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A MESSAGE FROM THE PRESIDENT

Dear Friends and Colleagues,

The International Committee on the “Intellectual and

Spiritual Expression of Non-literate Peoples” is conveying in its session at the USPP Burgos Congress, as

in previous occasions, for experts from various disciUISPP-CISENP was founded in 2006 as an international scientific commission of The International Union of Prehistoric

and Protohistoric Sciences (Union Internationale des Sciences

Préhistoriques et Protohistoriques). Emmanuel Anati, President.



plines to share experience and scientific approaches

for a better understanding of the human creativity

and behavior. Thank you for your active participation.

Over 70 summaries have been accepted, and several

full texts of papers have reached our team already.

Participants include colleagues with different scientific

concerns and specializations, from five continents. A

stimulating dialogue is in progress by skype and internet. It will continue at the Congress and thereafter.



Our committee is progressing in a joint effort of its

participants, for a cooperation of different branches

of the humanistic and the social sciences, aiming at

building up a new kind of broad-minded study and

understanding of the past. It is a sincere pleasure to

welcome this courageous common effort. Prehistoric

archaeology is in urgent need of this new landscape

of “Conceptual Anthropology”, for a step forward. It

is an important new academic approach for build up

a solid future for the study of man.

In the last three generations, we have followed the

tendency of some humanistic disciplines, in stabilizing conservative concepts, as a mean to preserve the

past acquisitions and dictate the philosophical and

ideological image of the discipline. Such trend creates

a sort of mysticism of the discipline, a special glossary

of conventional slangs, imposing a peculiar way of

reasoning. This may turn out to become a handicap for

innovation and progress. Each discipline has the tendency to find a comfortable refuge in its own ghetto.

The spirit of conservation then favors the progress of

those best integrated into the vernacular system. The

obedient alumni are not necessarily the most brilliant

ones. Such conservationism risks preventing new ideas

and new concepts to compete with the old dogmas.

Such a chain may have a negative effect on the progress

of scientific research.

In each regime, to make a career, it is useful to be

a “member of the party”. Academic regimes tend to

follow the same trend. Conformism helps to survive

though it does not help much in the progress of

research. To avoid criticism, young archeologists

and prehistorians prefer to remain descriptive, limiting new ideas that may displease “peer reviewers”.

This is favoring mediocrity. For the advancement

of scientific research, new ideas should have space:

in any case, good ideas will survive while bad ideas

will die. The debate will be the judge, rather than

aprioristic dogmas.
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Archaeology, both prehistoric and historic, needs a

constant and open dialogue with other disciplines.

The study of man includes anthropology, sociology,

psychology, human geography, semiotics, art history,

and other disciplines that have to join efforts. This

is the aim of conceptual anthropology. Please join us

in this effort.

For the last three generations the trend has been for

researchers to be more and more specialized on limited

research fields. Cultured humanistic formation has

often been sacrificed, being replaced by specific technical knowledge. Rather than broadminded thinkers,

this has favored the formation of technicians. They

are welcome, as they are useful and needed, but it

would be a dangerous dead end for the humanities

if technicians would replace humanistic scholars and

thinkers. Both have to coexist side by side, both being

conscious of their task and role.

What is to be the image of Prehistoric and Protohistoric sciences in the future? Understanding the past

is necessary to build a future. The knowledge of the

past is the elementary base of culture. Even in the

tribal world young people are being initiated to the

knowledge of their past. Let us join efforts to develop

public awareness, education, formation, engagement,

research, for a broader understanding of our past. “Expression” will be glad to host a forum for debates

on the future of the study of man. Ideas, comments,

proposals, will be welcome.

Emmanuel Anati, President



Join the EXPRESSION

discussion blog today.

cisenp.wordpress.com



EXPRESSION

The International Journal

of Art, Archaeology &amp;

Conceptual Anthropology



ATELIER is pleased to announce that

starting in 2014, EXPRESSION will

evolve into a peer-reviewed journal, to

be published quarterly.

Fall, Winter, Spring and Summer

issues will be available by subscription.



President: Emmanuel Anati

Editor in chief: Lysa Hochroth

For subscription information

and submissions:



DISCUSSION

FORUM

In our discussion forum, we are publishing papers

which will be presented at the Atapuerca UISPP

World Congress (1-5 September) in Burgos, Spain.

Other papers from participants in Burgos will be
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a quarterly over the next year.
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Decoding prehistoric art: the messages

behind the images

Emmanuel Anati

Ariela Fradkin

Italy

Introduction

The search for the decoding of prehistoric art has

led to an analysis of the logical cognitive structure

of the most ancient expressions of figurative art. The

typological grammatical system and the associative

syntactic one already revealed 30,000 years ago the

same grammatical and syntactic structures of writing,

and thus allow the reconstruction of the elementary

roots of its formation. The present text examines the

cognitive process that has led to the invention of writing and evidences constants of memorization and

associative synthesis already present in the human

mind from the very beginning of figurative art. It is

postulated that the phonetic writing of the last five

millennia are practical applications of an archetypal

cognitive system that has had and will be able to have

a range of solutions.

Some examples of decoding prehistoric art reopen the

debate on the traditional concept of the beginning

of the writing. It shows the presence of phenomena

of graphical communication that transmit complex

concepts, feelings and sensations since the early expressions of visual art. The visual art would then appear to

have been born as a form of writing. That would lead

to the deduction that visual art and writing are part of

a single package of the cognitive system: the process

of writing appears then to be part of the elementary

intellectual heritage of Homo sapiens. The paper elaborates on this paradigm, which may appear at first as

a bold paradox.

On the origins of writing

The traditional academic praxis considers that writing started approximately 5,000 years ago and the

literature discusses whether it may have happened

first in Mesopotamia or in Egypt. Similar processes of
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formation of formalized writing have taken place also

elsewhere, at different times, in China, Mexico and

elsewhere, where the ruling classes of complex political

structures needed to standardize instruments of communication to control their territories and subjects. It

was postulated that writing came contemporaneously

with the birth of states. In that case, the origin of

structured writing was related to economics and politics. Recent research doubts the validity of this idea.

Some years ago, Marija Gimbutas in her book The

Language of the Goddess (1989) formalized the documentation for an ideographic proto-writing, consisting

of the repetitive symbols appearing on statuettes and

other Neolithic objects in the Balkans 8,000 years

ago. These repetitive symbols appeared to have the

role of adjectives or auspices referring to the images,

like ‘good’, ‘respected’, ‘producer of plenty’, ‘protector’.

They were supposed to have had a magical religious

function (Anati, 2007a). They were generally isolates

and only rarely formed phrases. Analogous phenomena were documented also among tribal populations of

incipient agriculturists and hunter-gatherers, and also

in some assemblages of prehistoric art. An analogous

use of visual symbols for words was considered for the

schematic signs of European Mesolithic societies, such

as the Azilian cultures in France, the Romanellian in

Italy or the Maglemosian in the north of Europe, from

10,000 -8,000 years ago (Anati, 2007a, pp. 151–9).

Then it was ascertained that the Natufian epipaleolitic

cultures of the Mediterranean Levant also used repetitive signs with constant meaning 18,000 years ago

(Anati, 2007a). These phenomena of using visual signs

with agreed meanings implies the mental ability of

symbolic graphic expression and its widespread diffusion, but they did not contain all the requirements

for being considered as true complex writing.

Writing, apart from graphic symbols having constant

values, implies the possibility of transmitting phrases

and reasoning as graphic expressions even of complex

thoughts and spoken language, in conventional forms,

so as to be understood by the receiver. The examples

provided above can hardly satisfy such criteria.



The documentation available so far is likely to be just

a minimal part of what may have been produced in

prehistoric times. Presumably if messages and other

graphic documents were produced, most of them

would have been executed on organic materials, as currently happens in the tribal world with wood, leaves,

bark or animal skins, and would not have survived

over a long time span. Such documents could have

survived for ages only on durable materials like stone.

Documents aimed at communicating or memorizing

have been produced since Paleolithic times. Since the

early works of Denis Peyrony (1934) and Abbé Breuil

(1912), it has been estimated that such expressions

communicated attributes and also auspices, but had

not shown the ability to transmit actions, feelings and

concepts. Until yesterday they could not be defined

as writing. The research on decoding prehistoric art is

now demonstrating that hunter-gatherers formulated

pictographic messages describing and transmitting

information on actions, feelings and concepts already

in the Paleolithic period. The early approaches to the

origins of writing may require basic revision.

Language as defined by William Alston (and others) is

a system of vocal symbols that writing transforms into

visual symbols (Alston, 1971; Fodor, Katz ed., 1964).

These symbols make sense if understood in the same

way by the writer and by the interlocutor to whom

it is addressed, in both cases, for oral messages as

well as visual. The visual symbols have their typology

responding to a grammar that defines their function

and meaning. They follow an order of association

which forms sentences or assemblages of concepts.

An isolated symbol-sound has a generic sense and

the phrase-sequence acquires a specific sense. The

symbol-sound ‘hand’ defines a part of the human

body, the sequence of sounds ‘give me your hand’ or

‘let us shake hands’ inserts the symbol-sound ‘hand’

in a symbol-sound sequence that gives a specific sense

to it. Writing follows the same principle, transforming vocal symbols into visual ones. The sequence of

symbols of the vocal language becomes transformed

into a visual sequence using syntactic rules. It is clear



that before the development of phonetic writing,

the same process took place with ideographic and

pictographic messages.

Picture writing and phonetic writing

Writing by using graphic signs that communicate

ideas, actions and feelings reflects the ability of human

beings to formulate them, giving graphical shapes to

ideas, making them comprehensible to others. In some

prehistoric and tribal formulations such signs were

not the legacy of a defined language, they were the

expression of ideas shared beyond the various spoken

languages. The phonetization of writing has tied up

writing to the specific spoken language, thus losing

the global ability provided by semiographic writing

(picture writing and ideographic writing) to be read

and understood in any spoken language. As core concept semiographic writing uses images or ideas having

shapes of universal meaning. The figure of a man

means ‘man’, that of a woman means ‘woman’ and

that of an elephant means ‘elephant’. That of a male

or female sexual organ mean male or female sexual

organ. In phonetic writing in order to mean man three

phonemes (letters) are requested in English; in Italian, uomo is made of four phonemes and the Spanish

hombre has six phonemes. The sequence of phonemes

are successions of sounds creating words which are

comprehensible only to those knowing that language

of speech. The figure of a man is comprehensible in

any spoken language.

The relation between the sign and its meaning has

variable levels. As formulated by Jean-Paul Resweber,

there are signs and also phonemes that have an implicit

meaning; others may have acquired a metaphorical or

vernacular meaning, which is variable from culture to

culture but usually they tend to keep a relationship

with its core meaning (Resweber, 1979). A recurring

example is that of the grapheme representing the

vulva or female sexual organ, which may mean not

just ‘sexual organ’ but also ‘having sex’ in some cases,

or simply ‘female’ or ‘woman’ in other cases. These

considerations of possible alternatives are essential

elements in the process of decoding.
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The prints of the hand, as an act of presence, has an

immediate reading, disregarding the language; the

hand print is like a signature. It may mean ‘I have

been here’ or ‘This place is mine’ or ‘I swear here

on this sacred rock’. The figures defining ‘worshipper’ (human figure with upraised hands) or ‘hunter’

(armed figure with spear or bow) or the figures of

an elephant, bison or snake are readable in whatever

language. When they are accompanied by ideograms

that mean to adore, to hunt, to wish, to love, to hate,

to fear, or other, they form sentences. The accumulation of comparable data, from obvious to less obvious

documents, and from recent to ancient documents,

sometimes leads to positive results.

Like recent tribal art, since its origins, prehistoric

visual art has had the role of transmitting contents,

and memorizing and fixing events, myths, concepts

and wishes. It had a functional purpose expecting

results. It was not produced just to embellish rock

surfaces. Some rock art sites contain millions of graphemes accumulated in the course of millennia. This

visual art constituted the Bible of their makers, the

archives of their memory, their myths and their history. As we shall further discuss, progressing with the

decoding project we had to reach a basic conclusion:

that a large part of such production had a grammatical

and syntactic structure similar to that which was later

on applied to the various forms of structured writing.



Tribal populations of historic times, having a

technological level of the Stone Age, considered to

be without writing, like some groups of Australian

Aborigines, or populations of Ba-Twa and Mbuti

pygmies of the Congo river basin, currently transmit

messages through message sticks which are read and

understood by whoever they are addressed to.

From a global comparative study of the art of huntergatherer groups of the different continents, we have

found out that the graphic visualization of ideas

responds to systems which are common to various

populations which do not have contacts with each

other for ages. Such systems appear to have the same

common matrix. We can deduce that some of the

standards of graphic messages reflect a faculty of associative synthesis acquired in times much remoter than

what had been previously assumed. Since then it has

allowed wider perspectives of intellectualization and

has immensely amplified its power of communication

and memorization.

Before getting to the explanation of some examples of

decoding, it may be useful to go into some aspects of

the functions of visual art, its structure and motivation.

Since this paper concentrates on the art of European

Pleistocene hunter-gatherers, it seems to be useful to

provide a background to the overview in which such

art may be positioned.



Figure 1a Engraved bones from French Upper Paleolithic, considered to have had the task of message sticks, from Gourdan (Haute

Garonne), Le Placard (Charente), Lorthet (Hautes Pyrénées) and La Madelaine (Dordogne) (Graziosi, 1960).
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Figure 1b Message-sticks from Yirrkalla, Arnhem Land, Australia (Mountford, 1956).
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Visual art is conceptualization as it gives visual shapes

to ideas. A fundamental role of prehistoric and tribal

art is and has been to transmit the doctrine from

generation to generation. Recent studies evidence the

function of sacred writing that rock art has had for

millennia, as a ‘Bible written on stone’ which spread

over five continents (Anati, 2010).



The first graphical signs of memorization are older than

the figurative visual art which developed in successive

stages, in Australia, Africa, Europe and the Near East

(Chaloupka, 1993; Anati, 2003). Signs of this kind,

in South Africa, the Middle East and Europe, exist

from at least 70,000 years (Anati, 2010). It is not

impossible that they represent a semiographic system

of communication. We can postulate that the need

to memorize and to transmit information is a motivation of graphic or visual expressions that preceded

the search for aesthetic experiences. Such a postulate

inverts the traditional vision that considers writing as

a derivation of figurative art. Could it be instead that

figurative art derives from early attempts at a sort of

primary writing? (Anati, 2011).



A variety of styles are present in prehistoric art, as

they are seen by us, from naturalistic to schematic,

to abstract, from descriptive and realistic to metaphoric. The works of this immense repertory have

been described for over a century. The analytical studies now allow us to establish that they have rules, never

written and yet followed for millennia, in sites very

distant apart from each other, from Africa to Australia,

to Argentina in South America. Such rules concern

the logical grammatical and syntactic structure, which

allowed the transmission not only of facts, but also

of sensations and feelings. Prehistoric art, like other

kinds of literature, was able to express pleasure, fear

and desire.



Early figurative art transmitted messages with conventional metaphoric and allegoric systems, which still

persist in the tribal world. A classic example is provided by the figure of the bison (or buffalo) designed

in charcoal-black by American Indian people to represent their head, whose name was Black Bison. It was

the promotion and the exaltation of the charismatic

head whom they worshipped. They did not write his

name in phonetic script, they designed his name:

the drawing of a bison made with charcoal was big

chief Black Bison. We may consider it a metaphoric

representation but for the makers it was just a representation and everybody understood its meaning

(Anati, 1989b).



The most ancient figurative art, for which reliable

chronologies are available, was produced around

50,000 years ago in regions far apart like Africa and

Australia. Intentional markings and signs still older,

engraved on stone, shaped as points, lines, criss-cross

lines, cupules or cup-marks, are unlikely to have been

done for nothing. They are likely to have had some

practical function, like memorization or communication. Some are considered to have numerical value,

like series of lines or of points, which presumably

indicate amounts, of what we do not know, as no

figures accompany the signs and the accompanying

signs have not been decoded as yet.



Tribal people who do not use phonetic writing are still

producing a large variety of graphic ways to communicate and memorize. Some of them appear to have

styles and themes similar to those of prehistoric people.

They also have a variety of styles and preferred subjects.

All of them have also many elements in common,

which are of great help in the decoding of artworks

produced by extinct cultures. Still surviving human

groups of hunter-gatherers, like some of the Australian

Aborigines or South African Khoisan, continue to

produce works of art with similar topics, displaying

persistent millenary traditions of art production as a

means of communicating and memorizing, mainly



Functions of prehistoric art

Prehistoric art, like all art, transmits memories, experiences, sensations and feelings, and reflects both the

intellectual truth and the imagination of its society

through the medium of the artist; it expresses the

requirements of the main human impulses of memorization and communication.
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Figure 2a European cave art. Two phases of paintings are present on this tracing showing two different conceptual

typologies. The later phase, typical of Franco-Cantabrian cave art, represents association of quadrupeds, bisons and horse.

The early phase is an association of hand stencils and ideograms, some of which represent tools or objects. Series of dots

may be numeric ideograms. This early phase displays a pattern which is widespread in Early Hunters art in all continents.

Castillo Cave, Santander, Spain. Tracing by H. Breuil (Del Rio, Breuil, Sierra, 1911).



to preserve and transmit the fundamental messages

of their own conceptual identity from generation to

generation (Anati, 1997).



thematic of pre-literate art reveal the nature of the

economic and social structures in which its production took place.



In these intellectual expressions intimately tied

between language and visual art, the diversification

process derives from the influence of several factors.

Adaptation to landscape, climate and resources may

have been joined by different social experiences. The

process of diversification of the primordial style

forming different styles and tendencies is expressing

variations in the mechanism of conceptual development: a logical process of evolution. With regard to

the languages, an analogous process is presumable,

from a primordial language, defined as ‘the sapiens

mother language’, through the development of local

dialects that gradually became languages that have in

their turn further developed dialects, in a constant

process of diversification.



The localities to which men returned in the course of

ages to execute rock art and leave on the rocks their

messages and memories cover a role that we could

define as sacred and social: they are meeting places

where the communication with mythical beings or the

spirits of ancestors was attempted, where humans had

experiences of an imaginary dialogue with the invisible

forces of nature. They were also places of meeting and

joint meditation with other human beings.



The visual communication has had analogous evolutions. The cognitive system has maintained one

constant structure, with secondary variants reflecting the influence of the way of life determined by

economic and social structures. As defined already in

earlier works (Anati, 2002b; 2010), from worldwide

comparative analysis it emerges that the style and the



Art and communication are still two major elements

characterizing human society. Art is the spirit of

society, the expression that defines its identity; communication is the spirit of society that allows single

individuals to consider themselves part of one social

community. In the last 50,000 years, art has had a

vital role in transmitting the memory and defining the

identity of the personality of the artist and his or her

society. Among the people who do not have formal

writing, the visual art is writing and has a fundamental

role of communication beyond that of identity and

social cohesion.



AUGUST 2014



9












        

  


      Download EXPRESSION NÂ° 6 SUMMER 2014

        


        EXPRESSION_NÂ° 6 SUMMER_2014.pdf (PDF, 6.25 MB)

        

        Download PDF


        

    


  




        
  Share this file on social networks

  

  

  
    
      
    
     
  
    
      
    
     
  
    
      
    
     
  
    
      
    
  
  







        
  
  Link to this page

  


  Permanent link

    Use the permanent link to the download page to share your document on Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, or directly with a contact by e-Mail, Messenger, Whatsapp, Line..


  
  
  Copy link
  

  

  
      


      Short link

      Use the short link to share your document on Twitter or by text message (SMS)


      
        
          
          Copy link
        

      
      

  


  HTML Code

    Copy the following HTML code to share your document on a Website or Blog


  
  
    PDF Document EXPRESSION NÂ° 6 SUMMER 2014.pdf
    Copy code
  

  
  



  QR Code to this page

    

      [image: QR Code link to PDF file EXPRESSION_NÂ° 6 SUMMER_2014.pdf]

      


      
  

  
  




This file has been shared publicly by a user of PDF Archive.

Document ID: 0000181472.

 Report illicit content





      

    

  













  
  
    
      
        
          [image: PDF Archive]
        

        
          2023 · 
          Legal notice · 
          Terms of use

          Privacy policy / GDPR ·

          Privacy settings ·

          Contact
          

          Report illicit content · 
          FR · 
          EN
        

      

    

  





















    