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Preface Chinese Journal

Professor Emmanuel Anati

( President , International Center for Prehistoric and

Ethnologic Studies , Valcamonica, Italy)

In 1985 a Chinese student came to my Cenire in Italy to study research
methods in rock art. After one year he was able to write a book on the rock art in
China. After this experience, Chen Zhao Fu came back to China and became the
father of Chinese rock art studies. Since then, in thirty years, several other
scholars have come from China to study at my institute, and most of them have
been successful in achieving good positions in Chinese universities, museums
and other research institutions. My modest contribution was that of conveying to
these scholars the bases of methodology and an overview on world research in
prehistoric and tribal art. Meanwhile other scholars were formed in China or in
other countries and rock art research in China developed considerably; the num-
ber of scholars devoting to rock art is constantly increasing, so that the creation
of a Chinese journal of rock art studies is fully justified. It is the right moment
and we welcome the energy and capacity of Zhang Yasha to bring this project to
success.

Chinese rock art is diversified as each area and each period have different
characters. Most of these characters are found also in other sites of rock art in
other countries. They are indicators of economic and social patterns. It is useful
that each scholar studying one site or one image is aware of the fact that rock art
is part of prehistoric and tribal art which includes also mobile art, decoration on
objects, statues and architecture. Also music and dance are part of prehistoric
and tribal art. All the arts together are part of the human intellectual and spiritu-
al expressions. They have to be looked at in the frame of their archaeological or
ethnographic context, to understand their role in their society and in their
time. Each site of rock art has also other remains like stone implements, pot-

tery, remains of built structures and other traces of human life which may help
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locating rock art into an archaeological , cultural and chronological frame.

When the early artists were depicting the rocks in various regions of China,
they did not know that other people, in other parts of the world, in Asia, Eu-
rope, Africa, Australia and America, were making rock art at that same
time. Same methods of painting and engraving, similar subjects represented and
not only: three elementary needs of the human nature, communication, memo-
rization and externalization, were practiced in similar ways in various parts of
the world by different ethnic groups which may have never met for thousands of
years. They did not know that they were following global traditions. Each ethnic
group relied on local resources, some were hunters, others were collecting pota-
toes or maize, others were growing rice, others again had fishing as their main
food resource, but all of them produced visual art.

They did not know that they were part of a global trend. For them their
world was their family, clan or tribe. For them, 10,000 or 20,000 years ago,
globalization consisted in sharing events, discoveries and experiences with the
world they knew, neighbor clans or tribes. “Global” social gatherings for e-
vents and ceremonies, then, concerned peoples from thesame valley and occa-
sionally beyond. Messages and ideas were moving slowly from valley to valley,
from regions to regions. Now, thanks to new ways of communication, the entire
world is like a valley and “ Global” scientific and cultural relations include
scholars and students from all the known lands of the globe. But are we really
global?

We are acquiring increasing knowledge on some parts of humanity. How
much still remains to be discovered? How many clans, how many creations of
human minds, concepts, traditions, works of art, are missing for a global histo-
ry? In the last two generations the urban and literate societies have been en-
riched by unexpected discoveries, such as immense, millenary archives of rock
art in different places of the planet, from Brazil, to Central Asia, to the Near
East, to Australia. Explorers visited previously ignored peoples, in the Philip-
pines, in Amazonia, in the forests of the Congo Basin, or of Central India. But
discovering is a constant process. For ages, human groups had remained isolated
in islands like Tasmania ( Australia), or in peninsulas like Baja California
(Mexico) , or in the tropical forests like Amazonia (Brazil) , or in oases in the

desert, like the Algerian Tassili. They grew their own identities as if they were
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in different planets. But also they produced art. How many human groups are still
isolated in the corners of our small “global” planet? How much is still hidden e-
ven within the territories of China? Every new archaeological excavation is re-
vealing new details. New discoveries and new research indicate that research is
progressing and still much has to be done.

Our knowledge is growing, generation after generation. And, again and a-
gain, we realize how much in common have all these different peoples, each one
with its own identities, habits, traditions, languages and beliefs. The misleading
traditional view of “primitive man” as a hungry food—hunter has been refut-
ed. More than ever before, now, in our contemporary age, we are the hungry
food—hunters, or job hunters, or resources—hunters. If we consider the time and
energy that small clans or tribes must have devoted to produce millions of images
on the rocks of the African Drakensberg or on those of Australian Arnhem Land,
we wonder how much they cared about their intellectual and spiritual life. Was
prehistoric man more intellectual than us?

From early times, humans were producers of art in its various forms, visual
art, music and dance. It is likely that decorating the human body came before
the decoration of rocks. The art of seduction had been inherited from previous
primates. The art of architecture was developed later, with the birth of urban so-
cieties and till today there are human societies that have no house and no archi-
tecture. People have and had different languages, different rituals and beliefs,
different traditions, different resources, different environment, from tropical for-
est, to deserts, to grassland, to arctic tundra, but all of them produced a:t. Art
was and is a universal language. It favors a global dialogue in a world of many
cultures and many languages. But art is like writing, to understand its messages
one must be able to “read” them.

Can a bush hunter and a European professor share a dialogue and under-
stand each other? By personal experience we can answer: “ YES, with much
pleasure from both sides” . Can a dentist, an electronics engineer, the director
of a pharmaceutical factory and a psychoanalyst, be protagonists in studying and
decoding rock art? By personal experience we can answer YES. This is what is
happening even at my institute. People from various disciplines and jobs partici-
pate as volunteers in their free time. People from different disciplines, are be-

coming fans of prehistoric and tribal art. Intuition and experience make the im-



12 (EE¥iM) 18

possible to be possible. Sharing different experiences makes the world progress in
our field as in other fields. “Progress” is a dangerous word as it may have dif-
ferent meanings. To me the word “progress” does not mean running faster or
having more comfort, it means “better understanding” .

We are all concerned about better recovering and understanding the past as
a mean to comprehend the present. The purpose of scientific research, in the
field of prehistoric and tribal art as in every other field, is that of expanding
knowledge to contribute a broader future for education and culture. Our-teach-
ers, the pioneers of our disciplines and of our doctrine, are present in our
minds, they are the guidelines, but culture goes beyond the cult of ances-
tors. Understanding ancestors is more important than commemorating them. And
this concerns both, our teacher in rock art and the ancestors that produced rock
art. Understanding is more important than commemorating. It is not unusual that
people commemorate what they do not understand.

In the study of prehistoric and tribal art, as in every discipline, each spe-
cific research is part of a global collective research effort and must be looked at,
as such. Scientific articles and monographs are pieces of a mosaic that keep
scholars united in common efforts for the advancement of knowledge. New waves
of culture, socialization, daily contacts with scholars and visitors, international
relations, are bringing a breeze of life into the individual valuable effort of each
scholar. This is why it is important to publish in languages understandable also
by peoples from other countries and cultures. Also, it is important to share these
efforts with other disciplines: archaeology and anthropology can acquire new in-
sight and new understanding from history, sociology, geography, linguistics,
psychology, art history and other fields of research. The multi—disciplinary and
multi—cultural dialogues are contributions to society, to education, to culture,
to the institutions, to the particular image and resonance of each research topic
and of each scholar.

Prehistoric and tribal art is a source of history. Each figure, each site and
each publication is a contribution to history. The dimension of the history un-
veiled by art is variable, it may be the history of a myth or an event, the history
of a personal individual experience, the story of a minute or of a feeling, and
may be the history of a tribe, of a nation, of a cultural moment or of an event of

world resonance. Beyond single cases, art is a source of history, art, every art,



