of Anatolian Civilizations, Ankara, Turkey (photo:

Nevit Dilmen, CC BY-SA 3.0)
Many figurines have been found at the site, the most famous of which illustrates a large woman seated on or between two large
felines. The figurines, which illustrate both humans and animals, are made from a variety of materials but the largest proportion are
quite small and made of barely fired clay. These casual figurines are found most frequently in garbage pits, but also in oven walls,
house walls, floors and left in abandoned structures. The figurines often show evidence of having been poked, scratched or broken,
and it is generally believed that they functioned as wish tokens or to ward off bad spirits.

Nearly every house excavated at Catalhdyiik was found to contain decorations on its walls and platforms, most often in the main
room of the house. Moreover, this work was constantly being renewed; the plaster of the main room of a house seems to have been
redone as frequently as every month or season. Both geometric and figural images were popular in two-dimensional wall painting

and the excavator of the site believes that geometric wall painting was particularly associated with adjacent buried youths.
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Figure 2.4.6: Neolithic Wall Painting in Building 80, Catalhdyiik (photo: Catalhdyiik, CC: BY-NC-SA 2.0)

Figural paintings show the animal world alone, such as, for instance, two cranes facing each other standing behind a fox, or in
interaction with people, such as a vulture pecking at a human corpse or hunting scenes. Wall reliefs are found at Catalh6yiik with
some frequency, most often representing animals, such as pairs of animals facing each other and human-like creatures. These latter
reliefs, alternatively thought to be bears, goddesses or regular humans, are always represented splayed, with their heads, hands and
feet removed, presumably at the time the house was abandoned.

https://human.libretexts.org/@go/page/160386


https://libretexts.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://human.libretexts.org/@go/page/160386?pdf
https://flic.kr/p/acVHUD

LibreTexts*

Figure 2.4.7: Bull bucrania, corner installation in Building 77, Catalhoyiik (photo: Catalhdyiik, CC: BY-NC-SA 2.0)

The most remarkable art found at Catalhoyiik, however, are the installations of animal remains and among these the most striking
are the bull bucrania. In many houses the main room was decorated with several plastered skulls of bulls set into the walls (most
common on East or West walls) or platforms, the pointed horns thrust out into the communal space. Often the bucrania would be
painted ochre red. In addition to these, the remains of other animals’ skulls, teeth, beaks, tusks or horns were set into the walls and
platforms, plastered and painted. It would appear that the ancient residents of Catalhdyiik were only interested in taking the pointy
parts of the animals back to their homes!

How can we possibly understand this practice of interior decoration with the remains of animals? A clue might be in the types of
creatures found and represented. Most of the animals represented in the art of Catalhdyiik were not domesticated; wild animals
dominate the art at the site. Interestingly, examination of bone refuse shows that the majority of the meat which was consumed was
of wild animals, especially bulls. The excavator believes this selection in art and cuisine had to do with the contemporary era of
increased domestication of animals and what is being celebrated are the animals which are part of the memory of the recent cultural
past, when hunting was much more important for survival.

Additional resources
Catalhoyiik Research Project

Catalhoyiik UNESCO World Heritage site

This page titled 2.4: Catalhoyiik is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Smarthistory.
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2.5: Stonehenge
by DR. SENTA GERMAN

Recognized worldwide, Stonehenge seems an impossible task: how, and why, did prehistoric people build it?

Figure 2.5.1: Stonehenge, Salisbury Plain, Wiltshire, England, c. 2550-1600 B.C.E., circle 97 feet in diameter, trilithons: 24 feet

high (photo: Maedin Tureaud, CC BY-SA 3.0)
Stonehenge, on Salisbury plain in England, is one of the most recognizable monuments of the Neolithic world and one of the most
popular, with over one million visitors a year. People come to see Stonehenge because it is so impossibly big and so impossibly
old; some are searching for a connection with a prehistoric past; some come to witness the workings of a massive astrological
observatory. The people living in the fourth millennium B.C.E. who began work on Stonehenge were contemporary with the first
dynasties of Ancient Egypt, and their efforts predate the building of the Pyramids. What they created has endured millennia and
still intrigues us today.

Phase one

Figure 2.5.2: Aerial view, 2014, Stonehenge, Salisbury Plain, Wiltshire, England, c. 2550-1600 B.C.E., circle 97 feet in diameter,

trilithons: 24 feet high (photo: timeyres, CC BY-SA 2.0)
In fact, what we see today is the result of at least three phases of construction, although there is still a lot of controversy among
archaeologists about exactly how and when these phases occurred. It is generally agreed that the first phase of construction at
Stonehenge occurred around 3100 B.C.E., when a great circular ditch about six feet deep was dug with a bank of dirt within it
about 360 feet in diameter, with a large entrance to the northeast and a smaller one to the south. This circular ditch and bank
together is called a henge. Within the henge were dug 56 pits, each slightly more than three feet in diameter, called Aubrey holes,
after John Aubrey, the 17th century English archaeologist who first found them. These holes, it is thought, were either originally
filled with upright bluestones or upright wooden beams. If it was bluestones which filled the Aubrey holes, it involved quite a bit of
effort as each weighed between 2 and 4 tons and were mined from the Preseli Hills, about 250 miles away in Wales.
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Phase two

The second phase of work at Stonehenge occurred approximately 100-200 years later and involved the setting up of upright
wooden posts (possibly of a roofed structure) in the center of the henge, as well as more upright posts near the northeast and
southern entrances. Surprisingly, it is also during this second phase at Stonehenge that it was used for burial. At least 25 of the
Aubrey holes were emptied and reused to hold cremation burials and another 30 cremation burial pits were dug into the ditch of the
henge and in the eastern portion within the henge enclosure.

Phase three

The third phase of construction at Stonehenge happened approximately 400-500 years later and likely lasted a long time. In this
phase the remaining blue stones or wooden beams which had been placed in the Aubrey holes were pulled and a circle 108 feet in
diameter of 30 huge and very hard sarsen stones were erected within the henge; these were quarried from nearby Marlborough

Downs. These upright sarsen stones were capped with 30 lintel stones.
SR ""_TH

Figure 2.5.3: Interior of the sarsen circle and bluestones in the foreground, Stonehenge, Salisbury Plain, Wiltshire, England, c.

2550-1600 B.C.E., circle 97 feet in diameter, trilithons 24 feet high
Each standing stone was around 13 feet high, almost seven feet wide and weighed around 25 tons. This ring of stones enclosed five
sarsen trilithons (a trilithon is a pair of upright stones with a lintel stone spanning their tops) set up in a horseshoe shape 45 feet
across. These huge stones, ten uprights and five lintels, weigh up to 50 tons each. Bluestones, either reinstalled or freshly quarried,
were erected in a circle, half in the outer sarsen circle and half within the sarsen horseshoe. At the end of the phase there is some
rearrangement of the bluestones as well as the construction of a long processional avenue, consisting of parallel banks with exterior
ditches approximately 34 meters across, leading from the northeast entrance to Stonehenge, dipping to the south and eventually to

the banks of the Avon river.
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Questions

Figure 2.5.4: Stonehenge, Salisbury Plain, Wiltshire, England, c. 2550-1600 B.C.E., circle 97 feet in diameter, trilithons: 24 feet
high (photo: Stonehenge Stone Circle, CC BY 2.0)

All three phases of the construction of Stonehenge pose fascinating questions. The first phase of work required precise planning
and a massive amount of labor. Who planned the henge and who organized whom to work together in its construction?
Unfortunately, remains of Neolithic villages, which would provide information about who built Stonehenge, are few, possibly
because so many lie underneath later Bronze Age, Roman, Medieval and modern cities. The few villages that have been explored
show simple farming hamlets with very little evidence of widely differing social status. If there were leaders or a social class who
convinced or forced people to work together to build the first phase of Stonehenge, we haven’t found them. It also probably means
the first phase of Stonehenge’s construction was an egalitarian endeavor, highly unusual for the ancient world.

Who were the people buried at Stonehenge during its second phase? Recent analysis of these bones has revealed that nearly all the
burials were of adult males, aged 25-40 years, in good health and with little sign of hard labor or disease. No doubt, to be interred
at Stonehenge was a mark of elite status and these remains may well be those of some of the first political leaders of Great Britain,
an island with a ruling tradition extending all the way to the House of Windsor. They also show us that in this era, some means of
social distinction must have been desirable.

Conclusions

The work achieved in the long third phase of Stonehenge’s construction, however, is the one which is most remarkable and
enduring. Like the first phase of Stonehenge, except on a much larger scale, the third phase involved tremendous planning and
organization of labor. But, it also entailed an entirely new level of technical sophistication, specifically in the working of very hard
stone. For instance, the horizontal lintel stones which topped the exterior ring of sarsen stones were fitted to them using a tongue
and groove joint and then fitted to each other using a mortise and tenon joint, methods used in modern woodworking.

Each of the upright sarsens were dressed differently on each side, with the inward facing side more smoothly finished than the
outer. Moreover, the stones of the outer ring of sarsens were subtly modified to accommodate the way the human eye observes the
massive stones against the bright shades of the Salisbury plain: upright stones were gently widened toward the top which makes
their mass constant when viewed from the ground.

The lintel stones also curve slightly to echo the circular outer henge. The stones in the horseshoe of trilithons are arranged by size;
the smallest pair of trilithons are around 20 feet tall, the next pair a little higher and the largest, single trilithon in the south west
corner would have been 24 feet tall. This effect creates a kind of pull inward to the monument, and dramatizes the outward
Northeast facing of the horseshoe. Although there are many theories, it is still not known how or why these subtle refinements were

made to Stonehenge, but their existence is sure proof of a sophisticated society with organized leadership and a lot of free time.
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A solar and lunar calendar?

Of course the most famous aspect of Stonehenge is its relationship with the solar and lunar calendar. This idea was first proposed
by scholars in the 18th century, who noted that the sunrise of the midsummer solstice is exactly framed by the end of the horseshoe
of trilithons at the interior of the monument, and exactly opposite that point, at the center of the bend of the horseshoe, at the
midwinter sunset, the sun is also aligned. These dates, the longest and shortest days of the year, are the turning point of the two
great seasonal episodes of the annual calendar. Since this discovery, several other theories about astrological observation have been

offered but few stand up to scrutiny together with the physical details of the monument.
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Video 2.5.3

Watch on (@ YouTube

Video 2.5.4: Video from UNESCO TV / © NHK Nippon Hoso Kyokai

Stonehenge and Avebury, in Wiltshire, are among the most famous groups of megaliths in the world. The two sanctuaries consist of
circles of menhirs arranged in a pattern whose astronomical significance is still being explored. These holy places and the nearby
Neolithic sites are an incomparable testimony to prehistoric times. Learn more on the UNESCO World Heritage List website.

Additional resources:

Discover Stonehenge from English Heritage

Virtual tour of Stonehenge, Google Cultural Institute

Who built Stonehenge (video from English Heritage)

Stone working (video from English Heritage)

Stonehenge: bluestones (video from English Heritage)
Stonehenge Clues to the Past (video from English Heritage)
Stonehenge (video from UNESCO)

Stonehenge (description from UNESCO)

This page titled 2.5: Stonehenge is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Smarthistory.
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2.6: Nuragic architecture at Su Nuraxi Barumini, Sardinia
by DR. JEFFREY A. BECKER

The Nuragic civilization of the island of Sardinia presents a mystery—what were their huge stone towers?

Corsica

Sardinia

Balearic Islands

Figure 2.6.1

Sardinia

The island of Sardinia is the second largest island in the Mediterranean Sea and was home to ancient cultures. To its north lies
Corsica, to its east the Italian peninsula, to its south Tunisia, and to the west the Balearic Islands. Sardinia was a key stopping point
for sailors and traders for millennia and has a deep and ancient cultural heritage. The characteristic and indigenous Nuragic
civilization of Sardinia stretches from the Bronze Age (c. 18th century B.C.E.) to the Roman period. This civilization derives its
name from a characteristic form of monumental, stone-built tower structures known as nuraghe—some 7,000 of these enigmatic
structures still dot the Sardinian landscape.

First settlers

During the Paleolithic and Neolithic periods, the first human settlers of Sardinia arrived, most likely from various parts of the
Mediterranean basin and Europe. The Ozieri (also known as San Michele) culture is the first identifiable settled culture in Sardinia,
dating c. 3200 to 2800 B.C.E. The Ozieri people are known for village-size communities and their material culture includes
“mother goddess” figurines that are common in the Mediterranean and Near East. Perhaps due to migrants arriving from the
western Mediterranean, some similarities may be observed between artifacts in Sardinia and those of the Balearic islands. The altar
site of Monte d’Accoddi is one such example, with its earliest phases dating c. 4,000-3,650 B.C.E. (below).
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Figure 2.6.2: Altar site of Monte d’ Accoddi (photo: Gianf84, CC BY-SA 3.0)

By c. 2,000 B.C.E., peoples of the Beaker culture had arrived in Sardinia, in turn producing the Bonnanaro culture (c. 1800-1600
B.C.E.), a protohistoric culture of Sardinia. This culture group represents the first stage of the so-called Nuragic civilization. The
Bonnanaro culture was responsible for architectural innovations, notably the so-called “Giants’ grave,” a type of megalithic,
covered gallery tomb (below).

Nuraghi
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The development of the nuraghe (nuraghi in the plural—the monumental structures that Nuragic civilization takes its name from) in
Bronze Age Sardinia is both an important and interesting architectural phenomenon. A nuraghe is a megalithic stone structure that
usually takes the form of a truncated conical tower. The interior profile of the built tower is usually beehive-shaped, while the
exterior resembles the more familiar image of a Medieval tower. The construction is dry stone (no bonding material is used).
Different degrees of stoneworking are used in the structures—ranging from packed rubble to cut and dressed (shaped) stones.
About 7,000 nuraghi are still evident in Sardinia, but scholars estimate that 10,000 or more originally existed. The central tower can
be surrounded by an outlying wall and can sometimes be accompanied by an attendant settlement. The tower itself could stand up
to 30 meters in height.

Figure 2.6.4: Reconstruction of Nuraghe Fenu by Gerolamo Exana (public domain)

While nuragic architecture is well understood, the function of the nuraghe itself is a matter of continuing scholarly debate.
Complicating this debate is the fact that very few of the island’s extant nuraghe have been scientifically excavated and studied.
Some theories hold that the nuraghi were defensive structures, others that they represented cultural status symbols. Many nuraghi
show evidence of continued use and re-use after the Bronze Age, mostly during the Punic and Roman phases of the island’s history.
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The site of Su Nuraxi di Barumini

Figure 2.6.5: Su Naraxi di Barumini (photo: Franchesco Ghiani, CC BY-SA 3.0)

The site of Su Nuraxi di Barumini (Barumini is the name of the region in south-central Sardinia) is one of the most thoroughly
studied of Sardinia’s nuraghi. The oldest part of Su Nuraxi is a central tower that stands approximately 18.6 meters high and was
built from basalt between the seventeenth and thirteenth centuries B.C.E. In later phases four ancillary towers connected by a
curtain wall (an outer, non-structural wall) were built surrounding the central tower. This outlying wall created a central courtyard
that included a well. In the Iron Age, a curtain wall with seven lobes (heptalobate) was added to the complex.
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Figure 2.6.6: Nuraghe in Su Naraxi di Barumini (photo: Reyonx, CC BY-SA 3.0)

Later in the Bronze Age—the so-called “Final” Bronze Age (c. twelfth to ninth centuries B.C.E) a village of approximately 200
huts grew up outside of the outer wall of the nuragic complex. Some of these huts showed evidence of ritual activity, and a bronze
model of a nuraghe was also found. The village continued in use during the Iron Age (ninth through seventh centuries B.C.E.),
again with evidence of ritual activity as well as some evidence for organization of the settlement. The complex experienced
widespread destruction at the end of the Iron Age. In later Punic and Roman phases, parts of the site were reused, and there is
evidence for sporadic occupation continuing to the seventh century C.E.

The site was excavated by archaeologist Giovanni Lilliu (1914-2012) who concluded that the site had a defensive nature, a fairly
traditional interpretation. The site was listed as a UNESCO World Heritage site in 1997.

The Nuragic civilization, and the nuraghi themselves, remain somewhat enigmatic, but it is clear that this architectural tradition is
deeply rooted in the Mediterranean. By way of material culture evidence it is possible to trace the influences of Sardinian culture to
the Ttalian mainland where Etruscan and Italic people seem to draw inspiration from Sardinian traditions of metalworking and
architecture, among others.

Additional resources:
Su Nuraxi di Barumini (UNESCO)

Photographs of Su Nuraxi
Su Nuraxi di Barumini
Sardegna Cultura—Barumini, Complesso di Su Nuraxi

Enrico Atzeni and Giovanni Pugliese Carratelli, Ichnussa: la Sardegna dalle origini all’eta classica (Milan: Libri Scheiwiller,
1981).

Miriam S. Balmuth, “The Nuraghi Towers of Sardinia,” Archaeology, Vol. 34, No. 2 (March/April 1981), pp. 35-43.

Emma Blake, “Sardinia’s Nuraghi: Four Millennia of Becoming,” World Archaeology, vol. 30, no. 1, The Past in the Past: The
Reuse of Ancient Monuments (Jun., 1998), pp. 59-71.

Emma Blake, “Constructing a Nuragic Locale: The Spatial Relationship between Tombs and Towers in Bronze Age Sardinia,”
American Journal of Archaeology, Vol. 105, No. 2 (April 2001), pp. 145-161.
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Emma Blake, Social Networks and Regional Identity in Bronze Age Italy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014).

W. G. Cavanagh, R. R. Laxton, S. Bafico, and G. Rossi, “An Investigation into the Construction of Sardinian Nuraghi,” Papers of
the British School at Rome, Vol. 55 (1987), pp. 1-74.

Stephen L. Dyson and Robert J. Rowland. Shepherds, Sailors, and Conquerors: Archeology and History in Sardinia from the Stone
Age to the Middle Ages (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, Museum of Archeology and Anthropology, 2007).

R. Ross Holloway, “Nuragic Tower Models and Ancestral Memory,” Memoirs of the American Academy in Rome, vol. 46 (2001),
pp- 1-9
Giovanni Lilliu, “Tl nuraghe di Barumini e la stratigrafia nuragica,” Studi Sardi 12-13.1 (1955) pp. 137-469.

Giovanni Lilliu, La civilta dei sardi: dal neolitico all’eta dei nuraghi (Turin: ERI, 1963).

Giovanni Lilliu and Raimondo Zucca, Su Nuraxi di Barumini (Sassari: Carlo Delfino, 2001).

This page titled 2.6: Nuragic architecture at Su Nuraxi Barumini, Sardinia is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored,

remixed, and/or curated by Smarthistory.
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2.7: Anthropomorphic stele
by NATHALIE HAGER

This stone marker depicts an abstracted human. How should we interpret one of the Arabia’s earliest artifacts?

Figure 2.7.1: Anthropomorphic stele, El-Maakir-Qaryat al-kaafa near Ha’il, Saudi Arabia, 4th millennium BCE (4000-3000 BCE),
sandstone, 92 x 21 cm (National Museum, Riyadh) (photo: Explicit CC BY-SA 4.0)

An anthropomorphic stele from Ha'l

This stele is tall, measuring approximately three feet high. But it is not just vertical height that makes this free-standing stone
sculpture appear human, or anthropomorphic.

While both sides are sculpted, emphasis is on the front, particularly the face, chest, and waist: a trapezoidal head rests directly on
squared shoulders with the outline of a face framing two closely-spaced eyes and a flattened nose; on the robed figure’s torso a
necklace hangs with two cords diagonally crossing the body with an awl (a small pointed tool) attached; and at the waist, a double-
bladed dagger hangs from a wide belt that continues around to the back. The sculpture is simple, even abstract, but clearly
represents a human figure. What is a stele?

Found in a small village near Ha’il in northwest Saudi Arabia, this anthropomorphic (human-like) stele was one of three discovered
in the region. The trio join a corpus of more than sixty low-relief sculptures in human form dating to the fourth millennium B.C.E.
and discovered across the Arabian Peninsula in the last four decades. Despite the vast territory in which they were found (some
2,300 kilometers, stretching from Jordan in the north to Yemen in the south) these stelae (the plural of stele or in Latin, stela) share
certain features and characteristics. How can this be?
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Figure 12.7.2: Map of the Arabian Peninsula
Arabia’s prehistory

While today Saudi Arabia is known for its desert sands and oil reserves, in prehistoric times the environment and landscape were
dramatically different—more fertile and lush, and readily accessible to humans: early stone petroglyphs depict people hunting
ostriches, a flightless bird that hasn’t been able to survive in the region for thousands of years. What is a petroglyph?

It was during the Neolithic period, from the sixth to the fourth millennium B.C.E. when the Arabian Peninsula was more like a
savannah than a desert, that small groups of hunter-gatherers gradually shifted their economy from predation to production by
domesticating such herd animals as sheep, goats, and cattle, and settling in oases and mountainous regions linked to one another by
caravan trails. Due to changing climactic conditions these settlement sites were often only temporary—occupied seasonally but
repeatedly, and probably for centuries—yet it was this constant need for movement that stimulated communication between regions
and interaction among its societies. But more than just people moved along Arabia’s caravan trails: ideas and objects travelled too.

Figural representation in pre-Islamic Arabia

On a rock wall at Tabuk, close to the Jordan-Saudi Arabia border, two human silhouettes dating to the late Neolithic period show
the same cord, awl, and double-bladed dagger as the Ha’il stele. In Rigseh, in southern Jordan, a broken stele has been found with a
similar awl and dagger. While in Southern Arabia stelae are considerably smaller than in the north (some reach only 40 centimeters
high), examples from Rawk in Yemen display the same characteristic lack of detail as the Ha’il stele. This evidence of stylistic
influence, coupled with the presence of exogenous materials (materials that originated elsewhere), confirm that during the Neolithic
period objects were circulated and exchanged across wide swathes of territory.
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Figure 2.7.3: Three anthropomorphic stelae dating to the 4th millennium B.C.E. found in northwest Saudi Arabia, near Ha’il and in
Tayma (photo: © Haupt & Binder)
What is just as interesting as this common visual repertoire is the shared anthropomorphism: each stele represents an upright male
figure carved in stone—remarkable, for it is figural representation in a land thought for so long to have none. Indeed, for many, the
history of the Arabian Peninsula began with the rise of Islam in the seventh century C.E. when artistic expression was focused on
the written word and human form was largely absent. But what the Ha’il stele reveals—what the full corpus of anthropomorphic
stelae show us—is the existence of a pre-Islamic Arabia in which the human figure dominates.

Arabia: an open peninsula at the crossroads of trade

Archaeology is a relatively new field of study on the Arabian Peninsula: surprisingly, it is only within the last forty years or so that
scientists have been able to shed light on Saudi Arabia’s early material culture to recognize a historical and cultural past largely
ignored and previously believed to hold no importance at all.

Before Arabia traded in incense, before Islam (when Muslims traveled in pilgrimage to Mecca), during the Neolithic period early
caravan trails expanded into an intra-regional network that eventually spread externally into contact between Eastern Arabia and
Mesopotamia. It was this early contact that positioned the Peninsula, in the Bronze Age and through Antiquity, as the center of an
active and interconnected Ancient World—a commercial and cultural crossroads bridging East and West—Iinking trade and
pilgrimage routes that reached from India and China, to the Mediterranean and Egypt, Yemen and East Africa to Syria, Iran and
Mesopotamia.

Interpreting the Ha'il stele

Despite apparent visual similarities it would be a serious error to assume that the meanings and symbols of each stele were
everywhere the same—each region, village, and tribe is believed to differ in custom and to have developed strong local traditions.
To avoid the risk of assigning generalized meanings to distinct anthropomorphic stelae excavated across the Arabian Peninsula,
scholars have increasingly focused on local culture in their analysis of material history. In other words, they have looked beyond
what appears to be a common style to conduct a fine-grained analysis of each stone’s unique context of local social and ritual
practices. With this in mind, how are we to interpret the Ha’il stele, one of the Arabian Peninsula’s earliest known artifacts?

Archaeologists believe that the Ha’il stele was probably associated with religious or burial practices, and was likely used as a grave
marker in an open-air sanctuary. While we do not know who produced the stele (just imagine a specialist stone carver working
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among mobile pastoral herders), we continue to be intrigued by the quality of the carving and its minimalist, yet expressive,
representation of the human figure.

Postscript: the global phenomenon of the stele

While carved or inscribed stone stelae were used primarily as grave markers, they were also used for dedication, commemoration,
and demarcation. Stele is the term used most often in the Mediterranean World, yet similar objects called by other names and dating
to most periods have been found throughout the world including the Ancient Near East, Ancient Egypt, Greece and Rome, China,
Islamic lands, and Pre-Columbian Mesoamerica and South America.

Some Smarthistory examples:
Victory Stele of Naram-Sim, Akkadian (2254-2218 B.C.E.)

Law code of Hammurabi, Babylonian (1792-1750 B.C.E.)

Grave Stele of Hegeso, Classical (c. 410 B.C.E.)

Stele of Buddha Maitreya, Tang Dynasty (618-907)

Additional resources:

“Stela” — Britannica Encyclopedia Online

The Arabian Rock Heritage Project

‘Roads of Arabia’ exhibition at the Louvre — New York Times

Covington, Richard. “Roads of Arabia,” Aramco World—includes map of pilgrimage and trade routes

Rémy Crassard and Phlipp Drechsler, “Towards New Paradigms: Multiple Pathways for the Arabian Neolithic.” Arabian
Archaeology and Epigraphy 24 (2013), pp. 3-8.

Ute Franke, “Early Stelae in Stone,” Roads of Arabia: The Archaeological Treasures of Saudi Arabia, edited by Ute Franke and
Joachim Gierlichs (Tubingen: Wasmuth Verlag, 2011), pp. 68-71.

Tara Steimer-Herbert, “Three Funerary Stelae from the 4th Millennium BC,” in Roads of Arabia: Archeology and History of the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia , edited by Ibrahim Al-Ghabban, Béatrice André-Salvini, Francoise Demange, Carine Juvin, and
Marianne Cotty (Paris: Somogy Art Publishers: 2010), 166-169.

This page titled 2.7: Anthropomorphic stele is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by

Smarthistory.
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2.8: Jade Cong
by

Found in large numbers in burials, these Chinese carvings constitutes an enormous effort by skilled craftsman.

Video 2.8.1: Jade Cong, c. 2500 B.C.E., Liangzhu culture, Neolithic period, China (The British Museum). Speakers: Dr. Steven
Zucker and Dr. Beth Harris

Figure 2.8.1: Jade Cong, c. 2500 B.C.E., Liangzhu culture, 3.4 x 12.7 cm, China © 2003 Private Collection © Trustees of the
British Museum
Ancient China includes the Neolithic period (10,000 -2,000 B.C.E.), the Shang dynasty (c. 1500-1050 B.C.E.) and the Zhou
dynasty (1050-221 B.C.E.). Each age was distinct, but common to each period were grand burials for the elite from which a wealth
of objects have been excavated.

The Neolithic Period, defined as the age before the use of metal, witnessed a transition from a nomadic existence to one of settled
farming. People made different pottery and stone tools in their regional communities. Stone workers employed jade to make
prestigious, beautifully polished versions of utilitarian stone tools, such as axes, and also to make implements with possible
ceremonial or protective functions. The status of jade continues throughout Chinese history. Pottery also reached a high level with
the introduction of the potter’s wheel.

Neolithic Liangzhu culture

A group of Neolithic peoples grouped today as the Liangzhu culture lived in the Jiangsu province of China during the third
millennium B.C.E. Their jades, ceramics and stone tools were highly sophisticated.

Cong

They used two distinct types of ritual jade objects: a disc, later known as a bi, and a tube, later known as a cong. The main types of
cong have a square outer section around a circular inner part, and a circular hole, though jades of a bracelet shape also display some
of the characteristics of cong. They clearly had great significance, but despite the many theories the meaning and purpose of bi and
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cong remain a mystery. They were buried in large numbers: one tomb alone had 25 bi and 33 cong. Spectacular examples have
been found at all the major archaeological sites.

Figure 2.8.2: Jade Cong, c. 2500 B.C.E., 49 cm high, China © Private Collection © Trustees of the British Museum

The principal decoration on cong of the Liangzhu period was the face pattern, which may refer to spirits or deities. On the square-
sectioned pieces, like the examples here, the face pattern is placed across the corners, whereas on the bracelet form it appears in
square panels. These faces are derived from a combination of a man-like figure and a mysterious beast.

Cong are among the most impressive yet most enigmatic of all ancient Chinese jade artifacts. Their function and meaning are
completely unknown. Although they were made at many stages of the Neolithic and early historic period, the origin of the cong in
the Neolithic cultures of south-east China has only been recognized in the last thirty years.

Cong were extremely difficult and time-consuming to produce. As jade cannot be split like other stones, it must be worked with a
hard abrasive sand. This one is exceptionally long and may have been particularly important in its time.

Figure 2.8.3: Jade disc, or bi, Liangzhu culture, c. 2500 B.C.E., 18 cm in diameter © Private Collection, © Trustees of the British
Museum
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Bi

Stone rings were being made by the peoples of eastern China as early as the fifth millennium B.C.E. Jade discs have been found
carefully laid on the bodies of the dead in tombs of the Hongshan culture (about 3800-2700 B.C.E.), a practice which was
continued by later Neolithic cultures. Large and heavy jade discs such as this example, appear to have been an innovation of the
Liangzhu culture (about 3000-2000 B.C.E.), although they are not found in all major Liangzhu tombs. The term bi is applied to
wide discs with proportionately small central holes.

The most finely carved discs or bi of the best stone (like the example above) were placed in prominent positions, often near the
stomach and the chest of the deceased. Other bi were aligned with the body. Where large numbers of discs are found, usually in
small piles, they tend to be rather coarse, made of stone of inferior quality that has been worked in a cursory way.

We do not know what the true significance of these discs was, but they must have had an important ritual function as part of the

burial. This is an exceptionally fine example, because the two faces are very highly polished.

Suggested readings:
J. Rawson, Chinese Jade from the Neolithic to the Qing (London, The British Museum Press, 1995, reprinted 2002).

J. Rawson (ed.), The British Museum book of Chinese Art (London, The British Museum Press, 1992).

© Trustees of the British Museum
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Working jade
by

Video 2.8.2: Video from the Asian Art Museum
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2.9: Running Horned Woman, Tassili n’Ajjer, Algeria
by NATHALIE HAGER

In an ancient North African “rock city,” modern explorers wetted a wall with water—revealing this graceful image.

Figure 2.9.1: Running Horned Woman, 6,000-4,000 B.C.E., pigment on rock, Tassili n’ Ajjer, Algeria

“Discovery”

Between 1933 and 1940, camel corps officer Lieutenant Brenans of the French Foreign Legion completed a series of small sketches
and hand written notes detailing his discovery of dozens of rock art sites deep within the canyons of the Tassili n’Ajjer. Tassili
n’Ajjer is a difficult to access plateau in the Algerian section of the Sahara Desert near the borders of Libya and Niger in northern
Africa (see map below). Brenans donated hundreds of his sketches to the Bardo Museum in Algiers, alerting the scientific
community to one of the richest rock art concentrations on Earth and prompting site visits that included fellow Frenchman and
archaeologist Henri Lhote.

Lhote recognized the importance of the region and returned again and again, most notably in 1956 with a team of copyists for a 16-
month expedition to map and study the rock art of the Tassili. Two years later Lhote published A la découverte des fresques du
Tassili. The book became an instant best-seller, and today is one of the most popular texts on archaeological discovery.

Figure 2.9.2: Sand and rocks, Tassili n’Ajjer, Algeria (photo: Akli Salah, CC BY-SA 4.0)

Lhote made African rock art famous by bringing some of the estimated 15,000 human figure and animal paintings and engravings
found on the rock walls of the Tassili’s many gorges and shelters to the wider public. Yet contrary to the impression left by the title
of his book, neither Lhote nor his team could lay claim to having discovered Central Saharan rock art: long before Lhote, and even
before Brenans, in the late nineteenth century a number of travelers from Germany, Switzerland, and France had noted the

existence of “strange” and “important” rock sculptures in Ghat, Tadrart Acacus, and Upper Tassili. But it was the Tuareg—the
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indigenous peoples of the region, many of whom served as guides to these early European explorers—who long knew of the
paintings and engravings covering the rock faces of the Tassili.

Tassili N'ajjer
National Park

v

Figure 2.9.3: Tassili n’Ajjer is a Tamahaq name meaning “plateau” of the Ajjer people (the Kel Ajjer is group of tribes whose
traditional territory was here). Much of the 1,500-2,100 meter high plateau is protected by an 80,000 square kilometer National
Park.

The “Honed Goddess”

Lhote published not only reproductions of the paintings and engravings he found on the rock walls of the Tassili, but also his
observations. In one excerpt he reported that with a can of water and a sponge in hand he set out to investigate a “curious figure”
spotted by a member of his team in an isolated rock shelter located within a compact group of mountains known as the Aouanrhet
massif, the highest of all the “rock cities” on the Tassili. Lhote swabbed the wall with water to reveal a figure he called the “Horned
Goddess”:

On the damp rock surface stood out the gracious silhouette of a woman running. One
of her legs, slightly flexed, just touched the ground, while the other was raised in the air
as high as it would normally go. From the knees, the belt and the widely outstretched
arms fell fine fringes. From either side of the head and above two horns that spread out
horizontally was an extensive dotted area resembling a cloud of grain falling from a
wheat field. Although the whole assemblage was skillfully and carefully composed there
was something free and easy about it...

Figure 2.9.4 : Visible in this reproduction of the original rock painting are two groupings in red ochre of small human figures
superimposed onto the horned goddess

The Running Horned Woman, the title by which the painting is commonly known today, was found in a massif so secluded and so
difficult to access that Lhote’s team concluded that the collection of shelters was likely a sanctuary and the female figure—*“the
most beautiful, the most finished and the most original”—a goddess:
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Perhaps we have here the figure of a priestess of some agricultural religion or the

picture of a goddess of such a cult who foreshadow—or is derived from—the goddess

Isis, to whom, in Egypt, was attributed the discovery of agriculture.
Lhote’s suggestion that the painting’s source was Egyptian was influenced by a recently published hypothesis by his mentor, the
French anthropologist Henri Breuil, the then undisputed authority on prehistoric rock art who was renowned for his work on
Paleolithic cave art in Europe. In an essay titled, “The White Lady of Brandberg, South-West Africa, Her Companions and Her
Guards,” Breuil famously claimed that a painting discovered in a small rock shelter in Namibia showed influences of Classical
antiquity and was not African in origin, but possibly the work of Phoenician travellers from the Mediterranean. Lhote, equally

convinced of outside influence, linked the Tassili painting’s provenance with Breuil’s ideas and revised the title to the ‘White Lady’
of Aouanrhet:

In other paintings found a few days later in the same massif we were able to discern,
from some characteristic features, an indication of Egyptian influence. Some features
are, no doubt, not very marked in our ‘White Lady’; still, all the same, some details as
the curve of the breasts, led us to think that the picture may have been executed at a

time when Egyptian traditions were beginning to be felt in the Tassili.

Foreign influence?

Time and scholarship would reveal that the assignment of Egyptian influence on the Running Horned Woman was erroneous, and
Lhote the victim of a hoax: French members of his team made “copies” of Egyptionized figures, passing them off as faithful
reproductions of authentic Tassili rock wall paintings. These fakes were accepted by Lhote (if indeed he knew nothing of the
forgeries), and falsely sustained his belief in the possibility of foreign influence on Central Saharan rock art. Breuil’s theories were
likewise discredited: the myth of the “White Lady” was rejected by every archaeologist of repute, and his promotion of foreign
influence viewed as racist.

Figure 2.9.5 : Tassili National Park (photo: magharebia, CC BY 2.0)
Yet Breuil and Lhote were not alone in finding it hard to believe that ancient Africans discovered how to make art on their own, or
to have developed artistic sensibilities. Until quite recently many Europeans maintained that art “spread” or was “taken” into
Africa, and, aiming to prove this thesis, anointed many works with Classical sounding names and sought out similarities with early
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rock art in Europe. Although such vestiges of colonial thinking are today facing a reckoning, cases such as the “White Lady” (both
of Namibia and of Tassili) remind us of the perils of imposing cultural values from the outside.

Chronology

While we have yet to learn how, and in what places, the practice of rock art began, no firm evidence has been found to show that
African rock art—some ten million images across the continent—was anything other than a spontaneous initiative by early
Africans. Scholars have estimated the earliest art to date to 12,000 or more years ago, yet despite the use of both direct and indirect
dating techniques very few firm dates exist (“direct dating” uses measurable physical and chemical analysis, such as radiocarbon
dating, while “indirect dating” primarily uses associations from the archaeological context). In the north, where rock art tends to be
quite diverse, research has focused on providing detailed descriptions of the art and placing works in chronological sequence based
on style and content. This ordering approach results in useful classification and dating systems, dividing the Tassili paintings and
engravings into periods of concurrent and overlapping traditions (the Running Horned Woman is estimated to date to approximately
6,000 to 4,000 B.C.E.—placing it within the “Round Head Period”), but offers little in the way of interpretation of the painting
itself.

Figure 2.9.6 : Running Horned Woman (detail) (photo: FJ Expeditions)

Advancing an interpretation of the Running Horned Woman

Who was the Running Horned Woman? Was she indeed a goddess, and her rock shelter some sort of sanctuary? What does the
image mean? And why did the artist make it? For so long the search for meaning in rock art was considered inappropriate and
unachievable—only recently have scholars endeavored to move beyond the mere description of images and styles, and, using a
variety of interdisciplinary methods, make serious attempts to interpret the rock art of the Central Sahara.

Lhote recounted that the Running Horned Woman was found on an isolated rock whose base was hollowed out into a number of
small shelters that could not have been used as dwellings. This remote location, coupled with an image of marked pictorial quality
—depicting a female with two horns on her head, dots on her body probably representing scarification, and wearing such attributes
of the dance as armlets and garters—suggested to him that the site, and the subject of the painting, fell outside of the everyday.
More recent scholarship has supported Lhote’s belief in the painting’s symbolic, rather than literal, representation. As Jitka
Soukopova has noted, “Hunter- gatherers were unlikely to wear horns (or other accessories on the head) and to make paintings on
their whole bodies in their ordinary life.”[1] Rather, this female horned figure, her body adorned and decorated, found in one of the

highest massifs in the Tassili—a region is believed to hold special status due to its elevation and unique topology—suggests ritual,
rite, or ceremony. Rather, this female horned figure, her body adorned and decorated, found in one of the highest massifs in the
Tassili—a region is believed to hold special status due to its elevation and unique topology—suggests ritual, rite, or ceremony.
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Figure 2.9.7: Archers, Tassili n’Ajjer (photo: Patrick Gruban, CC BY-SA 2.0)

But there is further work to be done to advance an interpretation of the Running Horned Woman. Increasingly scholars have studied
rock shelter sites as a whole, rather than isolating individual depictions, and the shelter’s location relative to the overall landscape
and nearby water courses, in order to learn the significance of various “rock cities” in both image making and image viewing.

Archaeological data from decorated pottery, which is a dated artistic tradition, is key in suggesting that the concept of art was
firmly established in the Central Sahara at the time of Tassili rock art production. Comparative studies with other rock art
complexes, specifically the search for similarities in fundamental concepts in African religious beliefs, might yield the most fruitful
approaches to interpretation. In other words, just as southern African rock studies have benefitted from tracing the beliefs and
practices of the San people, so too may a study of Tuareg ethnography shed light on the ancient rock art sites of the Tassili.

Afterword: the threatened rock art of the Central Sahara

Tassili’s rock walls were commonly sponged with water in order to enhance the reproduction of its images, either in trace, sketch,
or photograph. This washing of the rock face has had a devastating effect on the art, upsetting the physical, chemical, and
biological balance of the images and their rock supports. Many of the region’s subsequent visitors—tourists, collectors,
photographers, and the next generation of researchers—all captivated by Lhote’s “discovery”—have continued the practice of
moistening the paintings in order to reveal them. Today scholars report paintings that are severely faded while some have simply
disappeared. In addition, others have suffered from irreversible damage caused by outright vandalism: art looted or stolen as
souvenirs. In order to protect this valuable center of African rock art heritage, Tassili N”Ajjer was declared a National Park in 1972.
It was classified as a World Heritage Site by UNESCO in 1982 and a Biosphere Reserve in 1986.

[1] Jitka Soukopova, “The Earliest Rock Paintings of the Central Sahara: Approaching Interpretation,” Time and Mind: The Journal
of Archaeology, Consciousness and Culture 4, no. 2 (2011), p. 199.

Additional resources

African Rock Art: TassilinAjjer — Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History

Tassili n’ Ajjer — African World Heritage Sites

Tassili n’Ajjer, UNESCO

TARA — Trust for African Rock Art: Algeria and TARA Interactive Rock Art Map

David Coulson and Alec Campbell, African Rock Art: Paintings and Engravings on Stone (New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc.,
2001).

David Coulson and Alec Campbell, “Rock Art of the Tassili n Ajjer, Algeria.” Adoranten, no. 1 (2010), p. 115.

Jeremy H. Keenan, “The Lesser Gods of the Sahara.” Public Archaeology 2, no. 3 (2002), pp. 131-50.
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Jean Dominque Lajoux, The Rock Paintings of Tassili, translated by G. D. Liversage (London: Thames and Hudson, 1963).
Henri Lhote, The Search for the Tassili Frescoes, translated by Alan H. Brodrick (London: Hutchinson & Co., 1959).

Jitka Soukopova, “The Earliest Rock Paintings of the Central Sahara: Approaching Interpretation,” Time and Mind: The Journal of
Archaeology, Consciousness and Culture 4, no. 2 (2011), pp. 193-216.

This page titled 2.9: Running Horned Woman, Tassili n’Ajjer, Algeria is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed,
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2.10: Rock-Art Sites of Tadrart Acacus (Libya)
by UNESCO

Images on rocks in the Sahara provide a glimpse into the development of humans in this now barren land.
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Video 2.10.1: On the borders of Tassili N’Ajjer in Algeria, also a World Heritage site, this rocky massif has thousands of cave
paintings in very different styles, dating from 12,000 B.C. to A.D. 100. They reflect marked changes in the fauna and flora, and
also the different ways of life of the populations that succeeded one another in this region of the Sahara. Video from UNESCO

Backstory

The rock art sites of Tadrart Acacus have survived for 14,000 years in the desert of southern Libya, but they are now under serious
threat. Since 2009, vandalism has been a continuous problem: graffiti has been spray-painted across the surface of many of the
paintings, and people have carved their initials into the rocks. But despite UNESCO’s and other organizations’ calls for the
government to intervene with restoration and security measures, efforts to protect this precious ancient site have been gravely
hampered by armed conflict and political chaos.

Libya experienced a political revolution in 2011 with the ousting of Muammar Gaddafi, and since then the country has been in a
state of civil war. Savino di Lernia, an archaeologist at Sapienza University of Rome who has worked extensively in the Tadrart
Acacus mountains, explains how dangerous the area—formerly a tourist destination—has become:

Today, the site is inaccessible: no commercial flight connects Tripoli and Ghat, a
nearby town (a weekly military aircraft brings food, essential goods and first-aid
equipment). The tarred road between Ghat and Ubari is broken up, and clashes
between the Tebu and Tuareg tribes increasingly affect the area....Being a Saharan
archaeologist today is a difficult job. Researchers fear being kidnapped or even killed.

Yahya Saleh, a local tour guide, mourns the fact that local hunters now regularly scrawl their names across the art: “People do not
know the value of this. There are supposed to be people to protect these areas...because if this issue persists, then they will be gone
within two years.”

The ongoing vandalism of the Tadrart Acacus sites is only one of the many overwhelming difficulties Libya faces with regard to
cultural heritage protection. As di Lernia notes,

Perhaps the greatest threat to Libya’s diverse heritage is the trafficking of
archaeological materials, for profit or to fund radical groups....No one has been able to
fully assess the situation in Libya. Going to work among the black smoke of grenades,
the men and women of the Libyan Department of Antiquities are doing their best. But

museums are closed and the little activity left in the field is limited to the north.
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Until the fighting in Libya stops and archaeologists can again effectively cooperate with the government and international
organizations to restore and protect sites like the rock art at Tadrart Acacus, Libya’s rich trove of monuments and artifacts will
continue to be endangered.

Backstory by Dr. Naraelle Hohensee

Additional resources:

Another UNESCO video, on rock art in Tassili n’Ajjer

UNESCO webpage for Tadrart Acacus

UNESCO report on the state of conservation at Tadrart Acacus

Ulf Leassig, “Vandals destroy prehistoric rock art in Libya’s lawless Sahara,” Reuters, June 3, 2014
Savino di Lernia, “Cultural heritage: Save Libyan archaeology,” Nature, January 28, 2015

Report on Tadrart Acacus rock art from the AP Archive, January, 2018

This page titled 2.10: Rock-Art Sites of Tadrart Acacus (Libya) is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or
curated by Smarthistory.
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2.11: Rock Art in the Green Sahara (Neolithic)
by THE BRITISH MUSEUM

Rock art is one of the best records of the life of past peoples who lived across the Sahara.

Video 2.11.1: Video from The British Museum

The Sahara is the world’s largest hot desert, spanning the entire northern part of Africa. Yet it hasn’t always been dry —
archaeological and geological research shows that it has undergone major climatic changes over thousands of years. Rock art often
depicts extraordinary images of life, landscape and animals that show a time when the Sahara was much greener and wetter than it
is now.

This film is in collaborative partnership with the Leverhulme Trust-funded project: “Peopling the Green Sahara. A multi-proxy
approach to reconstructing the ecological and demographic history of the Saharan Holocene”, Paul Breeze, Nick Drake and Katie
Manning, Department of Geography, King’s College London Modelling and mapping of the Green Sahara ©Kings College London
Images ©Trust for African Rock Art (TARA)/David Coulson & ©Kings College London

This page titled 2.11: Rock Art in the Green Sahara (Neolithic) is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or
curated by Smarthistory.
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