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[H]uman action in the external world materializes only through thinking about the order of things, since things are based upon each other.

– IBN KHALDUN, The Muqaddimah

 

The Muqaddimah: An Introduction to History/Ibn Khaldun (1332–1406) [Chapter VI, Section 2]. Translated from the Arabic by Franz Rosenthal; abridged and edited by N.J. Dawood. Princeton University Press, 1969.
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OBJECTS AND HISTORIES

THIS BOOK IS ABOUT THE STUFF OF HISTORY. THROUGH A selection of things from prehistoric to modern-day India, it brings out the inordinate power of the material world to demonstrate the limitlessness of the historical enquiry. It reminds us that we engage with the world through objects, and that even the immaterial is fashioned as many visible forms. The histories in the book encourage the nurture of a complex and rigorous scholarship of the past, highlight many unexplored historical domains, and present the need for critically evaluating our creations of material realities.

Such object-driven history books have become commonplace since the publication, just over a decade ago, of A History of the World in 100 Objects by the British Museum (2011). The aim of that project was to exhibit the institution’s universalism as ‘The Museum of the World, for the World’. Carefully planned, high-profile advertising for the book, including through radio broadcasts each devoted to one object, contributed to the rapid expansion of the market for history books told through lists of things. This book was first proposed then, but the aims have emerged as somewhat different, conveying the need to map the changing meanings and valuations of things over time with the shifting directions of historical enquiries. Each of its essays builds upon the many stories which the object conveys, and exhibits the logic of expecting multiple histories of a particular phenomenon. The essays, therefore, also illustrate the many ways in which objects and their assemblages allow us to imagine the world and explore its connected histories. They present the need for thinking through the historical linkages we construct, and for engaging with the polyvalence of History.

The collection here follows the core publication brief to convey the historical chronology of the Indian subcontinent. Thus, the Pallavaram Spear Head, Fortuna Intaglio, Mehrauli Iron Pillar, Jahangir’s Meteorite Knife, Tipu’s Tiger, a Quit India Flyer, INS Vikrant, Bhimayana and Moving Solar Pump – to provide a glimpse – map the temporal sequence from prehistory. Although placed sequentially, largely according to the dates of their creation, the objects nevertheless refuse easy absorption in a chronological narrative. For, as their biographical essays illustrate, they move in and out of time and space and, therefore, through many histories. They implore us to see the bigger world they inhabit and caution us against conceptualizing the past in a linear form and seeking only the aspects of their uniqueness. They create a regard of the infinite ways in which we are able to historicize.

Although the terms Ancient, Medieval and Modern appear as time frames through the essays, they do not constitute historiographic markers of a periodization. They have been used as convenient reference points, and have no bearing, whatsoever, to equivalence with a Hindu, Muslim or British historical period for India. Additionally, the essays categorically eschew the understanding that foreign invasions brought unfortunate changes to the, supposedly, innate and ancient Hindu civilization. They reveal, instead, how wrong it is to treat either as utterly foreign or as completely indigenous a past without nation states and a region as vast and diverse as the Indian subcontinent. They highlight the inaccuracies of historicizing essentialisms, including an essence of the Indian culture and tradition.

The life histories of objects illustrate the problems of ascribing and fixing meanings and identities. Thus, the Allahabad Pillar provokes the question of the best way to describe it at all, as its identification simply as Ashokan or Mauryan erases all its other uses and patterns of memory. Objects, as the book reminds us, live many lives.

They, therefore, invite us to attend to the complexity of representation through which different meanings often coexist simultaneously around them. They encourage us to see the merit of viewing the past as a palimpsest, as they make us very aware of the seepage of older forms into the new. They, thereby, show us that the material world demands careful histories of encounters.

The collection here highlights the stringent demands of the scholarship of the material. Many objects raise questions about classifications, and some remind us of the complicated, and often out of date, antiquity laws that establish their economic and heritage valuations and condition their access. The essays of the photographs illustrate the importance of informed, critical engagements with the materiality of vision within the historical and archaeological scholarship. With the lithographs, posters, and graphic novels, photographs too bring us to note the inordinate power of visual histories for resisting moves of authoritarianism.

Objects demand reflection upon our dismissals of the copy for the real thing; acts that have long guided the scholarship of art and archaeology. For, as we note through the histories of the consumption of the Eastern Torana of Sanchi and Ajanta paintings, material authenticity often has little bearing upon the valuation of things as objects of heritage. Replicas and souvenirs often create the tangibility of a certain past.

Many objects allow us to recall histories that have been side-lined. Thus, the Akluj Hero Stone, Monkey Skull, Pabuji’s phad and Sidi Sayyid’s jaali highlight the histories of pastoralist and tribal societies, oral traditions and slave trade, and the importance of situating them within the mainstream and popular histories of India. Others illustrate the heuristic value of thinking through histories of collections, collecting practices and curation in exploring past and contemporary times.

Considering that museums are being built at an increasing rate in India at present, and some are also being wilfully destroyed in the process, the scholarship of objects and histories creates a regard of the intensification of the political acts of heritage-making. The well-known Didarganj Yakshi, for example, guides us to interrogate the increasing heritagization of new regional cultures, and the Model Village and Sarnath Buddha allow us to note the rich histories that we can source through little-known regional collections.

In thinking through objects and histories we also begin to see the logic of engaging intellectually with the emerging scholarship of museum archaeology and museum anthropology that represent the constraints and difficulties of undertaking field work in a milieu of increasing war zones, conflicts and deprivation. In fact, the COVID-19 pandemic shows us quite starkly the constraints we shall encounter in field research.

The photograph of Toda Testing forefronts the historical role of museums in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in nurturing field sciences, in this case social anthropology, and the Terracotta Plaque of Harvesting displays the contributions of many university museums in South Asia in pioneering regional archaeologies.

The award of a Tagore Scholarship in 2015 allowed a period of work at the National Museum in New Delhi during which the composition of this book started. Selections from the National Museum’s collections highlight several salient themes. For instance, the Museum’s display of the Jadeite Necklace of Mohenjodaro conveys the erasure of histories in nation-making. The Necklace therefore appears in the book as a historic object of the partition of 1947. The Chintz rumaal exhibits the transnational nature of things often used for crafting national histories, and the looted and rescued sculpture of the Yogini Vrishanana commands critical enquiries into collecting practices, as they entail removing things from situated places and complicate the issues of securing provenance.

Of the objects that have accrued value as particularly Indian, the Temple Sari documents the invention of old traditions in modern times, and the Ambassador Car highlights the anomaly of heritage-making that overlooks the manpower that creates the heritage objects. Things non-Indian also appear in the book as they relate to histories of India, and an example is the handheld Tibetan Prayer Wheel which recalls the efficacy of Indians as human instruments in the British imperialist projects of ruling the East. Lesser-known things which feature include an 1857 Bed with an image of the Relief of Lucknow, and native histories of antiquarianism, especially of the Mughal emperor Jahangir. Notably, the life histories of most antiquities appear extraordinarily topical in that they allow us to reflect upon the tribulations of our world today.

Objects, as this book demonstrates, arouse heated debates about their valuations, lend themselves to new interpretations, and provoke questions about well-known things. They create experiential and social effects. But even when they appear as cultural artefacts of the political world, they are able to negate such claims upon them by awakening curiosity and wonder among their viewers. By drawing attention to acts of historicizing and endowments of historicity, this book presents their tremendous power to resist our meaning making of them. It demonstrates the many ways in which they construct multiple and changing meanings, and thereby illustrates the historic flaw of ascribing immutability to a nation’s history by fixing such a valuation as an innate object of cultural heritage.
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THE PALLAVARAM SPEAR HEAD

 

Chennai, Tamil Nadu

c. Late Acheulean, 150,000–75,000 BP

THE CHANCE DISCOVERY OF THIS SEEMINGLY UNREMARKABLE piece of stone was momentous in proving the long prehistory of South Asia and ascertaining the Palaeolithic Age of the Indian subcontinent. On 30 May 1863, a young Englishman, Robert Bruce Foote (1834–1912) of the Geological Survey of India, spotted a ‘moderately fine-grained cinnamon coloured quartzite’ in a gravel pit, ‘a few hundred yards north of the Cantonment at Palaveram (10 miles S.W. of Madras)’, as he recorded in his first report of the find, published three years later (1866). Foote, however, was not sure whether the object had been made by human hands and could be regarded as a ‘genuine Stone Implement’ because he had only seen such things as drawings in the pages of the journal The Geologist. He knew little about ‘the peculiarities of fracture of quartzite pebbles’, but was shortly assured that the Pallavaram find was indeed a stone tool, in fact a palaeolith made by early humans, when in September with his friend and colleague from the Geological Survey, William King, he found several ‘finely shaped quartzite implements in situ’ in the laterite bed of the ‘Atrampakkam nullah’, around 60 kilometres away from Madras. Thereafter, on revisiting Pallavaram in January 1864, Foote was able to identify two more palaeoliths from the gravel pit. The excitement of the finds had a significant impact upon him, as he became, by his own admission, a ‘confirmed collector of prehistoric remains, thoroughly bitten with the desire to find more of these interesting artifacts’.

[image: Image]

Sketch ‘front and right-edge of the actual size’ of the Spear Head. Possibly by Elizabeth Ann Percival, wife of Robert Bruce Foote in Foote 1866, Plate I a and I b. Quartzite tool, Lower Palaeolithic, Government Museum, Chennai.

The above account clearly shows us that dramatic archaeological discoveries are not about the revelation of ‘facts on the ground’. They often entail the ‘sighting of evidence’ through searches for things for unravelling the unknown. Foote’s narrative of making sense of his find at Pallavaram presents a glimpse of this feature of archaeological discoveries, and his pioneering scholarship of Indian Prehistory draws our attention to the myriad connections, intellectual and methodological, which objects facilitate. Foote shows us the importance of placing collections and collecting practices at the heart of understanding the archaeological scholarship.

[image: Image]

Sketch by Robert Bruce Foote of a possible ‘Method of Hafting the Spear Head’, in Foote 1914.

Foote’s drawing is as near an exact replica of the Spear Head as was possible through sketching. He found the object with a broken tip, and worked upon its functional possibilities before he pronounced it to be a spear head. One of his sketches of the object, conceptualized as unbroken and inserted into a bamboo pole, illustrates the experimentations which informed the naming, and the attendant note of the hafting of the ‘spear-head type’ shows us the careful ways in which he drew into the nascent scholarship of prehistory in Britain and Europe for devising methods of studying the stone tools of India. He recalled the spear head finds at St. Acheul, France, and Hoxne, England, for making the case that people who were so skilful in preparing such capital shapes ‘could not have found it very difficult to invent suitable handles’, and sourced the writings of prominent British antiquaries, notably John Evans, John Prestwich and Charles Lyell, for ascertaining that ‘no weapons in olden times were more valued than the spear and javelin […] for they prevented the necessity of coming to such extremely close quarters with the foe’. Notably, the discoveries of stone tools which Foote, King and others made in India from the late 1860s happened around the same time as the official recognition of prehistory in western Europe.

Like the recognition of many sciences in the West, those towards prehistory too, was staunchly opposed by the dogma of religion, and the histories of the affirmation of a prehistoric past impress upon us the powerful agency of intellectual networks of support through which ground-breaking views have often acquired public endorsement.

Antiquarian scholarship gathered momentum from the seventeenth century, and developed through the collections of antiquities from field surveys. Notably, one collection of flint tools, made by Jacques Boucher de Perthes (1788–1868), a French antiquary and director of customs at Abbeville, in Picardie, France, played a major role in constituting the formal evidence of human prehistory. Boucher de Perthes collected flints from the gravel beds of the nearby river Somme, and found many implement-looking objects next to bones of large extinct animals within the same geological layers. In 1836, he decided to make his observations public and announced to local antiquaries that his collections comprised tools made by man before the Deluge (or the Great Flood in the Bible). The declaration shocked his god-fearing Christian audience who believed in the Mosaic Chronology that decreed God’s creation of the world after the Deluge, in the year 4004 BCE. The exact year of the supposed origins of mankind had been calculated in 1650 CE by an archbishop of Armagh, Ussher, Ireland, and the date was largely held sacrosanct in western Europe well until the mid-1850s.

Having failed to garner support locally for evidence he considered momentous, Boucher de Perthes published his views in two volumes, as Antiquités celtiques et antédiluviennes (1847 and 1859). The second brought him to the attention of British antiquaries because by then excavations at the Brixham Cave in Devon, England, had yielded similar evidence of flint artefacts with fossils of extinct animals. Therefore, when the Scottish antiquary and geologist Hugh Falconer passed through Abbeville in 1858, he made a point of examining the flint collection. Falconer agreed with Boucher de Perthes that the flints were artefacts of a pre-Diluvial (pre-flood) age, and urged his esteemed friends in Britain, the geologist John Prestwich and archaeologist John Evans, to examine them. Evans visited Abbeville in 1859 and upheld the validity of Falconer’s assessment and this verification led to the announcement, in the same year, of the prehistoric antiquity of Man by the Royal Society. The declaration of the premier academy of science invalidated the Mosaic Chronology and made way for publicizing the evidence of Prehistory.

Foote’s recollection of Hoxne reminds us of the antiquity of this ‘tale of prehistory’. The flint tools which the excavator John Frere (1740–1807), or rather his workmen, spotted here in 1797 with giant animal bones deep in a brick clay pit were indeed palaeolithic. Yet, Frere’s claim at the time that they were tools made by people who lived in remote times ‘even beyond that of the present world’ was fully ignored. Discoveries, as we note from the tale, require a right time for being considered and deliberated upon, and Foote seems to have made his discovery at an opportune time. He soon declared that the quartzite object of Pallavaram was

the first palaeolith found in India […] of the spear-head type […] in shape it is very different from the great majority of South Indian palaeoliths, being long and narrow and quite fitted to be used as a spear-head, if suitably hafted.

Foote’s statement probably lends to the growing sensationalization of his first find in India today, often wrongly recalled as a hand axe, as the discovery that ‘at one stroke […] changed the antiquity of humankind who lived in India’, to quote a news report commemorating its 150th year. Yet, Foote was certainly not the first to stumble upon India’s prehistoric past. From the 1840s, many officers of the East India Company reported flint flakes, agate splinters and celts, etc. during their surveys, although they failed to regard them as prehistoric artefacts. Therefore, when first reporting his discovery at Pallavaram Foote had known only of a ‘doubtful Stone Implement found by Mr. Theobold of the Geological Survey in the Gangetic Alluvium near the mouth of the Soane’. Stray reports of neoliths were, however, available by then, such as by a French railway engineer, H.P. Le Mesurier, who saw these in 1861 in the Vindhyas, and a Captain Newbold who reported such implements in 1862 in the Tonse river valley in Mirzapur, Uttar Pradesh. Foote subsequently found out about Mesurier’s find, and duly acknowledged it as an ‘interesting and important discovery’ that preceded his.

Irrespective of who may have first recognized prehistoric tools within the Indian subcontinent, Foote was the first to document and map India’s prehistory, and the vast collection of prehistoric artefacts which he created quite single-handedly illustrates his herculean accomplishments. He mapped more than 459 sites, mainly in south and central India and Gujarat, ranging across the three Stone Ages – Palaeolithic, Mesolithic and Neolithic – along with more recent Iron Age sites. Additionally, he made seminal palaeontological discoveries in the Billa Surgam Caves in Kurnool District, Andhra Pradesh, where he excavated with his son Henry in 1883–85, and found fossil bones of the extinct Rhinoceros decanensis, and of porcupine, pig, civet and other species of mammals. He made detailed reports of all his finds, with lavish drawings of the objects he collected, and deployed his vast collection – of stone implements, pottery, potsherds, beads, shell ornaments, and various other types of antiquities – for developing and disseminating knowledge. He sought opportunities for their exhibitions, including at international venues such as the Vienna Exhibition of 1873, swapped what he considered were the duplicates in the collection with colleagues and other antiquaries for filling in the chronological gaps among the collected objects, and gathered information about many in his collection from other collections. Yet, despite his assiduous collecting practices Foote occasionally regretted that he had not collected enough. He understood the importance of collecting for gauging the past, not just temporally but also spatially, and emphasized that ‘the greatest value of the collection is the great light it throws upon the geographical distribution of the people of several ages’. In fact, the meticulous manner in which he catalogued his collection informs us of the care with which he recorded the artefact assemblage of every site he saw. He also wisely secured the fate of his collection by donating it to the Government Museum, Madras, when he realized that it had become too large for a private home. And there it remains, the single most valuable reference collection of Indian prehistory.

The Pallavaram Spear Head is tentatively dated to the Late Acheulean archaeological cultural phase, when the manufacturing techniques of stone tools became more evolved. The find site, namely, the parade ground in Pallavaram, has never been excavated, and India’s premier prehistorian K. Paddayya emphasizes that therefore the historical context of the presence of the Spear Head in this area remains unknown. Similar tools – bifacial with sharp cutting edge – first appeared 1.5–1.2 million years ago, in the Early Acheulean phase, and they inform us of the careful selection of stones, which when hit upon repeatedly with considerable force would fracture in a predictable manner into regular patterns and forms. Such tools were often made of distinctive-looking, brightly coloured stones, and they embody the high aesthetic sensibilities and technical skills of our earliest ancestors. Since the care and precision with which they were produced goes far beyond that which was needed in their use, archaeologists now enquire into aspects of cognitive skills of their creators and the social contexts of their production. Tool-making also demanded deep knowledge of the terrain, and archaeologists of South Asian prehistory such as Robin Dennell remind us that ‘areas that lacked stone but were rich in food sources, such as the large flood plains of India’ were not inhabited, or ‘colonized and exploited’ by hominins prior to developments in long-distance exchange networks, which facilitated the procurement of raw material.

Palaeolithic sites occupy vast swathes of South Asia, and problem-oriented field research now focuses upon studying them within the context of their particular ecologies. Notably, Paddayya advocates disengaging with the Palaeolithic, and also the Mesolithic, as ‘pan-subcontinental identities’, or as a cultural phenomenon that was similar and developed in a linear manner. Instead, he highlights the ‘tremendous scope for identifying many different regional settlement systems in one and the same cultural phase’ of the Palaeolithic. He also implores us to regard the inhabitants of these various sites in different regions as social actors who skilfully mastered the challenges of the particular ecologies they lived in, and not see them as ‘ecological creatures’, who were prisoners of habitats they could not fashion.

Well until the end of the twentieth century, the Lower Palaeolithic in South Asia, to which the Late Acheulean Pallavaram Spear Head belongs, was considered approximately 0.5 million years old, and as ‘derived’ from East Africa, possibly through homonin movements via coastal or inland routes. However, this ‘old topic of cultural origins’ as Paddayya summarizes the historiography, is challenged by recent studies of a few prehistoric sites, such as at Riwat (Pakistan), Isampur (Karnataka) and Attirampakkam (Tamil Nadu), which suggest their deeper antiquity, to at least c. 1.5 million years ago. This new scholarship provides a cue to search for the origins of the Lower Palaeolithic ‘within the peninsular India itself ’, and together with the find of a hominid fossil at Hathnora, Madhya Pradesh, the artefact assemblage of the above sites now inspires theories regarding ‘the dispersals of early cultures to and from South Asian landmass’. The new theories open up new research enquiries into the Palaeolithic of South Asia.

The Pallavaram Spear Head therefore reminds us that the ‘out of Africa’ model which once explained the spread of the Acheulean Culture nearly all over the world is outdated. But more importantly, the increasing valuation of its historic discovery as the palaeolith that illuminated the deep antiquity of Man in India occasions a reminder of Foote’s curiosity to look for more of its kind. In this the Spear Head directs us to regard and explore the powerful hold of objects in making us see new things.
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THE PREHISTORIC ART GALLERY OF BHIMBETKA

 

Raisen District, Madhya Pradesh

c. 35,000–10,000 BP and c. 6000–500 BCE [Upper Palaeolithic and Mesolithic]

NESTLED IN AND AROUND THE DENSELY FORESTED HILLS OF THE Vindhyas, and approximately 45 kilometres northeast of Bhopal, the rock shelters at Bhimbetka (the ‘seat of Bhima’) are home to some of the oldest-known paintings in the world. The craggy sandstone cliffs hold more than 700 caves spread over seven low hills, of which around 400 contain upon their surfaces incredibly vibrant and beautiful paintings which were painted for over 15,000 years, from the Palaeolithic Age to Medieval times. They were chanced upon in 1957 by the archaeologist Vishnu Shridhar Wakanker, who walked into one of the caves while exploring the area on foot. They would have appealed to his senses, as they do to ours today, as a vast canvas of human record of encounters with the natural world.

The hills are naturally sculpted through wind erosions and while they remain covered with the reserved forests and waterways of the Ratapani Wildlife Sanctuary, their strange and massive shapes are easily visible from great distances. Archaeological excavations at the largest cave shelter, named IIIF-23 or the Auditorium Cave, shows proof of it having been continuously occupied from the Late Acheulean to medieval times, c. 100,000 BP to c. 1000 CE. The long duration of occupational history makes Bhimbetka an exceptional archaeological site, and one of its early excavators, V.N. Misra stated that that ‘while the contents of the shelters have revealed a continuity, elements of these are also observed in the continuing traditional expressions in the lifestyles of the surrounding adivasi settlements of the Gonds, Pradhans and Korkus’. In addition, the stone tools and burials found inside the rock shelters are all from primary deposits, which makes Bhimbetka a rare primary site with rock art.
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A forest of animals with paintings showing body interiors. Surface area 8 m × 5 m, Mesolithic, The Zoo Rock, Shelter No. 3, Bhimbetka.

The sheer abundance of rock art at Bhimbetka astounds the senses. Paintings of different time periods exist side by side, and are also found superimposed, the later ones painted over those made earlier. The layers of superimpositions have helped archaeologists build a relative chronology based upon styles and themes and classify the art into two broad ages: Prehistoric and Historic.

The prehistoric art is astonishing in its vivacity and variety and establishes the Bhimbetka hills as one of the oldest natural art galleries of the world. Many archaeologists date the large paintings of wild animals – such as boars, buffaloes, nilgai, rhinoceros and leopards – and stick-like human figures to the Upper Palaeolithic period (c. 35,000 to 10,000 BP), which is significant all over the world for evidence of human creativity. The period heralded tremendous innovations in tool-making technologies, including the thin, long and very sharp parallel-sided blades and burins of fine stones which refined the activities of hunting and gathering food and aided crafts production. In Europe, we note extensive examples of human expressions of art at this time, such as paintings on rocks and engravings on bones, including antlers, as well as figurines of clay and bead-making. The natural-looking wild animals at Bhimbetka imprint upon our minds the beauty of early rock art and its high expressive qualities. The animals are brightly coloured in dark red and green, and drawn with simple brushstrokes with a view towards showing details. They appear to the eye as lurking around their hunters.

Much of the early rock art of Bhimbetka belongs to the Mesolithic period (c. 6000–500 BCE) and in comparison with the paintings suggested as being of the Upper Palaeolithic, and considered the oldest, those assuredly dated to the Mesolithic period comprise smaller animals, although their bodies appear more natural and powerful. We see sketches of animals running, jumping, and leaping, or looking cornered and frightened as the stick-like figures of hunters aim at them with sharp spears and barbed arrows. Many are shown in an X-ray style, with depictions of the insides of the bodies, often carrying babies. The hunting scenes show lone animals as well as groups being hunted. Of the latter, some may be ceremonial hunts, such as those compositions with unusually large numbers of animals and men. Significantly, there is an increase in the repertoire of animals. Many new species now appear, including tortoises, frogs, lizards, antelopes, monkeys, crabs, dogs, and even a scorpion. In addition, we note scenes with composite creatures with features of different animals. For example, a fierce-looking animal with the face of a boar and horns of a bull chasing a small human figure that seems to run behind a crab. This painting is repeated in three different rock shelters, and so it possibly illustrates a mythical creature from a contemporary local legend. Such scenes remind us that the creators of these paintings would not only hunt, but also fear and revere the animals with whom they shared their habitat.

The Mesolithic paintings also illustrate a variety of food-gathering activities with people climbing trees, collecting honey, drinking from vessels, carrying baskets upon their backs, using traps and snares, and carrying dead animals. There are even vivid scenes of communality: people dancing in a line to the beat of drummers, standing in groups, walking with dogs, and also women and children. In addition, the painted rock surfaces bear abundant imprints of human palms and fingers.

[image: Image]

An animal chasing a crab. Mesolithic, The Boar Rock, Shelter No. 15, Bhimbetka.

The paintings lend to the views of archaeologists that the Mesolithic Age epitomizes the flowering of prehistoric art. They show the use of new colours, such as black and yellow. In recent times, archaeologists have gathered detailed information regarding the composition of the pigments through sophisticated technologies of investigation, such as the Raman Spectroscope. The pigments were composed of minerals such as calcite, haematite, gypsum, whewellite and goethite, and were locally sourced. They have also yielded evidence of organic binders which were used to mix them. The paintings of the Mesolithic, however, remind us to regard the instructions of Erwin Neumayer, the well-known scholar of prehistoric rock art, that ‘the implications of a culturally relevant shift from a presumed Palaeolithic to the Mesolithic period cannot be discerned in the pictures’.

The floors of the rock shelters at Bhimbetka were found littered with microliths, or tiny stone tools, which are a part of the Mesolithic toolkit. The very small blades, burins, scrapers and borers were hafted in large numbers into bone or wood and used as arrowheads and spears, and also as sickles for harvesting. Their symmetrical geometry and sharp edges allowed great precision, and the toolkit facilitated the extension of subsistence activities. The Mesolithic heralded incipient farming activities and as Misra stated, the communities ‘extended colonization into virgin areas’ and settled in environments which were different from those inhabited during the Upper Palaeolithic, namely, ‘in the densely wooded and hilly country of central India’.

Misra excavated at Bhimbetka in 1973 and noted that the inhabitants of the Auditorium Cave had raised a stone wall to portion off an area. He was of the opinion that this wall is the earliest evidence of human attempts at ‘settling in’ India and substantiated his inference with the evidence of human burials within a few rock shelters.

The next phase of paintings date to the Chalcolithic Period (which saw the use of copper and stone), when the inhabitants mined local deposits with metal ores to produce tools and other goods of copper. Geometric motifs appear within the sketches of animal and human figures, and they resemble those on the pottery classified as Malwa Ware, of the Deccan Chalcolithic, c. 1800–1600 BCE. These paintings present the uses of many new colours, including different shades of red and ochre, chocolate and purple. However, the painted scenes, such as those of bulls with decorated horns being ridden by men, have been appraised by scholars as static when compared to the vibrant, moving figures of paintings of earlier times. The domesticated animals and fully settled lifestyle appear tame to the eye in comparison to the paintings of wild beasts and hunting and gathering.

The paintings of men in turbans, riding heavily caparisoned horses and elephants, men holding spears, swords and shields, and royal processions with men standing under canopies, are dated to the Early Historical (c. 600–300 BCE) and Medieval (c. eleventh century CE) periods. Some have inscriptions near them on the rock surfaces in scripts such as the Sunga Brahmi (second century BCE) and post-Gupta Brahmi (fourth to seventh centuries). Scholars, such as Misra, consider the imagery to be ‘inspired by scenes the cave-dwellers saw in the villages and cities of the plains’.

Archaeologists have tried to solve the problem of relating the rock art to the stone tools that have been found on the floors of the caves and rock shelters. They have developed technologies of physical dating of which an example is their research of micro-erosion through which they have unearthed buried petroglyphs, or rock carvings, in the exfoliations of the rock surfaces within the Auditorium Cave. The petroglyphs bearing cupules, or cup marks, are now suggested as possibly belonging to the Middle Palaeolithic, and the inference leads to claims that the earliest paintings at Bhimbetka may belong to this period. If this is true, Bhimbetka would be the oldest-known rock art site in the world. However, since the paintings cannot be assuredly related to the cup marks, the evidence for the assertion of deeper antiquity remains questionable.

Although the scholarship of prehistoric rock art in India began with the finds at Bhimbetka, many nineteenth-century British explorers of India noticed prehistoric rock paintings during their surveys. A pertinent example is the chance discoveries in 1867 by Archibald Carlleyle (1831–97) of rock paintings of Stone Ages in caves and rock shelters at Sohagighat, near Mirzapur, Uttar Pradesh. Eleven years later, the finds of the painted figures of bisons in the caves of Altamira, Spain, created a sensation in Europe, and to this day the discovery is regarded as the first view of prehistoric art in the modern world. It is a pity that Carlleyle, who subsequently worked for the Archaeological Survey of India from 1871 to 1885, did not publish his finds. His field notes were published posthumously in 1906 in The Indian Antiquary, and his sighting of the prehistoric paintings cautions us to be critical of the public notices of ‘first’ discoveries, which overlook similar finds made before.

The magnificent paintings at Bhimbetka have inspired archaeologists in India to search for more such examples, and since the 1970s they have located many painted shelters from the Mesolithic and Neolithic periods in states such as Karnataka, Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh and Gujarat. The new discoveries add to the wealth of Bhimbetka, although the site surpasses all of them in hosting an extraordinarily long tradition of art.

Bhimbetka acquired the status of a World Heritage Site in 2003, and its uniqueness as ‘a living site’ is lodged in the fact that it ‘has not remained frozen in time and space’, as the Nomination Endowment Report emphasizes. Its archaeologists have established this uniqueness by situating the history of rock art at the site within the long tradition of painting among the adivasi communities who live in and around the area. In fact, the archaeological scholarship of the site fosters the belief, as expressed by Misra, that ‘elements of continuity manifest in the creative expressions that show affinity to great antiquity in the traditional lifestyles of the adivasis of the area integral to Bhimbetka and the surrounding region’.

On stylistic grounds, the prehistoric rock art resembles the paintings of the Warli, Kathodi, Dodhi, Kokana and Malhar Koli communities, some of whom live in and around Bhimbetka, while others live far away, such as northern Maharashtra. The painting style, which is described as Warli, comprises stick-like human figures, and although its origins are not known, modern artists and viewers appraise the art as resembling the style of Bhimbetka and possibly originating from prehistory. They therefore add to the archaeological views of the prehistoric paintings by drawing analogies from the folk and tribal arts of the present day to explain their meanings and motives. This viewing of Bhimbetka thus nurtures an anomaly – the recent paintings of the tribal communities are perceived as expressions of prehistoric art.

The long chronological span of painting at Bhimbetka provides a unique temporal space for enquiries into the shifts and transformations over time of the ways in which humans recorded and transcribed their expressions, emotions and views of their worlds. In fact, Bhimbetka seems a potential field area for sourcing histories of aesthetics, recording and transcription that are little known. As India’s foremost prehistoric art gallery, the painted rock shelters promise revelations about the shifting histories of humankind’s approaches to art.
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THE SARAI KHOLA JAR AT BURZAHOM

 

Burzahom, Srinagar District, Jammu and Kashmir

c. 2800–2600 BCE

THE THIN GLOBULAR JAR OF RED, OR ORANGE, SLIPPED WARE was found in the 1970s during excavations at Burzahom, in Srinagar district, Jammu and Kashmir, from deposits of the Neolithic period (c. 3000–1700 BCE). The excavators deemed it an import from Sarai Khola, near Taxila, Pakistan, more than 300 kilometres away. They based their inference upon the observation that the jar resembles that which is found at the archaeological site of Kot Diji, Sindh, Pakistan – of the Chalcolithic period with an assemblage of artefacts that belong to the Early Harappan cultural phase (c. 3200–2600 BCE) – and built upon this view through another inference; namely, that since Sarai Khola, is the only representative site of the Early Harappan cultural phase near Burzahom, the jar was possibly manufactured there.

Thus, the cultural chronology of the jar to the early phases of the Indus Civilization, namely, the Early Harappan, was gauged through the observation of similar painted motifs – long curving animal horns – on finely made jars of Red Ware from some of the prominent Early Harappan sites (now in Pakistan), such as Kot Diji, Gumla (Gomal Valley) and Rehman Dheri (southern Khyber Pakhtunkhwa), and also on terracotta cakes in related settlements. Archaeologists consider the recurrence of the motif as a symbol of a shared belief system, and notably Jonathan Mark Kenoyer suggests that the motif denotes the horns of the water buffalo which, he believes, was feared and revered within the Indus Civilization. Significantly, the Early Harappan jar at Burzahom informs us of the networks of exchange during the third millennium BCE between the contemporary Neolithic and Chalcolithic communities within proximal geographies. It is thereby an object that draws our attention to connections in prehistory, between faraway places and among contemporary communities with different lifestyles.

[image: Image]

Painted slipped ware with horned motif on neck and shoulder. Early Harappan (c. 2800–2600 BCE) found within Neolithic deposits at Burzahom (c. 3000–1700 BCE) and displayed as containing a necklace of carnelian beads.

The Neolithic period, which follows the Mesolithic, was celebrated for much of the twentieth century as heralding major technological developments that fundamentally altered the course of human history. It saw the domestication of plants and animals, whereby humans could successfully cultivate crops and rear animals and hence lead a settled life, and the invention of the wheel, which revolutionized communication and nurtured many new and utilitarian domestic goods, including wheel-thrown pottery. Additionally, excavations at Jericho, Iraq, documented the emergence of the ‘first towns’ during this age, and therefore evidence of marked social hierarchies. Notably, one of the seminal prehistorians of the twentieth century, Vere Gordon Childe (1892–1957) coined the phrase ‘Neolithic Revolution’ for emphasizing the total transformation in lifestyles, ideas, habits and societies, ‘just as the Industrial Revolution of historical times had done’. Although archaeologists today inform us that developments towards domestication had begun in the Mesolithic Age, Childe’s phrase merits remembering as it directs attention to the unique characteristics of the Neolithic.

The excavations at Burzahom brought to light an immensely rich Neolithic site with continuous occupation for more than a thousand years. They yielded evidence of bell-shaped pit formations in the early occupational deposits, of c. 3000 BCE–2800 BCE, which were surmised as dwelling pits of the inhabitants of the area during the cold winter months. While the functional inference of the pits is debatable today, similar pits have been found in other sites in Kashmir, Swat and Potwar, and they appear to be typical of the Himalayan Neolithic.

[image: Image]

The Burzahom Case of the Harappa Gallery, National Museum (New Delhi) with the Sarai Khola Jar.

Burzahom, in Kashmiri, means ‘the place of birch trees’, and the archaeological site commands a picturesque view. It is surrounded by towering mountains and overlooks the Jhelum valley. The location, no doubt, facilitated its connections with other areas and we note beads of jade and agate and stone tools that archaeologists describe as harvesters – as they were possibly used for agricultural activities – along with the jar of Sarai Khola in the Neolithic deposits. The presence of jade beads and stone harvesters indicates evidence of connections between Neolithic Burzahom and Neolithic sites in north China where these artefacts occur in profusion.

A type of handmade pottery with impressions upon the surface that look like they have been made by a straw brush also occurs in Burzahom. Significantly, this pottery appears remarkably similar to those in the neolithic settlements at Yangshao (c. 5000–3000 BCE) Middle Yellow River and Henan Province, all in China. Therefore, as Kenoyer reminds us, the jar of Sarai Khola in Burzahom adds to reasons ‘for learning more about contact and development’ during the Neolithic period, when distant and distinct regional cultures were brought into circuits of networks.

The Early Harappan represents a ‘diverse mosaic of material culture, ideological practice, subsistence practices and connections’, as Robin Coningham and Ruth Young remind us in their histories of South Asian archaeology. An archaeological cultural phase, it pre-dates the Mature phase of the Indus Civilization with complex economies of cities and towns. Archaeologists, prominently Kenoyer, deem it as a period of regionalization, when distinct regional cultures emerged over large parts of northern South Asia – in Baluchistan, South Afghanistan, Swat Valley, Potwar plateau, Sindh, Punjab, Cholistan, Rajasthan, Haryana and Uttar Pradesh. Each had one or two settlements with high walls and other distinct architectural features, and they appear bigger than villages. Each, therefore, seemingly embodies incipient polities, possibly of the level of chiefdoms and nascent commercial economies. The Early Harappan jar is displayed in the Harappa Gallery of the National Museum in New Delhi, India, as an attempt to bring Neolithic Burzahom into the geo-cultural fold of the Bronze Age Indus Civilization. Thus, a carnelian necklace of the Indus Civilization is shown emerging from it, and the creator of the gallery in 1994, R.S. Bisht, then director general of excavations at the Archaeological Survey of India, affirms that it is meant to draw attention to the likely association. Burzahom has yielded specimens of stone drills, possibly for making beads, and a wheel-made pot of Red Ware containing more than 950 beads of carnelian and agate. However, there is no evidence as yet of bead-making at the site, and the display of the jar therefore patently asserts the reality of an inference.

The Sarai Khola Jar in the National Museum allows us to look beyond field archaeologies and consider those established within museums through the curation of collections. The exhibit draws our attention to the myriad ways of creating and searching for the past, and brings us to see the importance of museum studies for exploring endowments of historicity.
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