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Rock Art and the Early Civilizations of China

by Emmanuel Anati

Executive Director, CCSP, Centro Camuno di Studi Preistorici, Italy

The fine arts of China are very much admired in Europe. The art objects of Dynastic societies
have been collected and appreciated in museums and are considered in every major book of art
history. The rock art of China is less known.

The rock art, that is the art engraved or painted on rock surfaces, is the testimony of tribes
and minorities of Dynastic times and of Pre-dynastic societies especially since Neolithic times.
They are the expressions of non-literate populations, recording and communicating their
messages. They are very important to understand both, the early civilizations of China and the
various aspects of popular art and popular beliefs in Dynastic times. This patrimony of the
Chinese civilization is little known in Europe.

The CCSP - Centro Camuno di Studi Preistorici - is the Italian research center devoted to the
study of prehistoric and tribal art. Since 1991 the CCSP has organized study trips to China
concerning the origins of Chinese art and the beginning of Chinese civilizations. The main goal is
that of developing a better understanding of Chinese history and stimulate a dialogue between
Chinese and European archaeologists. Italian colleagues are most enthusiastic of this experience.
Some of the main specialists in Chinese rock art have spent periods of training and research at this
Center and have been my students. I maintain a warm and friendly memory of the stimulating
discussions at this Center with Prof. Chen Zhao-Fu, Dr. Tang Hui-Sheng, and others.

The study trips gave us the opportunity to meet with Chinese university professors, artists,
administrators and other people of culture, acquiring a direct knowledge which we transmitted to
our students and to our readers. The friendly communication developed a positive cooperation
and contributed to make better known in Europe the important Chinese patrimony of rock art.

Our interest focused primarily on the Yellow River Valley, but we visited other regions as well.
We explored several northern provinces of China, mainly the Provinces of Xinjiang, Gansu and
Qinghai. We admired the Zuo Jiang Valley in the Guangxi Province and other major areas of rock
art. However, we concentrated our interest on the Autonomous Province of Ningxia and in
particular on the Helan Shan range, a remarkable area for the wealth of rock art and of other early
archacological remains. For several years our main guide was a good organizer and good friend,
the travel operator An Ya-Ping of Yinchuan. Li Xiang-Shi and other friends and colleagues from

Ningxia accompanied us to visit the remarkable site of Da-Mai-Di where rock art of hunters and of



pastoral groups are found in a beautiful landscape.

We visited also many archacological sites. The Huang He (Yellow River) crosses areas with the
most intensive and developed agriculture in the provinces of Shandong, Henan, Shaanxi and
Shanxi, where prehistoric villages developed as early as the 7th millennium BC. along with very
early irrigation systems.

Through the studies of Neolithic villages like the Banpo site, near Xi’ an, we acquired
knowledge on how irrigation canals allowed to expand the agricultural land and, at the same time,
allowed to control the distribution of water which is the major wealth for agricultural populations.
The early control of water resources is likely to have been the source of development of a class
which organized irrigation, collected taxes and which, in its turn, was the base for the birth of
empires and dynasties. Since than, the distribution of agricultural land, the planning and the
coordination of irrigation became , for millennia, the main source of political power and of wealth.

In other areas which are today widely populated by minorities, along with Han people, the
Yellow River Valley becomes narrower being surrounded by mountains and dunes, and the wide
use of agricultural land developed more slowly. In many areas the agricultural land is primarily
concentrated in places where irrigation could reach casily, in the Yellow River Valley. As soon as
one gets out of the valley, the landscape is shallow steppe and desert, or stone mountains where
pastoral areas replace agriculture. This is primarily evident in Inner Mongolia and Qinghai. The
section of the Yellow River crossing Ningxia and Gansu sees an alternation between the two
landscapes, but the agricultural areas are still more limited than in the lower provinces. In both
these two provinces, in Ningxia and Gansu, for hundreds of miles, the Great Chinese Wall follows
the Yellow River Valley, meaning that also in historical times, for long periods, this was the border
between sedentary population on one side and nomadic groups on the other.

An immense concentration of rock art, counting over 350 engraved rock surfaces in the Helan
Shan mountains, constitutes an archive on stone, recording several millennia of events,
representing at least three different types of population: 1) Early Agriculturists, which developed
in the area since at least the 7th millennium BC., but probably already in the 8th millennium BC.;
2) Pastoral tribes, coming primarily from Mongolia, have been present in different waves,
throughout at least six millennia, from the 5th millennium BC to recent times; 3) Hunting and
Gathering Populations, produced rock engravings for at least ten thousand years. Starting before
the other two kinds of rock art, they persisted with the other two. For several millennia different
types of societies coexisted in the same areas, with groups of hunters, the agricultural villages, and
semi-nomadic pastoral populations.

The rock art, usually rock engravings, as rock paintings are quite rare in Ningxia, represent
different styles and ways of life. According to parallels to rock art in other regions of Asia, various
groups of people with different socio-economic background left their records on the rocks. The
earliest are hunting groups, then some pastoralists and animal raisers were present in different
periods. But the bulk of the rock art is that of socicties practicing a mixed economy including
agriculture, animal husbandry and hunting.

While the rock art of Helan-Shan is concentrated in a major valley, that of Da-Mai-Di is in a



hilly area on the mountains. Like Helan-Shan, also this area has remained until recent times a
place of temples and pilgrimage. The tradition is likely to go back to prehistoric times.

In the arca of Da-Mai-Di several hundred engraved rocks present a wonderful open-air
museum. A site where lovers of art are most gratified. Most of the art represents hunting and
pastoral activities, while agricultural societies are little represented. This area appears to be
ground for hunting and animal raising, and a place of gathering for tribal groups.

In Helan-Shan the most important concentration of rock art concerns images and masks of
gods and spirits. The Helan-Shan valley have the richest concentration of this kind of rock art of
masks. Some similar masks are represented also at Da-Mai-Di. This pattern persisted for a long
time, starting in the Neolithic period. Several of these masks in Helan-Shan are accompanied by
depictions of weapons and tools, mainly axes, that may be related to the ages of the ecarly
Dynasties, Xia, Shang and Zhou. It seems that during almost two thousand years the Helan Shan
valley was a place of worship and pilgrimage focused on the cult of ancestors, spirits and other
beings represented by the masks. A few figures of masks reflecting the same cult was also present
but less abundantly, in Da-Mai-Di. Here hunting ceremonies appear to have been a major theme.

During the period corresponding to that of the Zhou dynasty, a new style of rock art appeared.
It is characterized by depictions of stylized animals with pattern decoration on their bodies. Some
may be totemic animals like the tiger and the deer. This style is widespread and well known in
various parts of Asia and is related to the Scythian tribes. They were shepherds and hunters and
famous horsemen that originated in Central Asia. Their tribes spread over east to China and west
to Europe. These groups had a long presence in Ningxia and in later phases they were in some way
affiliated or connected with Mongolian tribes. Also this style is well represented in Da-Mai-Di.

The late rock engravings of Ningxia are depicting caravans. Some of the animal figures may
represent camels. They are likely to be rather recent, only a few hundred years old, the art of
Islamic groups involved in trading related to the Silk Way.

The rock art sites are important source of culture and education and may become a resort for
both education and cultural tourism.

The rock art of the Ningxia province contains a rather unique record of different types of
cconomic and social organization: the hunting societies, the pastoral and animal-raising tribes and
the sedentary villages of agricultural people. Hunters and pastoralists lived in the mountains.
Agriculturists villagers lived in Yellow river valley and along lateral rivers. The major
concentrations of rock art are located at the border between these two kinds of landscape, in
localities where people met for special festivities and for worship.

The contacts and contrasts between these different kinds of populations seem to have been at
the roots of many events in the history of early China. The early agriculturists met with hunters-
gatherers. The contrast between sedentary agriculturists and pastorals nomads have marked the
events along the northern borders of China also in historic times. The meeting of different tribal
groups with the agricultural populations seem to have been a common pattern of the culture of
this province since Pre-dynastic times.

The valley of the Yellow River has remains of early Neolithic cultures. The material remains of



