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Brief Accounts of Rock Paintings in China
by Gai Shanlin and Lou Yudong

The rock painting is generally called “Rock Art” by overseas scholars,
also termed as “Petroglyhs” or “Rock Carving” or “Rock Printing”. The rock
painting is also known as “Cliffside Painting” or “Cave Painting”, which are
determined by geographical conditions. Judging from the rockpaintings
discovered in quantity, they can be grouped as “Rock carvings” as they are
carved or polished and engraved on the rockfaces with different implements to
express images, and “Rock paintings” as they are painted on the rocksurfaces
in mineral pigments to express images. No matter how they are done, they
suggest being painted on rocksurface and hence “Rock painting.”

Quite a few scholars who specialize in rock paintings in the world hold
that it is Peder Alfsson— a Norwegian living in 17th century who first found
rockpaintings at Bohuslaan in the northern Europe and thus marks the
beginning of the modern history of rock art studies. Actually, as early as in
the 6th century, scores of rockpainting points are recorded in the famous Shui
Jing Zhu (Commentary on the Waterways Classic) by Li Daoyuan, a
geographer in the Northern Wei Dynasty. For instance, in entries such as the
Heshui River, Qinshui river, Qishui River, Yangshui River, Huzi River,
Mianshui River, Huaishui River, Xiangshui River, Lishui River, all refer
directly or indirectly to rock paintings that are scattered in these areas, which
include modern Xinjiang, Qinghai, Ningxia, Nei Monggol, Shanxi, Henan,
Shanxi, Shandong, Anhui, Guangxi, Sichuan, Hubei and Hunan. From the
book Shui Jing Zhu, People can learn that the rock paintings Li Daoyuan saw
and heard of fall into two categories: the carved or polished and engraved with
different implements and the painted in pigment. Who on earth first found
rockpaintings remain a controversial problem in the history of the world
rockpaintings, which calls for no details here. To our delight, numerous
rockpaintins have been discovered so far in Europe, Asia, Africa and Australia
. Up till now rockpaintings have turned up in over 150 countries and regions,
for instance, the cave rock art in France and Spain, Bajkal rockpaintings,
Sahara Desert rockpaintings in Africa, Queens-land rockpaintings in Australia
, Texas rockpaintings in the United States. For reasons such as language
barriers and lack of interflows, a sketch map showing the distribution of
rockpaintings in the world in American Archaeology (1983) should ignore the
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fact that China abounds in remains of rockpaintings, which is every bit a
defect in the worldwide studies of rockpaintings. For the very reason, this
book includes the choice figures from the rockpaintings discovered or newly
found in China with a view to entering the big family of the world

rockpaintings.

I

Chinese scholars’ investigations, discoveries and studies of rockpaintings
got started in 1915 when Huang Zhonggin, a professor with Lingnan
University made an investigation and study of rock carvings at Xianzitan on
Taixi River in Hua’an county, Fujian province, though he didn’t fully realize
that the rock carvings should be rockpaintings. The contemporary scholars
take objection to the ascription of the nature of the Xianzitan rockcarvings,
but they definitely hold that most of them can be roughly related to
rockpaintings. It is interesting to note that Bergman, a Swede, made an
investigation of the rockpaintings in Kuruk Mts in Xihjiang in 1929. In
subsequent 20 years, investigations were made intermitently of rockpaintings.
For example, Mr. Xu Songbai made an investigation of rockpaintings at
Nanduhe in Guiping county, Guangxi in 1938; Chen Gongze made an
investigation at Shagangbei in Hong Kong in 1938; Shi Zhongjian and Rui
Yifu made a survey of the cliffside paintings on “the Bo People’s hanging
coffins”. It is only after the founding of the People’s Republic of China that
rockpaintings have been discovered in quantity and studied in earnest. For
instance, a large-scale investigation of rockpaintings was conducted along the
Zuojiang River in Guangxi in 1950’s; investigations of rockpaintings were
made at Cangyuan in Yunnan and in Helanshan Mountains in Ningxia
respectively in late 1960; a general investigation was made of the rockpai-
ntings at Yinshan and Ulanchabu in Nei Monggol and at Heishan in Gansu
and deepgoing investigations were made of the rockpaintings in Altaj Mts and
Hutubi, Xinjiang, Badanjilin Desert, Nei Monggol, all such work has yielded
gratifying and surprising results. Rockpaintings have so far turned up in
China’s provinces or regions such as Heilongjiang, Liaoning, Nei Monggol,
Shanxi, Ningxia, Gansu, Qinghai, Xinjiang, Tibet, Yunnan, Guizhou, Sichuan,
Guangxi, Guangdong, Fujian, Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Taiwan and plus Hong Kong
and Macao. The distribution of China’s rockpaintings covers a vast territory
reaching as far as the coastal areas in the east, the Kunlun Mountains Pass in
the west, Greater Xing’an Ranges in the north and the Zuojiang River in the
south, with points of rockpaintings totalling about one thousand and nearing
about one million rockpaintings. The landforms with rockpaintings are very
complicated. Roughly there are hillside rockpaintings, plains and desert
rockpaintings, some of which are interlaced or bordered. Based on the
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distribution, content and style, the Chinese rockpaintings can be classified
into three major systems: the northern, the southwestern and the southeastern:
The renown points of the northern rockpaintings include the Mudanjiang in
Heilongjiang, Baichahe and Yinshan, the Great Xing’an Ranges, Zuozishan
near Boahi Bay, Ulanchabu in Nei Monggol; Chaoyang in Liaoning,
Helanshan in Ningxia; Heishan, Qilianshan and Mazongshan in Gansu;
Qinghai Lake in Qinghai; Altaj, Hutubi, Hami, Toksun, Miquan, Kurukstag,
Kunlun Mts, Hotan and Kesirk in Xinjiang. The well-known rockpainting
points of the southwestern system include Cangyuan, Genma, Take and Malipo
in Yuanan; Rurilangka, Renmdong and Qiaksang in Tibet; Guanlinghuanjiang,
Kaiyanghuamaya in Guizhou; Gongxian, Zhaojue county and Baxian county in
Sichuan; Zuojiang, Youjiang in Guangxi. The famous rockpainting points of
the southeastern system include Jiangjunya in Lianyungang, Wolonggang in
Jiangsu; Xianjudanzhu in Zhejiang; Xianzitan in Hua’an county, Shimenkeng,
Caozishan and Nankeng in Nanjing county, and Tongling on Dongshan Islet,
Fujian; Baojing Bay of Gaolan Islet in Zhuhai, Gaoxiongwanshan at Shiwan
Bay, Guangdong; Donglongzhou, Dalang Bay, Changzhou and Jiaoxizhou in

Hong Kong and Coloane Islet and Kaho Bay in Macao.
m

The contents the Chinese rockpaintings reflect are very rich and colourful
. To sum up roughly, the ways of drawing, the Chinese rockpaintings consist of
images, graphs, symbols, designs and a few scripts relating to rockpaintings. In
terms of substantial images, most of them are wild animals and domestic
animals; a few of them are plants; quite a few of them are human figures and
human masks. In addition, there are buildings, the moon, the sun, stars, clouds
and hand prints, footprints and small round caves expressed in graphs. Viewed
from the angle of social economy, there are scenes showing productive and
economic activities such as hunting, herding, farming, dancing, acrobatic
showing, reproducing (including human sexual intercourse), fighting and being
engaged in war. Finally, there are scenes directly reflecting worshipping state
of mind and sacrificial offering.

The rockpainting is a special cultural phenomenon and modelling art.
Having recorded in the form of image, the continuous chapters on the mankind
struggle for survival, the experiences and feelings in life of the primitive tribes
, clans, allied tribes and even people through all historical ages, and expressed
the ways of labour, economic activities, social life practice, state of mind, way
of thinking, belief activities in the history of humankind development and all
sorts of relationships between man and nature, the rockpaintings combine to
form a source of information on man’s historical activities. Like other art
forms, the rockpaintings reflect both the conditions of labourers’ material life
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and the spiritual profound mistery of the inner world of mankind.

Viewed from the known records in the world, the creation and usage of
writing scripts to record man’s activities remained but a very short duration in
the long process of history of mankind. Of the several civilized ancient
countries (including China) in the world, the recorded history of human
civilization is at the best a span of five thousand years or so. Nevertheless,
some of the rockpaintings carved or painted on rocksurfaces have survived the
elements for ten thousand years and even several ten-thousands of years.
Before the rise of archaeology, people can only see or read of bits of records
relating to pre-historical activities of mankind, which represent some indirect
and vague knowledge. Since the rise of archaeology, which is a component
part of history, based on large quantities of material objects handed down by
men through ages, the remote past has been understood and restored, enabling
people to have a graphic knowledge of the pre-history. Numbers of
rockpaintings have been discovered all over the world, in which many an
archaeologist is interested. Through the studies of every aspect of rockpai-
ntings they have found out the gap of human activities and acquainted
themselves with voluminous new information they have ever known. The
rockpaintings can be roughly summed up as follows:

. The rockpaintings that provide important materials for the study of the
history of the minor nationalities in China. Judging from the distribution of
the discovered rockpaintings in China in the scattered regions where the
minorities inhabit were seen activities of different clans, tribes and allied
tribes. Therefore, we may take it for granted that most of the rockpaintings in
China are works of the miorities. To study rockpaintings in China is actually
making a study of her minorities and their forefathers in the respects of
economic life, social life, mode of labour, belief activities, psychlogical state
and their relations with nature.

Il. The rockpaintings that open up new ways of researching into the history of
hunting, herding and livestock husbandry in China. The historical and
archaeological studies have been confined to the history of farming nations
while the studies of the history of hunting, herding and livestock husbandry
and minor nationalities are far less detailed owing to lack of materials.
Thanks to the fact that rockpaintings have been discovered in quantity and
many of them are related to or deal with hunting, herding and animal
husbandry, rich and yet vivid first-hand materials have been furnished for the
study of the history of the development of hunting and livestock husbandry.
Once the conditions ripen, it is very likely to push the study of hunting and
animal husbandry to a new stage in China.

II. The rockpaintings that serve as the most reliable materials for the study of
the distribution of the animal colonies. Of the contents displayed in
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rockpaintings, the subject matter of animals covers 80% among others so far
known. The animals in rockpaintings are the real records of the animals that
used to live and to run about in times when the painters were living. Animals
always adapt themselves to a particular climate and natural circumstances.
Based on the change of animal breeds and fresh information of the distribution
of animal colonies, it is possible to know the date of making the rockpaintings,
the local animal colonies, vegetation, climate, humidity and the change of
ecological environment. A study of the environmental change makes it
possible to understand how the pre-historical people adapt themselves to and
make use of the natural conditions such as hills, grasslands, deserts and rivers
and to know details of how they fight against nature.
IV. The rockpaintings make it possible to study the state of mind of the
painters. An investigation on the spot helps find that all the rockpaintings are
enveloped in mystery. Some are located on narrow-pathscliffs shooting towards
the skies, countless figures on precipices looking as if rising slowly in void or
reality to the blue skies. Whenever the sun shines directly at cliffsides at
sunset, the scene seems even more dimly discernible. If the rockpaintings are
painted in pigment, they look awful as the colours of the images are ever
changeable with the affection of the weather, dryness and moisture as well as
cold and heat on the cliffsides. Some rockpaintings lie on high-hanging rocks
over surging river bends and opposite an open expanse of land, which combine
to provide an ideal place to hold a sacrificial rite. Some rockpaintings are
carved on exposed veins of rocks on vast grassland. From the geographical
conditions in which the rockpaintings lie and the contents of rockpaintings, it
can be inferred that the rockpaintings are results of sorcery worshipping
activities and primitive religion out of the aim of recording events and strong
sense of utility instead of aesthetic need. However, it is worth noting that
rockpainting makers did not copy the reality mechanically but created
figuressand arranged images of their own wish for Beauty. Therefore, the “long
corridor” of rockpaintings with countless images and figures carved or painted
on rocksurfaces displays the earliest aesthetics of mankind.

In the world no works of fine arts other than the rockpaintings rank first
In quantity, spread the most widely in distribution, last the longest in duration
and are done by the most numerous people. Zhu Di writes in his Origins of Art
(p39):“The Artbof rockpaintings are spread at every corner of the globe,
wherever existed the human beings, there are many images carved or painted
on the surfaces of usable rocks. In pre-historical ages, rock surfaces used to
serve as open-air sacrificial altars for the primitive people. Not until the
emergence of farming culture did the legends of rockpaintings disappear
gradually with the setup of temples in villages and cities.”, which is of course
consistent with historical facts. On the other hand, the rockpaintings that
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have constantly turned up within Chinese territory have added much
brilliance to her treasure house of fine arts, bolstering it up with new ideas

and imagination.
v

Extremely difficult is it to determine the exact date of a rockpainting
created and yet in which people are most interested. The difficulty lies in the
fact that rockpaintings are distributed on cliffsides in the wilderness and the
direct materials to date them almost amount to naught. For this very reason,
to date rockpaintings still remains a problem to be solved in the world.
Scholars and experts who are devoted to the studies of rockpaintings in many
countries have spared no efforts to find some clues or traces that should be
related to rockpaintings so as to obtain any information on rockpaintings.
Take China for example. Some scholars have studied human-face pictures in
rockpaintings in comparison with their counterparts on pottery vessels, bone
implements and jadeware with a view to obtaining a relative date of the
human-face pictures. But quite a few scholars take a cautious attitude towards
such a comparison. Recently some scholars have turned to the approach of
animal archaeology in analysing images of the extinct animals in rockpai-
ntings with the view of researching into the date of the creation of
rockpaintings. Take the study of part of the rockpaintings in Yinshan Mts. It
is held that existence of the ostrich and deer with big antlers will push the
upper-limit of the absolute date of the rockpaintings back to B.P. 10,000 years
or so for all tha late Paleolithic sites in North China have yielded fossils of
ostrich but none of which has ever turned up in Neolithic sites. The deer with
big antlers was believed to have come into being in early Pleistocene Epoch(B.
P.1,000,000 years). Some scholars have taken to carbon-14 dating to determine
the date of making the rockpaintings in Ningminhuashan Mts in Zuojiang,
Guangxi. They tested the samples of stalactites covering rockpaintings which
were created 1680 years ago or done B.P.4200 years. To achieve a relative
accuracy of dating, the Chinese scholars have at present based themselves on
literature and records, the preservation of rockpaintings, marks engraved and
colours of rock dirt, methods of making rockpaintings, the style and subject
matter of rockpaintings, superimposition, comparative appraoch, the deter-
mination of animal species in rockpaintings and application of various results
of natural science. The world will wait and see whether or not any
breakthrough is likely to be made in the study of dating rockpaintings in days
to come.

The Chinese rockpaintings are expected to become a component part of
the cultural heritage of the who' i

~4-.A

'ying and catching

importance.
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Indexes to the Sketch Map Showing the Distribution of the Rockpaintings in China

Heilongjiang Province

1. Qunli village at Chaihe township(zhen) in Hailin county
2. Yagou township (xiang) in Achen county

Liaoning Province

3. Shuanmiao township (xiang) in Chaoyang city

Nei Monggol Autonomous Region

4. Jiaolaodao in Ergun Zuoqi

5. Aniangnihe in Ergun Yougqi

6. Sumchabugatu at Wulijin Moron in Jarud Qi

7. Bayan Tal Sumbaiyinwendu village in Jarud Qi

8. Sumbayergeqishan in Jarud Qi

9. Ganggensum Jiangjunshan in Barin Yougqi

10. Badaihe in Hexigten Qi

11. Dalai Nur in Hexigten Qi

12. Xianghuang Qi

13. Ulanchuru in Sunid Yougqi

14. Huhechuru in Sunid Zuoqi

15. Bahaodi township (xiang) in Huoqi, Chahar Youyi

16. Tuilamamiao (Tuilamasum) in Darhan Muminglianheqi(Bailingmiao)
17. Shagen in Darhan Muminglianheqi

18. Nanjibandeng in Darhan Muminglianheqi

19. Chanxianghure in Darhan Muminglianheqi

20. Deligerhua in Darhan Muminglianheqi

21. Zuanzishishan at Damiao township (xiang) in Guyang county
22. Urad Huogqi

23. Hulestaijigonghai, Lestai, Baiqigou, Dilihare in Urad Zhongqi
24. Shihenmudu in Urad zhongqi

25. Hurutai in Urad Zhongqi

26. Nuomenwenger in Urad Zhonggqi

. Dabagou in Urad Huoqi

- Molehtugou in Denkou county

. Zhaoshaogou in Wuhai city

. Shuanheshan in Alxa Zuoqi
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. Jilantai township (zhen) in Alxa Zuoqi

32. Mengenbulagesum Mandelashan in Alxa Yougqi
33. Menggenbulagesum Suhaisai in Alxa Youqi

34. Bigigetu in Alxa Youqi

36. Arigelentai in Alxa Yougqi

36. Hairihan shan in Alxa Youqi

37. Xialem in Alxa Youqi

38. Yabulaishanbubu in Alxa Yougqi

39. Longshoushan in Alxa Yougqi

40. Gashunzhadegai in Alxa Yougqi

Shanxi Province

41. Lingchuan county

42. Fangfengya in Jixian county

Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region Province

43. Heishimao, Xiaozao, Shulingou in Shizuishan city

'44. Helankou, Xiaoxifokou, Suyukou and Huihuigou at Jinshan township (xiang) in Helan county

45. Guangwukou, Siyanjing and Kouzimengou at Guangwu township (xiang) in Qingtongxia city
46. Huanghaiwan at Yuding township(xiang) in Zhongning county
47. Damaidi and Kujinggou at Tongluo township(xiang) in Zhongwei county




