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Introduction

In archeological terminology “Rock Art” uses to refer to any man-
made markings made on natural stone. In general, the Rock Art fall
into two major categories that is petroglyphs and pictographs. Both
petroglyphs and pictographs have frequently been reported in many
parts of the world and can be found in a variety of places such as on
the wall of caves, rock shelters, or on block stones in open-air sites.
Traditionally, those images which are depicted in association and
constitute a group are called “panel” and individual markings and
images labeled as “motives”.

The word petroglyph is combinative and comes from the Greek
words petros meaning “stone” and glyphein meaning “to carve”.It
was first coined in French as pétroglyphe and then finds its way into
other languages.

Petroglyphs are images that can be create by different techniques
such as removing, incising, pecking, carving, and abrading part
of a rock surface. Petroglyphs are usually depicted on rock facets
coated with patina, a dark mineral accumulation on rock surfaces.
To create a petroglyph the artist removes the patina, exposing the
contrasting lighter rock interior. Instances of negative images,
produced by removing the patina surrounding the intended figure,
are also known. Sometimes petroglyphs are painted or accentuated
by polishing. Petroglyphs are found world-wide, and are often, but
not always, associated with prehistoric peoples. Pertoglyhs have
also been found in great numbers in Iran and several assemblages
are published in archaeological literature.

Pictographs are another category of Rock Art. Contrary to
petroglyphs which create by removing parts of a stone, pictographs
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Topographical map showing location of Jorbat petroglyphic site.

create by adding some sort of pigments on rock surface to draw
a painted image. Survival of ancient paintings (pictographs) is due
to use of mineral pigments, most commonly manganese, hematite,
malachite, gypsum, limonite, clays and various oxides. The best
preserved pictography is found under sheltering overhangs and in
caves which are not exposed to natural eroding factors. To produce
crayons or paints first the minerals had to be finely ground and
combined with binding materials. Crayons and animal hair brushes
have been excavated in caves with paintings. Exceedingly fine lines
evidence the production of excellent brushes. The most common rock
art element found around the world, the human hand, exemplifies
several pictography types. A technique used since the Neolithic is
spraying around a hand, resulting in a negative image. The more
common positive print was often made with pigment applied to the
hand and transferred to the rock. The simplest pictographs are wet
clay finger drawings and charcoal drawings. Both finger drawings
and charcoal paintings have been found in Iran. Examples are known
in western Iran, Luristan, namely the rich assemblages from Dushah,
Mirmalas caves, and Houmiyan (Bard-i-Spid, Era Remya, Chwarta,
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Topographical map showing distribution of Jorbat petroglys.

Sang-e Mehrdad Valley, and Chalga Shala) all in Kuh- 1 Dasht Area,
Pusht-i-Kuh region. Finger paintings have also been found in several
parts of Iran including Bastak in Hormozgan (Eshkaft-e Ahou) to
the south and Nargeslou, Bojnord to the northeast of Iran. However,
we may confess that in Iran petroglyphs are more widespread than
pictographs, which are preserved chiefly in dry regions, inside
caves, and under overhanging cliffs. Several assemblages of these
petroglyphs from all over Iran have recently been published in an
especial volume of Bastanpazhuhi journal (no.3, 2007) which 1is
dedicated to rock art studies in Iran.

A Rock Art assemblage can be dated by two methods of relative
and absolute dating techniques. In relative dating the main criteria is
iconographical study and stylistic analysis of the images as well as
the degree of repatination of the carved surfaces. The more patina,
the older age. Some of the most ancient petroglyphs are the same
color as the surrounding rock. Over the years, several absolute dating
techniques have been developed including AMS (Accelerated Mass
Specrtomerty) and Carbon dating.

Definitions and Interpretations of Rock-Art

Rock Arts have been interpreted differently by many scholars
depending on their location, age, and the type of image. Some
petroglyphs are thought to be astronomical markers, maps, and
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Rock art images of shaman in Northern Asia. 1. Karakol; 2. Altai; Oglakhty (Middle
Yenisei River); 3. Mokhsogolokh-Khaja (Middle Lena River); 5. Aya Bay (Lake
Baikal); 6. Mount Ukir (after Devlet 2001).

other forms of symbolic communication, including a form of “pre-
writing”. Certain scholars suggest that petroglyphs were made by
shamans in an ‘altered state of consciousness’, perhaps induced
by the use of natural hallucinogens (Lewis-Williams 2002). The
proponents of this theory which is called “trance theory” or “theory
of universal shamanism” have claimed for “shamanic reading” of
the rock art all over the world. These scholars find support for their
hypothesis in anthropological and ethnographic studies on Kalahari
Desert peoples. They believe that though the San people’s artworks
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A rock art panel in Niukzha, Olekma River basin , a shaman is flying among the
celestial bodies (after Devlet 2001, fig. 3.4).

are predominantly paintings, the beliefs behind them can be used
as a basis for understanding other types of rock art, including
petroglyphs.

But, as recently noticed by Henri-Paul Francfort, “...from a basic
methodological point of view, it is odd to compare to compare the
art of San, which is narrative and anecdotic, with the cave art of
prehistoric period which is naturalistic and descriptive. The founding
principals of these two arts are essentially different. The first depicts
(according to some authors) authentic shamanic actions, ceremonies
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and shamanic beings, as seen from outside by an observer. The
second depicts beings (not scenes) believed to be shamanic because
they are supposed to have been obtained from shamanic visions (as
seen from inside by a practitioner)”(Francfort 2001: 248-49).

Recent analytical studies on rock arts in the sphere of Central Asia,
especially in Mongolian region and Siberia which is the heartland of
shamanism have resulted to new insights which are devastating to
the shamanic hypothesis. As these studies show, one fundamental
problem is that of defining as precisely as possible the criteria that
might make it possible to identify shamanistic elements in ancient
data-criteria which of necessity must come from anthropological or
sociological analysis of contemporary or historical shamnisms.

Having studied the rich petroglyphic assemblage of Tsagaan
Salaa/Baga Oigor in extreme northwest of Mongoila Jacobson-
Tepfer reaches in to conclusion that it is difficult to find attributes
that are necessarily related to shamanic practices, and observes that
to make leap from historic evidence to prehistoric images requires
that one must “ignore the most fundamental cautions of a researcher
and take on the purpose of a poet”(2001:279). There are no definite
representations of artifacts or of symbolic elements that can be linked
to shamanism and “if there are signs indicative of hallucinatory
states within the rock art...or if there are signs of the process of
going into trance, I don’t know what they would be”. Any claims
that the motives might be references to a shamanic realm and to
shamanic activities are too speculative to be convincing. Jacobson’s
conclusions are unequivocal: “ where, then are the shamans...I do
not thick we see any; or , at the least, we see no clear signs of that
figure...within the great North Asia tradition of prehistoric art, it is
not possible a case for the existence of shamans, or of shamanism”.
(Ibid)

Therefore, obviously we can not discriminate between shamanic
and non-shamanic images, and if we can not do so in Siberia, then
how can we possibly do so elsewhere?

In fact, it is due to their vague definition of shaman, shamnism,
trance and so forth that the proponents of theory of universal
shamanism have claimed for “shamanic reading” of the rock art all
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over the world. Indeed, their definition of these concepts is so all-
inclusive that practically any thing can be described to this category
of art. From this pint of view, therefore, as Francfort reminds, very
few ancient arts anywhere in the world could “ escape the universal
trance interpretation, including Romanesque and Baroque”, but
some religions encompass “what appears to be a broad spectrum
of various ‘altered state of consciousness’ whose social and artistic
manifestation are not shamanic in the slightest”. In short, some arts
known to be non-shamanic display features crucial to the proposed
theory, while some ‘altered state of consciousness’ in a religious
context have nothing to do with shamanism.

Recent archaeological reconnaissance in the region of north
Khorasan is resulted to discovery of several rock art complexes,
including both petroglyphic and pictographic sites. Two petroglyph
sites have yet been found in the region; one near Jorbat to the east
of Jajarm, another near Qouch-Qala on the bank of Atrak River
and within some 20 km to the east of Bojnord. Three pictographic
complexes have also been found in the region all of them are located
in Atrak valley: two near Farouj in the mountainous village of Bash-
Mahale and Zaynakanlou and the third near Nargeslou-Olya village
some 30 km to the west of Bojnord.

Based on their size, variety of depictions as well as their
chronological depth, we have choose to briefly investigate tow of
these newly discovered rock art assemblages: the petroglyphs of
Jorbat and pictographs of Nargeslou.

Petroglyphs of Jorbat

The complex of Jorbat pertoglyphs is located in the extreme west
of North Khorasan Province, in the vicinity of the village of Jorbat
to the east of jajarm. In terms of number of carved surfaces it is
one of the largest petroglyphic complexes of northeast of the Iranian
plateau.

The village of Jorbat is situated on the east of Jajarm plain in a
semi-arid area which is dominantly covered with scrubs. Miandasht
Wildlife Refuge and Protected Area located a few kilometers to the
south of Jorbat village. The site of rock carvings which is locally
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A huge block of stone with various images depicted on it.
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Selected drawings from Jorbat petroglyphs (to be continued).
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known as ‘Sang Neveshteha-ye Jorbat’ is located in N 56 62 989, E
37 09 077 and 1270 asl, in a ‘V-shaped’ valley to the north face of
Kuh-e Owzon. It is a large scatter of huge blocks of stones that under
the impact of seismic activities and so forth broke away from the
edges of adjoining sandstone ridges and rolled down the slopes.

The natural weathering, cracking, and sloughing-off of the stone
surfaces as well as human-made damages have resulted to significant
damages to many images.

Various designs and images depicted on the surfaces of the isolated
boulders mostly constitute a panel and sometimes individual motives
and inscriptions. These images are usually incised or chipped out with
a stone and/or a sharp metal tool. Most of the rock engravings depict
wild animals (caprids, bovids, carnivores, and etc.), anthropomorphic
figures, ritual group-dancing, hunting-scenes, horse and camel riders
sometimes carrying weapons like lances or sword. Among the
animal imagery wild animals especially wild goat/Ibex with long,
elaborated curved horns, deer, ram, panthers, two-humped camels
(Bactrian camel) are predominate. Other animals are horses, bulls,
she-goats, dogs, and in one case possibly an elephant (?). Hunting
on horseback or on foot sometimes with the help of hounds can be
found on several stones. In addition, geometric and symbolic designs,
Arabic and Persian inscriptions and most notably stenciled human
hands have also been observed in the complex. One characteristic
feature 1s depiction of two-wheeled carts which are predominant
in Central Asian Pertoglyphs. Close parallel to Jorbat carts can be
seen in Bronze Age petroglyphic complex of Eskiol’mes kazakhstan
(Mar’jasev et al 1998, Tafel 38).

Chronologically, the Jorbat petroglyphic complex covers a
large span of time, from prehistoric times (at least middle Bronze
Age) up to the Islamic era. Different styles can be recognized in
the assemblage including naturalistic style of prehistoric phase and
stylized figures of the later periods. An archaeological survey in
the area led to discovery of a Bronze Age settlement locally called
Rafteh and is approximately three kilometers to the east of rock
carvings which indicate presence of human population in the region
at least from the Bronze Age.
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A rock with image of hand and Arabic inscription
(Soltan Hossein, Mohammad ibn Hessam).

As for interpretation of petroglyphs, as we cited above it is often
thought that these designs were created for religious purposes including
shamanic rituals and sympathetic magic. Certain scholars, however,
believe that the animal and human figures were metaphors of the
forces of nature that fostered consciousness of the place of human in
the universe. Besides, other people believe that these images have been
created by shepherds in later perioels simply for pastime.

As for interpretation of the Jorbat petroglyhic complex, a shamanic
reading can notoriously be rejected because in addition to the above
mentioned methodological problems, we may also take in to account
the geographical location of the complex which is in the territory of
Indo-Iranian and Iranian peoples, who had a symbolic system and a
religion that was definitely different from shamanism.

Undoubtedly, a ritual interpretation of many images of Jorbat
complex, especially the Bronze Age images, can not be excluded.
However, we may confess that many of Medieval and contemporary
images of the complex have obviously been engraved by local
shepherds, who come to the valley to graze their flocks especially
in summers. Several inscriptions with the name of local shepherd
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A large block of stone with images of Ibex (right) and elephant? (left).

such as “Amir Qoli Choupan, Gholam Choupan, and [Yad-] Allah
Choupan” as well as local huters like “Shah Ali sayyad” Confirm
the idea.

At the end, it should be said that since Jorbat rock carvings are
created in open-air, alarge number of petroglyphs have been destroyed
under the impact of the sun, wind, atmospheric precipitations,
seismic activities, and by cycling heat and cold weather so that many
images are badly worn and some cases unrecognizable. Unaware
local peoples have also participated in destroying petroglyphs by
imitating old images or carving new designs or inscriptions over the
old ones.

Pictographs of Takeh Rock-Shelter

The village of Nargeslou is located on a mountainous terrain
some 30 kilometers to the west of Bojnord, the chief-city of North
Khorasan province. The rock shelter of Take is on the right bank of
Chaylagh River a few hundred meters to the south of Nargeslou. The
rocks to both sides of The river are in some parts highly eroded and
there are many small caves and grottoes in them, of which only the
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Topographical map showing location of Takeh rock-shelter, near Nargeslou.

largest one to the uppermost part of the valley is richly decorated
with paintings in silhouette. The Takeh rock-shelter is named after
the large ibexes (Takeh in local dialect) painted on rock-walls of the
shelter. The painted panel is executed with a red mineral substance,
possibly ochre and depicts a typical hunting scene. The hunter(s)
in this panel are assisted by dogs. One hunter is better preserved,
easier to distinguish and shows a man with a long spear, a back-
pack(?) and some sort of upturned shoes. Similar shoes are still used
by shepherds of the highlands of the North Khorasan Province and
are locally known as Charogh.

The panel is consisted of 37 motives including wild games (ibexes,
mountain-goats, aboar(?), and deer), trees, dogs, and human. The only
domesticated animal in this painted panel is dog, which according
to archaeological findings has probably been domesticated by man
in upper Paleolithic period (ca. 14000 B.P) in Southwest Asia.
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Above: pictographic panel in Takeh rock-shelter.
Lett: Selection of figures in pictographic panel of
Takeh rock-shelter.

Acoding to iconographical analysis
there seems to be two different breeds
of domesticated canine in the panel:
the sheepdog and the hounds. While
the hounds are accompanying a hunter,
who 1s depicted with a spear, tracking
several large ibexes, the sheepdog is
wandering behind the whole scene.
All games are facing right, moving
toward a grazing field with large bushes
or trees with spreading branches. These
animals are mostly depicted on ground
lines that probably indicate trials which
animals take as preferred path to their
grazing fields. Among the depicted
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General view of Ojaqlar prehistoric site near Nargeslou (view from west)

games the ibex is unquestionably outnumbered. They are depicted
with large, curved horns, long beards and occupy the central part of
the scene. A brief examination of images of the rock-shelter shows
a remarkable homogeneity which indicates that the whole panel is
depicted in one and the same time.

From iconographical point of view, the paintings of Take rock-
shelter doesn’t show considerable similarities with other known
pictographs from Iran and/or Central Asia which makes definition
of a chronological horizon for the paintings difficult. Unfortunately,
for a number of reasons we were not able to use laboratory methods
(C14 and AMS seems efficient) to date the pictographs of Take rock-
shelter, but the fact that the hunter is depicted on foot and uses a
simple spear instead of being on horseback and using a bow may
imply to a date preceded the invention of bow and domestication of
horse. The lack of any domesticated animal in the panel (except for
the dog) may support this hypothesis as well. Location of the rock-
shelter in an overlooking place, the painted figures, the composition
of scene, the way in which threes are drawn with spreading roots and
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branches, the lack of developed hunting techniques and a number
of other reasons incline us to date the painted panel on Takeh rock-
shelter to the Chalcolithic era or the very beginning of Bronze Age.
And if this 1s true, then the pictographs of Takeh rock-shelter can
be of the earliest, if not the oldest, in a series of hunting scenes and
other rock paintings that hitherto been reported from different caves
and rock-shelters in different parts of Iran and Central Asia.
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