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An Introduction to “Design
of Rock Paintings in China”

The rock painting is the picture that is painted or carved
on the rock surface.It is noticed widely by academic circles in
China and foreign countries for its simple, unsophisticated,
rough and condensed style as well as abundant cultural
connotation. Its contents reflect the ancient reality by its direct
and indirect feedback. Viewed from the angles of social
economy, social activities, religion belief, state of mind and
aesthetics thought,it shows the historical activities.It has been
becoming the important researching object of prehistory, art
history, folklore , anthropology , aesthetics, history of primitive
religion as well as nationality history.It may be rated as a vivid
epic for its strong feeling, vivid and simple model, magnificent
thinking and simple and profound conception. The rock
painting records the continuous chapters vividly with the global
width and the historical depth.

China is one of the most abundant countries in rock

paintings in the world. Rock paintings are distributed in the




areas which range from the sea shore in the east to the Kunlun
Mountain in the west,from the Heilong river bank in the north
to the Zuo river bank in the south. Most of them are
concentrated on the minority areas that the population is very
rare.It’s really scarce in the world for its extensive ,numerous,
various and long history. Actually,as early as the 6th century,
scores of rockpainting points were recorded in the well-known
Shui Jing Zhu (Commentary on the Waterways Classic) by Li
Daoyuan ,a geographer in the Norther Wei Dynasty.So China is
one of the earliest country that recorded rockpainting. In this
ancient works,Li recorded more than 20 rockpainting sites,the
scores occupy larger than half China. Chinese scholar’ s
investigations, discoveries and studies of rock paintings got in
1915 when Huang Zhongqin, a professor in Lingnan university
made an investigation of rock carvings at Taixi in Hua’ an
county , Fujian province.It is interesting to note that Bergman ,a
swede, made an investigation of the rockpaintings in Kuruk
Mts. in Xinjiang in 1929. A large-scale investigation and
research of rockpaintings was conducted after the foundation
of the People’s Republic of China,for instance,between 1950’s
and 1980° s, the investigations of rockpaintings were made
along the Zuo river in Guangxi; a general investigation were
made of the Cangyuan rockpaintings in Yunnan in 1960°s, and
the Yin Mts. rockpaintings in Inner Mongolia in 1970 s, as well

s 2 .

14 e Sl e



as the rockpaintings in Wulanchabu grassland in Inner
Mongolia, the Helan Mts. in Ningxia, the Hexi Corridor in
Gansu ,the Aertai Mts.,Tian Mts.and Kunlun Mts. in Xinjiang,
Ritu county in Tibet,Lianyungang city in Jiangsu in 1980’ s. Al
the investigations are fruitful. There are 50 thousands of
rockpainting pictures scattered in more than 500 sites in more
than 40 counties of 16 provinces, including Heilongjiang , Inner
Mongolia, Ningxia, Gansu, Qinghai, Xinjiang, Tibet, Yunnan,
Sichuan, Guangxi, Gueizhou, Fuyjian, Taiwan, Guangdong,
Jiangsu and Shanxi,etc.

Although the rockpaintings in China have distinct general
character, the themes and contents are very different among
different areas because of the different historical background in
very vast territory, so are the styles and methods of making
rockpaintings. Based on these differences, the rockpainting in
China could be divided into 4 types: agriculture and forest
district in northeast, prairie district in north, mountain district
in southeast and coastal district in southeast.

Agriculture and forest district in northeast. This district
includes Greater Xing’ an Ranges and its eastern areas.There
are Heilong river, Mudan river rockpaintings, Greater Xing’ an
Range primitive forest rockpaintings. The contents have person
in canoe, bears, dogs, elks, David’s deers, deers, deers pulled
by people, encircled hunting, Saman religion drum, etc. The
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deer is in the majority among these motives. The pictures are
small and the painting objects are isolated.It reflects the reality
of fishing and hunting at that time. The methods of making
these rockpaintings are painting and carving.

Prairie district in north. From Great Xing’ an ranges to
Xinjiang. This district covers the largest territory among the 4
districts. It contains the Baicha river wvalley, Xilinguoler
grassland, Wulanchabu grassland, and Alasan dessert in Inner
Mongolia, Helan Mts. in Ningxia, Hei Mts., Qilian Mts. and
Mazong Mts. in Gansu; the Qinghai Lake shore, Bahamaoli in
Dulan county, Yieniugou gully in Geermu county,and Tongtian
river in Qinghai; Aertai Mts. Tian Mts. and Kunlun Mits. in
Xinjiangs;as well as Ritu, Zangbei in Tibet, Hunting and herding
rockpaintings are in the majority. Most motives reveal the
relationship between animal and people.The themes are not the
same because of the difference between natural environment
and historical background. The wild animal and hunting
pictures occupy a dominant position in high mountain. The
livestock and husbandry pictures are more on flat land. All
kinds of deers give priority in eastern grassland, while the
camels and the yaks are in western grassland, and goats,
sheep, horses and cattles are everywhere. The rockpaintings
distribute densely, in addition, the motives are rich and

colourful, such as expressing hunting, herding, fighting or
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dancing. Tents, domes, vehicles, the moon, the sun, stars,
number , God of the Sun, Deities, masks , handprints, footprints ,
hoofprints talonprints can be seen in the paints. But it is all
kinds of animals that distribute the most widely and are the
most in number. The main making method is chiseling, only a
few of them are painted and brown with pigments.

Mountain district in southwest. This district mainly
includes Matangbei in Gong county, Boshiwahei in Zhaojue
county in Sichuan, Hua river in Buyi nationality and Miao
nationality autonomous county in Guanling city , Huamaya cliff
in Kaiyang county, Taohua cave in Liuzhi special region, in
Gueizhou, Qimatu in Zhenfeng county in southeast Gueizhou, as
well as Zuo river, Tiandeng, Jingxi county in Guangxi,
Cangyuan, Gengma, Nu river, Lunan, Qiubei, Mile, Xichou,
Malipo and Yuan river in Yunnan, etc.The most representative
rockpaintings in this area are the Cangyuan rockpaintings in
Yunnan and Zuo river rockpaintings in Guangxi.

Concerning the Cangyuan rockpainting in the Awa
nationality mountains, 10 rockpainting sites have been
discovered. Every site consists of tens or, even several
hundreds pictures of men or animals. There are herding,
hunting, fighting , dancing, villages , tale figures, etc.In addition,
it contains buffalos, elephants, monkeys,and so on.

As to Zuo river rockpaintings, 79 sites have been
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discovered . They are scattered on the cliffs along Zuo river and
Ming river, the branch of Zuo river. The area belongs to
Ningming, Longzhou, Daxing ,Chongzuo and Fusui counties.The
pictures are magnificent and the figures are tall and dense.The
rockpaintings stretch continuously, and form a gallery of
paintings with length of more than 200 kilometers, in which
most of rockpaintings in Ningming county are. It has 1800
pictures which can be recognized.The pictures mainly are front
and flank dancers, bronze drums, dogs, birds, bells, weapons
and so forth.The dancers whose actions show no difference, is
about 85 percent of all the pictures.The figures are usually 1.2
metres to 1.8 metres in height. The tallest is 2.41 metres. The
typical picture is a tall figure with a knife or sword in his
waist,the rest are around him.The pictures in this county are
so magnificent ,so grand and so many that it is the only one in
the rockpaintings which have been found in China.

~ Mountains district in southeast. The rockpaintings in this
district has distinctive local features. Most of them were
painted with the pigments.Viewed from the motif,the people’s
activities are the primary, such as dancing, herding, hunting
and walking. They are not isolated, but interrelated to each
other. The same subject wus expressed by more different

pictures. According to the times, most rockpaintings were done
in late days.

-6.




