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This early rock painting is thousands of years older 

than the first African sculptures. It represents a 

running woman with body paint, raffia skirt, and 

horned headgear, apparently in a ritual context. She 

has a more well-defined outline of the human body, 

and it has more visual detail (such as the dots 

on the body-shoulders, legs, torso) than the other 

paleolithic paintings that we have seen. Also, is it a 

cave painting of a human, whereas the earlier 

paleolithic paintings were mostly of animals.

Due to the combination of animal and human in the 

ceremonial headgear here, scholars suggest that 

she represents some form of supernatural diety.

Running Horned Woman

Algeria, ca. 6,000-4,000 BCE.
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Running Horned Woman. Tassili

n’Ajjer, Algeria, c. 6000-4000 BCE,

pigment on rock

A 7,000 year-old painting from Tassili

n’Ajjer in southeastern Algeria in the

central Sahara (at that time a verdant

savannah) is one of the earliest and

finest surviving examples of rock art.

The painter depicted a running woman

with convincing animation and

significant detail. The dotted marks on

her shoulders, legs ,and torso probably

indicate she is wearing body paint

applied for a ritual.
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The white parallel patterns attached to

her arm and waist probably represent

flowing raffia decorations and a raffia

skirt. Horns are also part of her

ceremonial attire- shown, as typically

in prehistoric art, in the twisted

perspective, or composite view, that is,

seen from the front even though on a

profile head. Notably, the artist

painted this detailed image over a field

of much smaller painted human

beings, an example of why it is often so

difficult to date and interpret art on

rock surfaces, as subsequent

superimpositions are frequent.
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This large painted vase, magnificently decorated, 

was among the funerary objects of the first 

inhabitants of Susa, Iran. It (along with other 

ceramic pieces) were found in a large burial mound. 

The deceased received bushels (cylindrical 

earthenware pots), bowls and metal objects 

indicative of the prosperity of the city of Susa.

The top frieze has depictions of stylized aquatic 

birds followed by running dogs. In the heart of the 

vessel is an abstracted goat or ibex, whose horns 

surround an inexplainable round design.

Bushel with ibex motifs

Iran, ca. 4,200-3,500 BCE
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Bushel with ibex motifs, Susa, Iran, 4200-3500

BCE, painted terracotta

Neolithic cultures flourished in the vast area of

West Asia (called from a European viewpoint the

Near East). To judge by the pottery, a high degree

of technical skill was attained. The walls of some of

their pots are quite amazingly thin and delicate.

A beaker from Susa is painted boldly and fluently

with schematic yet remarkably lively animals in

pure silhouette: a frieze of very-long necked birds

at the top, a band of running dogs and, below, an

ibex with huge horns. These animals are distorted

expressively, the elongation of the dogs, for

instance, suggesting speed of movement.

The birds and ibex stand on, and the dogs skim

over, firmly marked ground lines, which provide

the lower edges of frames enclosing “image fields.”

In this way the image acquires, for the first time, a

definite space of its own in striking contrast to cave

paintings. This invention preceded that of writing,

it should be noted.
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‘Anthropomorphic’ means to give a god, nature or 

animals some type of human qualities. This 

haunting stele (most likely a grave marker) is 

among the earliest known works of art from the 

Arabian Peninsula and dates back to some six 

thousand years ago. It was probably associated 

with religious or burial practices. The figure's 

distinctive belted robe and double-bladed sword 

may have been unique to this region. 

Anthropomorphic stele

4,000 BCE, Arabian Peninsula

Sandstone, about 3 ft. tall
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A cong is a form of ancient Chinese jade 

artifact. The earliest cong were produced 

by the Liangzhu culture (3400-2250 BC). 

As a form, a cong is a tube with a circular 

inner section and squarish outer section. 

The outer surface is divided vertically or 

horizontally such that the whole defines a 

hollow cylinder embedded in a partial 

rectangular block. Proportions vary - a 

cong may be squat or taller than it is wide. 

The outer faces are sometimes decorated 

with mask-like faces, which may be related 

to the taotie designs found on later bronze 

vessels.

Jade Cong

Liangzhu, China. 3300-2200 BCE.
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Although generally considered to be a ritual 

object of some sort, the original function 

and meaning of the cong are unknown. 

Later writings speak of the four sides of the 

cong as symbolizing the earth, while the bi, 

or circular hole, represents the heavens. 

Jade Cong

Liangzhu, China. 3300-2200 BCE.
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This sculpture, discovered in a cave 

during the early 1960s, is one of the 

earliest known Pacific works of art, was 

made more than 3500 years ago. It was 

found with some one hundred other 

stone objects of which this is the most 

intricately carved. Made of greywacke (a 

gray sandstone), it’s most likely a

pestle – a tool used to grind spices or 

drugs in a mortar.

Ancient stone mortars and pestles from 

Papua New Guinea are often fashioned 

into the forms of birds, humans and 

animals whereas the Ambum stone has 

a higher level of figurative qualities than 

other pestles and may be in a unique 

class of its own.

The Ambum Stone

Papua New Guinea, 1,500 BCE.
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With various zoomorphic features, it 

may depict the embryo of a long–

beaked echidna (spiny anteater). The 

significance and function of such stone 

images remain obscure,  although they 

are often considered sacred and 

credited with supernatural powers by 

present day people of the region where 

they are used as spirit stones in 

sorcery and other rituals. Stones like 

these were respected, as they were 

believed to promote prosperity and 

fertility.

The Ambum Stone

Papua New Guinea, 1,500 BCE.
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Tlatilco is an important Early Formative 

Mesoamerican site in Central Mexico. Located in the 

Valley of Mexico, on the shores of Lake Texcoco. The site 

is now partially covered by the modern town of the same 

name, and in the 1950s was heavily quarried to obtain 

clay to make bricks. This activity led to the occasional 

digging up of burials, unfortunately promoting the looting 

of figurines, and pottery. Many Tlatilco figurines show 

deformities or other anomalies, including a "duality" mask 

and several two-headed female figures. Tlatilco potters 

were probably most often women because of the size of 

the fingerprints they left in the clay.

The name "Tlatilco" comes from the Nahuatl language, in 

which it means "the place of occult (or hidden) things". 

The name was given by a group of Nahuatl speakers 

because when they arrived in the valley, the culture of 

Tlatilco had already disappeared.

Tlatilco Female Figurine

1200-900 BCE, Central Mexico

Ceramic, about 3.75” tall
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Especially important are the hundreds of female figurines, 

with detailed depictions of hair styles, clothing and body 

ornaments which carry valuable information about its 

ancient inhabitants' real or idealized life style. It has been 

proposed that these figures could depict real individuals 

or deities. Considering that three quarters of these 

figurines were not found in a burial context, it’s still 

unknown whether the were used for domestic or 

agricultural purposes.

Tlatilco Female Figurine

1200-900 BCE, Central Mexico

Ceramic, about 3.75” tall



PREHISTORIC ART

Prehistoric Art

The term Lapita refers to an ancient Pacific 

culture that archaeologists believe to be the 

common ancestor of the contemporary cultures of 

Polynesia, Micronesia, and some areas of 

Melanesia.

Lapita art is best known for its ceramics, which 

feature intricate repeating geometric patterns that 

occasionally include anthropomorphic faces and 

figures. The patterns were incised into the pots 

before firing with a comb-like tool used to stamp 

designs into the wet clay. Each stamp consisted of 

a single design element that was combined with 

others to form elaborate patterns. Many Lapita 

ceramics are large vessels thought to have been 

used for cooking, serving, or storing food. 

Terra Cotta Fragment. Lapita.

1000 BCE, Solomon Islands.
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Stonehenge, Wiltshire, England, c. 2550-1600 BCE
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Stonehenge is an example of a henge, a circle of stones or posts, often surrounded

by a ditch with built-up embankments. Laying out such circles with accuracy

would have posed no particular problem. Architects likely relied on the human

compass. All that is required is a length of cord either cut or knotted to make the

desired radius of the circle.
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Stonehenge is a complex of rough-cut sarsen (a form of sandstone) stones and smaller

“bluestones” (various volcanic rocks) built in several stages over hundreds of years.

The final henge took the form of concentric post-and-lintel circles. The outer ring

consists of huge sarsen megaliths. Inside is a ring of bluestones, and this ring,

encircles a horseshoe (open and facing east) of trilithons (three-stone constructions).

Standing apart and to the east (outside of this aerial view on the left) is the “heel-

stone”, which, for a person looking outward from the center of the complex, would have

marked the point where the sun rose at the summer solstice.

It has recently been shown that the stones could have been used for more sophisticated

solar and lunar observations to predict solstices and eclipses through a 300-year cycle.
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Of all the methods for spanning space, post-and-lintel construction is the

simplest. At its most basic, two uprights (posts) support a horizontal element

(lintel). The upright megaliths at Stonehenge were secured by mortise-and-

tenon joints, that is, joints made by a conical projection at the top of each

upright that fits like a peg into a hole in the lintel.
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The differences in the types of stone used in the different phases of construction are

significant. Unlike the sarsen stone, bluestone was not locally available and would

have been transported over 150 miles from the west, where it had been quarried in

the mountains of west Wales. By bringing the bluestones and using them in the early

Stonehenge cemetery, these migrants made a powerful connection with their

homelands. Over the next thousand years people continued to alter the arrangement

of the bluestones and cremation burials continued in pits at the site.
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We now believe that Stonehenge was the site of ceremonies linked to death and burial.

This theory has been constructed from evidence that looks not only at the stone circles

but also at the nearby sites dating from the periods when Stonehenge was in use.

The site started as a cemetery of cremation burials marked by a circle of bluestones.

Unlike the more famous monument, nearby habitations were built of wood, in

particular large posts and tree trunks. At Durrington Walls a mile away, are a number

circles, not made from stone but from wood, and many circular houses constructed

with wooden posts. The rubbish left behind at this and similar sites provides

archaeologists with insights into the lives of the inhabitants.
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Chemical analysis of animal

bone debris indicates that

the animals consumed came

from great distances before

they were slaughtered, and

therefore that the people

who stayed here had come

from regions far removed

from the site.

Significantly, both

Stonehenge and Durrington

Walls are connected to the

Avon River by banked

avenues. These connected

the worlds of the living (the

wood settlement) with the

domain of the dead (the

stone circle).
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Neolithic people would have moved between these worlds as they walked the avenues,

sometimes bringing the deceased to be buried or cremated, other times approaching the

stone circle for ceremonies and rituals dedicated to the memories of the deceased and

the very ancient ancestors.

The meaning of Stonehenge therefore rests within an understanding of the larger

landscape that contained not only other ritual sites but also sites of habitation.
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Stonehenge

(ca. 2550-1660 BCE)

Built in Salisbury Plain, England

Created in 3 phases over a 1,000 years

Keyed up with astronomical events, such as the 

Summer Solstice… when the Sun rises directly 

over the Heel Stone as seen from the Altar 

Stone

Menhirs, Megaliths… BIG STONES!
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Prehistoric Art Stonehenge
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Carhenge
(Alliance, Nebraska - 1987)

Carhenge is a replica of England's 

Stonehenge located near the city of 

Alliance, Nebraska on the High Plains. 

Instead of being built with large standing 

stones, as is the case with the original 

Stonehenge, Carhenge is formed from 38 

vintage American automobiles, all covered 

with gray spray paint. It was built by Jim 

Reinders, who created it to honor his father 

who studied the structure of Stonehenge, 

which helped him to copy the structure's 

shape, proportions, and size. The heelstone

is a 1962 Cadillac.

//upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/2b/A_Yool_Carhenge2_02Sep03_exif.jpg
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Manhattanhenge

Manhattanhenge, sometimes referred to as 

the Manhattan Solstice – is a semiannual 

occurrence during which the setting sun 

aligns with the east–west streets of the main 

street grid in the borough of Manhattan in 

New York City. The term is derived from 

Stonehenge, where the sun aligns with the 

stones on the solstices with a similarly 

dramatic effect. During Manhattanhenge, an 

observer on one of the gridded east-west 

streets will see the sun setting over New 

Jersey directly opposite, from the street, 

along its centerline.

The dates of Manhattanhenge usually occur 

around May 28 and July 12 or July 13 –

spaced evenly around summer solstice.


