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Helan Mountain and
Its Rock Art

by Shu Xihong Li Xiangshi

Helan Mountain lies in the north-west of Ningxia, with its mountain body lying 30 degrees-east to north and the watershed
slanted to the east of the mountain body, and serves as the boundary of Ningxia Autonomous Region and Inner Mongolia
Autonomous Region. The central and northern parts of the eastern foot of Helan Mountain are national natural conservation
region. Helan Mountain extends in the north as far as the southern border of Wuhai City, Inner Mongolia, close to Wulanbuhe
desert; in the south it reaches the Mafu Gorge, Qingtongxia City, Ningxia, connecting Weiningbei Mountain; in the west it joins
the Alashan Plateau flatly; in the east it faces the Yinchuan Plains steeply. Within the borders of Ningxia it is over 250 kilome-
ters long from south to north, 15 to 30 kilometers wide from east to west, covering an area of 1,938 square kilometers,
occupying 3.7% of the total area of Ningxia. The most peaks are as high as 1,500~2,800 meters with its main peak Shaguozhou
reaching 3,556 meters. The mountain body can be divided into 3 part, the northern, southern, and central part. It is an inde-

pendent unit in the light of geological evolution history.

Helan Mountain consists of three part natural-geographically: the northern part to the north of the Great Wukougou, the
middle part between the Great Wukougou and Sanguankou, and the southern part to the south of Sanguankou. The northern
part is as wide as 30 kilometers with the height of 2,000 meters above sea level, assuming a unique globular weathered
landform. The terrain here is relatively flat and plain, the climate is dry and cold, and variety and type of plantation are rather
scarce and meager. The middle part is the main body of Helan Mountain, with the height of 3,000 meters above sea level. The
vertical distribution of life in this area is distinct. Below 2,000 meters is the dry denudated mountainous region, between 2,000
to 3,000 meters is the water-eroded area, and above 3,100 meters is the cold mountainous area. The main peak lies in the
center of the part spoken of. The terrain here is very steep with complicated natural conditions. The plantation in this region
enjoys a rich diversity, with the concentrated distribution of forest plantation and the distinctness of vertical distribution of

various plantation as its major characteristic.

Helan Mountain serves not only as the natural defense of the Yinchuan Plains but also as the watershed of the outflow-
waters region and the inland-waters region, the boundary of monsoon climate and non-monsoon climate, and the divide of
desert and desert-grassland. Thus, it has great geographical significance. Helan Mountain is a rare specimen of natural synthe-
sisand fairly complete natural ecological system with its thick forests, abundance of plantation variety, rich mineral resources,

intact geological section plane, and curious fossils.

About 2.5 billion years ago, today’s Ningxia was land; whereas most of it had been the sea during the several billion years
from the Proterozoic Era to carboniferous period of the Paleozoic Era. Recently the geological departments examined with the
“rubidium-strontium method” a piece of deteriorated N, and discovered that its growth age is 2,056billion years #81.8 million
years, which indicates that about 2 billion years from now, the modern Helan mountains was a south-to-north oceanic channel
with the utmost depth of 15,403 meters ever fathomed. Huge amounts of soil and sand peeled off from the then upthrust

ancient continents were transferred by the rushing waters non-stop to this great gulf, under the effect of outside force.

About 1.9 billion years from now, there occurred on the mainland of China a * L"gliang Mounting-building movement” of

gigantic scale. The modern Helan Mountain regions, pushed by enormous force, were elevated to form land. Certain crevices
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were created in the process of the elevation of Helan Mountain. Fiery magma hidden under earth hitherto entered the rocks
created already in existence. The “Huanggikou plagioclase granite” preserved in places such as The Huanggqikou is the out-
come of the magma invasion of this period, the developing age of which is 1,839 billion years through the examination of the
“potassium-argon method”. Afterwards Helan Mountain sank again and was submerged by oceans. But life was in conception
in Helan Mountain oceanic channel during this very time. Remains of some “micro ancient plants” i.e. thallophytes, formed
about 1.7 to 1.4 billion years ago, have been discovered. Blue algae was developed and conceived in a later period in the
oceans of Helan Mountain. The synthesis structure formed by the Blue algae and its remnants of life activities, formed concen-
tric layer structure in the formation of limestone and dolomite, and was consequently named “stromatolite”. Stromatolite in
Helan Mountain has various types. The earlier representatives are Gargano prick-Stromatolite, Tieling-Stromatolite,
Wangquankou prick-Stromatolite, Yakut Stromatolite, etc. And in the same age of about 1.29 billion yeas ago, a type of

glauconite- sandstone was formed.

Until the later period of Proterozoic Era, i.e. about 1 billion years from now, Helan Mountain was elevated as an ancient
continent again because of the mountain-building movement, and afterwards entering a period of rising and sinking constantly
without regularity. About 700 million years from now, the Helan Mountain region, with its climate turning cold, entered the first
ice age observed by modern scientists. The Helan Mountain region experienced endless time under the cover of ice and snow
before the temperature rose gradually and the ice and snow melted. Gigantic torrents of melting snow and ice carrying stones
and grits, swept the raised lands of Helan Mountain. Iced stones left by this gigantic natural mechanism have been discovered
in Zhengyiguan and Suyukou. Helan Mountain region became ocean again 600 million years from now. Subsequently, trilobite,

a type of arthropod, emerged for the first time in the ocean. Phosphorite mines of Helan Mountain were deposited sediment in

the Suyukou areas as the animal emerged. During the carboniferous period of geological history Permian period, i.e. 350
to 230 million years from now, Helan Mountain underwent frequent crustal changes, rose and sank on no regular basis, and
finally evolved into an environment of lakes, marshes and rivers. The climate also became very warm and wet, which provided
favorable conditions for the developing of plants on a large scale. Scale-trees, seal-trees, calamites and pteridophytes multi-
plied quickly and grew very strong, gradually covering the Helan Mountain areas thick plantation. These trees were in a
suitable environment of forming coal after they died, and turned into layers of coal with the transformation of long geological
mechanism. The coal resources of Helan Mountain were mainly developed in this period. The earth became the realm of
dinosaurs in Mesozoic, i.¢.230 to 70 million years from now. Helan Mountain then was a stable land with thick coverage of

plantation in the Rugigou areas, which provided material source for the second formation of coal which could be mined.

Geologists of the “multi cycle” school maintain that ground stress started to be concentrated in the positively unstable
Helan mountain 180 million years ago, and pushing the mountain body slowly upwards. The “Yanshan Mountain-building
movement” broke out about 80 million years from now, under the influence of which ground stress raised Helan Mountain with
a powerful move along the old crack and continuing the outline of history, established the lofty and gigantic features of Helan
Mountain seen by modern man. Helan Mountain, with its main shape having been fixed once and for all, underwent long
weathering effects, attaining from nature its extraordinary and lofty appearance as well as a lot of laps, which served as

passage from east to west of the great Mountains.

Helan Mountain is horst-typed. There exists in both eastern and western feet of the mountains concealed ruptures set in
front of the mountain —structure. Its geological substructure is a meridional formation system formed by a series of south-to-
north double or single folds and pressive crack belts, forming the ridge of a pyramid together with the Niushou Mountain fold
belts, Qingshui River-Liupan Mountain fold belt, Luoshan Mountain-Yunwu Mountain budge belt in the south, with the forma-
tion features revealed as a series of faults, which is scattered in a certain degree due to the disturbance of the New Huaxia

System.

The earth layers in Helan Mountain developed quite completely and the fossils are abundant in quantity. Layers are mostly
complete from the Paleozoic Era to the 4th Age, only lacking the sediment of the later part of Ordovician period to the early
carboniferous period. Gneiss and quartzite of the early-Cambrian period can both be discovered in Liutiaogou and Dawukou.
Limestone, sandstone, and shale developed well, and were distributed on a scale. The early Paleozoic Era is characterized by
the coequal development of layers of the carboniferous period and the Perm, which could be seen in Shitanjing, Suyukou,

Shizui Mountain, etc. consisting of mainly shale and sandstone accompanied by layers of coal. Mesozoic Triassic period layers



are distributed the most widely, Jurassic ranking the second. The former are the major layers building up the mountain body,
and consist of mainly sandstone, conglomerate and shale. The latter is seen mainly in the Rujigou and Gulaben areas, consisting
of mainly various sandstone, and is one of the major coal-producing layers. Layers of the Cretaceous Period and the 3rd Age
have not developed. Water-and -air-deposited materials and deposits of the mountain-foot are widely distributed in areas in

front of the Mountain and lowlands among hills.

The landforms of Helan Mountain are characterized with a slant to the west, resulting in the castern slops a lot of escarp-
ments with ancient rock layers exposed, where the precipices are far steeper than in the western slopes. The difference of
force effect from within and without contributes to the great distinction of landforms in the northern and central part of Helan
Mountain. The eastern slops of the northern part is 21 kilometers at the utmost width, and not higher than 2,000 meters,
compose of mainly granite, with small amount of sedimentary rocks in the edges. Globular weathered landforms have been

formed due to the strong physical weathering process.

The central part is the main body of Helan Mountain, with the height of about 3,000 meters above sea level. The highest
peak Shaguozhou lies in the central part of this region, a little bit to the south. Mountain body in this area is gigantic, with lofty
and step terrains, and the ridges and peaks are characterized with considerable undulations. The cliffs are shockingly lofty and
the valleys cut into the earth very deep. A slope of relatively flat attitude is to seen about 2,000 meters above sea level with
small lowlands in the ravines or platforms. The wind deposited materials here are fairly thick, with even small water-containing
low-lying lands exposed. The eastern slopes of the central part are narrow in the south and wide in the north, with the utmost
width of 21 kilometers. The width grows smaller than 14 kilometers to the south of Suyukou with the terrain relatively flat. The
mountain grows wider in the north, generally more than 14 kilometers, reaching as wide as more than 20 kilometers in the
Rujigou areas. The earth layers here developed in the Mesozoic area after the later periods of the Paleozoic Era contain coal

resources of very good quality.

Channels in the eastern slopes of Helan Mountain developed very completely, most of which extend from west to east,
assuming a comb shape, totaling 21 in number from Sanguankou to kushuikou. The most representatives are Sanguankou,
Yushugou, Gangou, Dakouzigou, Huanggikougou, Baisikouzi, Suyukougou, Chagikougou, Dashuigou, Rujigou, Guidegou,
Shitanjinggou, Dawukougou, Kushuigou, etc. The largest in the whole outflowing waters region of the Yellow River System is
the Dawukougou, with a watered area of 574 square kilometers. Channels usually cut into the earth relatively deep in the

central and upper part, assuming a “V” shape. The lower part is relatively wide with gravels covering the valley bottom.

The National Natural Conservation Region of Helan Mountain in Ningxia lies in the northern and central part of the
eastern slopes of the mountain range, reaching as far north as Mairujing, south to the Sanguankou, west to the Watershed, east
to the foot of Yan Mountain, occupying the position of 38°27'of north latitude, 105°20'~106°41'of cast longitude. The moun-
tain body in the Conservation Region can be divided into 3 part, the southern from Sanguankou to Gangou, the central from
Gangou to Rujigou, and the northern part from Rujigou to Mairujing. The Conservation Region is 150 kilometers long from

south to north, 11.2 kilometers from east to west.

Proposal No.92 of the 3rd session of the Ist National General Assembly Conference in 1956 and the 7th National
Forestry Conference in October of the same year designated Helan Mountain as one of the fifteen natural conservation regions.
Resolution No. 108 of the National Congress in 1980 designated Helan Mountain as a key water resources preservation
region. Interim Regulations for Natural Forests in Ningxia Autonomous Region, approved by the 4th session of the 4th Confer-
ence of People’s Representatives in Ningxia in July, 1982, designated Helan Mountain as a conservation region of provincial
level. Approved by the National Congress in 1988, Helan Mountain was designated as a conservation region for natural

forests and wildlife of national level.

The three major objects of conservation are as follows: the typical forest ecological system of aridity and sand and wind.;
the species such as Qinghai-spruce, juniper, Chinese pine, pinnas clove, Mongolian almond, sand ilex, Helan Mountain red-
tailed bird, gray crane, Wapiti, musk-deer, blue-pheasant, etc.; geological section planes of Cambrian period and traces of

new formation movement.

According to the research data, Helan Mountain lies in the transit areas of desert-grassland towards desert, with the most

plantations belonging to the desert-grassland type. There exist 13,400 hectares of trees such as Qinghai-spruce, Chinese pine,
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Poplar etc., 2,800 hectares of sparse forests, 2,500 hectares of bushes, with the forest reserves totaling 1.44 million cubic
meters. There are already known 655 species, 318 groups, 81 families of vascular plants, including rare and endangered plants
in the 3rd level of national preservation list, such as Mongolian almond, sand ilex, pinnas clove, Sihe-tree, etc. Bush yellow-
sting rose and wild rose are of ornamental value, mountain white mushroom, purple mushroom and field mushroom are edible
and some fruit trees and herbs are of economic value. There inhabit in the conservation region animals of scientific and eco-
nomic value, totaling 117 species in number, fifteen species of which belong to the 1st and 2nd level of national preservation
list, such as black stork, golden eagle, leopard, wapiti, musk-deer, blue-sheep, otocolobus manul, desert cat, lynx, blue-
pheasant, etc. Rare animals listed in preservation of the autonomous region total 20 in species, such as rock- pheasant, Helan
Mountain- alpine accentor, gray-back shrike, etc. Helan Mountain is the country of origin of over 40 species of animals and
plants, such as the world-famous Helan Mountain- alpine accentor, Helan Mountain red-tailed bird, and the newly-discovered

Helan Mountain- Rabbit-mouse.

There also exists in Helan Mountain completely preserved cultural vestiges, of which over 20 pieces of rock art depicting
the production and life of ancient nomadic nations, Han-Dynasty graves in Zhengyiguan, royal mausoleum of Xixia Dynasty,
twin towers in Baisikou, Great Wall of Ming Dynasty, Xiaokouzi temples of Ming and Qing Dynasties, buddhist pagoda and

stone Buddha in Maliankou, and Wudang Taoist Temples in Dawukou are especially famous.

Helan Mountain has been inhabited by various nationalities: Qiangrong, Huns, Tujue, Uighur, Dangxiang and Mongolian
etc. since the ancient times. From the record in Yuanhe county picture records vol. 4 of Tang Dynasty:“the mountains are
covered with trees,green and white, like a fine horse.North people call it Helan.” The rock art of Helan Mountain was left by
those nomadic nationalities, providing precious vivid information for the studies on the history of ancient nationalities, culture
and art. The rock art of Hankou was discovered in 1969.More rock art was known in the procession of the cultural relic

general investigation of Ningxia Autonomous Regionin 1984.

The rock art of Helan Mountain distributes widely in the rock art sites of Shulingou, Shuanggeda,Mairujin,Luweigou,
Heishimao,Guidegou,Baijigou,Daxifenggou,Xiaoxifcnggou,Chaqikou,Helankou,Suyukou,Huihuigou,Baihugou,Guangwukou,
Huangyangwan and Shimawan from north to south.Created by various nationalities in different historical periods, they form a
colorful national art gallery. There are a lot of images of animals in forest and prairie and less images of herding and hunting in
Shizuishan site. The middle sites represented by Helankou and Suyukou were known for kinds of images of human face, while
the images of herding, riding and animals occupy the main part of the rock art in the Qingtongxia site. The rock art of Zhongning
in the south of Helan Mountain boast for huge quantity and rich content which reflect the living situation of the nationalities in
wide aspects and manifest various features in different areas, deserving to be the collection of nomadic nationalities art. The
Helan Mountain region has been a animal world and natural hunting place since the ancient time, providing plenty of living
resources for human beings. Therefore, there are images of kinds of animals, hunting, dancing, riding and shooting, praying and
entertainment, which vividly reflect the social ethos.The style of the rock art is consequently simple, rough and bold with deep

ancient connotation.

There are three methods to make the rock art: The first is abrading. Some abraded designs are produced by repeatedly
rubbing, so the lines are deep and broad. Some lines are narrow, which only can be seen in the sunshine. The second is
pecking. Pecked designs are made by striking the rock surface with a pointed stone or metal, which is obviously manifested by
a series of small, round holes. The third is lining. The lined designs form the outlines of images by metal chisel. The lines are
deep enough to make the pictures to have bass-relief style. It should be pointed out that a lot of works are made by more than

two methods.

The early stage of the creation of rock art of Helan Mountain dates back to the Neolithic Age or even earlier and the late
stage date back to Xixia Dynasty, Song Dynasty and Yuan Dynasty of the Medieval age.In whole, the rock art of Helan
Mountain is not the creation by a nationality or an age but the long scroll of epic collecting the wisdom of many nationalities and

undergoing long history.
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Rock art: the record of culture

by Li Xiangshi Shu Xihong

I Retrospection of the studies on the rock art in Ningxia
The rock art of Helan Mountain was discovered in 1969 for the first time. Since 1979, the studies on the rock art in
Ningxia have been made great progress, in which the general survey of cultural relics in Ningxia in 1984 played an important

role. More than 10 rock art sites are discovered along the eastern slope while the rock art of Damaidi was found in 1988.

Since 1989, about a hundred papers and several professional books such as Rock Art of Helan Mountain (rubbings),
Rock Art of Zhongwei, Rock Art of Helan Mountain and Northern Mountain, and Studies on Rock Art of Helan Moun-
tain etc. have been published, forming solid basis for the development of rock art in Ningxia. The International Rock Art
Committee Annual Conference and the symposium on the rock art in Ningxia was held in Yinchuan Ningxia in October 1991,
which was the first international symposium on the rock art held in China, even in Asia. 145 deputies from 13 countries have
attended the meeting. Another international symposium was held in September 2000, which enlarged the road for propagan-
dizing Ningxia, promoting the cultural level of Ningxia and the work on the rock art in Ningxia. The colorful rock art in the
caves of Baijigou on Helan Mountain the rock art of the Qinglong Mountains of Tongxin and those on Niushou Mountains of
Qingtongxia were respectively found in March, September and June 1995. The rock art of Lingwu Heng Mountains was
known in March 1998. Since March of 2006, a set of wonderful rock art were found scattered in Shizuishan Shuanggeda,

Jiucaigou, Luweigou, Baigou and Shitanjing etc..

The most important part of the rock art mentioned above is the colorful rock art painted with ocher in the caves of
Baijigou in the north of Helan Mountain found by autonomous cultural relic management committee in April 1995. The color
paintings in the carved rock art of North China are of relating significance for the studies on the occurrence and development
of the rock art both in the north and south of China, the national immigration, the cultural exchange and transmission and

religion belief etc and also enrich our knowledge of the ancient rock art.

The rock art is still to be dated, in which images of handprint appeared earlier and the images of horse race latter. No

matter earlier or latter, this set of rock art fills the blank of colorful rock art in North China, being very precious cultural relics.

In the past tens of years, we have discovered a lot in Helan Mountain and Weining Northern Mountain. Along with the
improvement of the national comprehensive power, and the progress of the studies on the rock art, more discoveries are sure
to happen. The prospect of the studies on the rock art is prosperous, encouraging generations to explore and research. The
new discoveries of the rock art in Ningxia are sure to meet the new climax of studies on the rock art and propel the occurrence

of a set of profound books representing new time.

II New materials and discoveries of the rock art in Ningxia

After the first discovery in the 1960s, the general survey of cultural relic in the 1980s, the discovery of the rock art of
Damaidi in 1988, the discovery of colortul rock art painted with ocher in the caves of Baijigou in 1995 and the rock art of
Lingwu in 1998, 2006 celebrated another discovery of the rock art of Shuanggeda, a big harvest of the exploring of the rock
art. Shuanggeda Rock art collects about 200 pieces of rock art on three huge stones. The images are with fresh color and in

vivid construction being one of the rare precise rock art discovered in recent years. The themes are various including goats
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with big and curving horn, horses, human and even riding people with lash. Collecting a lot of plant images in rare fringy shape
is the outstanding and stocking feature of this part, which are big and vivid and full of living power, signifying the change of the

attention of the ancient nationalities from animals to plants and the transition of the age from hunting and collecting to farming.

The latest discovery was the rock art of Luweigou with the total of almost 100 pieces of abrading rock art investigated by
the North Universities for Nationalities (former SNUN) in June 2006. Luweigou, a quiet natural scenery, surrounded by hills
and rivers and covered with flourishing trees, seems like the heaven. The rock art is mainly carved on the cliff of the northern
side of the Mountains with the height of 10 meters. The lower parts distribute beside the valley, being in contrast with the rock.
This part of rock art collects images of human body with different poses including walking and hunting. The images of hunting
human are especially in proper proportion, the curving body of which manifests the beauty of curve and movement. They are
precious description of human body, hardly seen in the rock art in other places. The images of handprint, human face and god
are with unique style, grotesque and mysterious, giving the cue for deep and obscure feeling and idea, quite different from the
rock art of other part. The mysterious images of human face are in another style. Tens of images gathering on the huge stone

show us the savage world. Besides, the rock art of Shitanjing and Jiucaikou is also in various styles, vivid and fantastic.

It is not easy to get the discovery of 2006. But we believe more rock art will be found in the future 40 years. Up to this
time, many places on Helan Mountain and Weining Northern Mountains, or even many hills in Ningxia have yet been investi-

gated and still expected further exploration.

III New studies and achievements on the rock art in Ningxia

The road of the discovery of the rock art in Ningxia is uneven. People knew little about the rock art in the early 1980s.
Along with the development of studies, a set of convincing achievements propel the studies on the rock art to higher level. For
instance, the theory of rock art and totem, the theory of rock art and wizardry and the theory of rock art and procreation
adoration are all the fruits of continuous progress and creation. Among those achievements, some important topics draw

special attention.

1. Studies on the rock art dating

Dating studies on the rock art is an international topic and also the bottleneck of the studies on the rock art. Rock art used
to be dated by the archeological and comparing method such as Color Dating, Patination and Weathering Dating, Style and
Technique Dating, Superimposition Dating and Iconography Dating. These methods are reliable but simple. Modern tech-
niques provide new dating method such as 14C analyzing dating, CR and oxalates analyzing dating. Though advanced, they
date the rocks rather than the carving on them. The latest Cosmogenic Isotopes Dating and Rock-varnish Microsequence
dating is practicable and precise which dates the rock art directly but costs a lot. Besides, as for Cosmogenic Isotopes Dating,
necessary conditions are lacking in China at this time.

On current conditions, apart from erosion dating, X.elegans Lichenometry is used by the Ningxia Cultural Relic Manage-
ment Committee and the North Universities for Nationalities. Though with limited to rarity of lichen and the weather clements
of temperature, humidity and latitude, it can provide valid data at small cost. It is reliable to date the rock art of Helan
Mountain created 8,000 years ago. Glacier Scraping Dating is also useful.

In brief, it is still a long way for studies on the rock art dating to take. However, the progress of society and science and

technique will put new method to born and solve the dating problem consequently.

2. The Hieroglyphic symbols of rock art and origin of character

In September 2004, 4 volumes of Rock Arts of Damaidi were compiled by the Second Northwest University for Nation-
alities and the Shanghai Chinese Classic Publishing House, in which vol.1 collected 835 color photographs, vol.2 collected
725 copies and vol. 3and 4 collected 3,172 groups of 8,453 individual figures. The themes of rock art are various. 1,500
symbols and images are described in about 10,000 pieces of rock art, some of which are compound phrases formed by the
single word. Through arduous research, we have found that the pictographs of the rock art are similar to the ancient hieroglyphs
of Chinese characters.

Some pictures in the rock art of Damaidi have the function of pictograph or ideograph and can express complete meanings.
For instance, there is a piece formed by 3 picture symbols, to the right of which being a huge image of woman like the character
“4” in Jiaguwen (the character carved on shell bone), raising her hands flatly and curving her legs slightly, with a bow



