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Palaeolithic, Neolithic and Early Bronze Age Civilizations


1

A Prehistoric Art Gallery

Mesolithic rock art

What can you expect to find inside a mountain cave? Bats, perhaps? Or snakes…or even a hibernating bear? But have you heard of caves filled with ancient reptiles, stags, tigers, buffaloes, hunters, dancers and kings? Well, you can find them all in the rock shelters of Bhimbetka – okay, fine, you can find pictures of them, to be precise. These caves contain one of the first ever art galleries of India!

Set amidst the dense forests of the Vindhya mountains in Madhya Pradesh, the Bhimbetka caves and rock shelters feature some of the world’s oldest petroglyphs or carved rock art, made during different time periods. This particular region of central India had been constantly inhabited by different human tribes for thousands of years – and each of these tribes added their own pictures to the stone walls, turning the caves into proper art galleries!

The rock artworks in the region range from those drawn in the Middle and earlier Stone Ages (up to 10,000 years ago) to Early Historic times (around 2,000 years ago), down to the medieval times (some 700 years ago).

The cave art in Bhimbetka was first documented in the 1950s by Dr V.S. Wakankar, one of the best-known archaeologists of India. Dr Wakankar was on a train from Bhopal to Itarasi in Madhya Pradesh, when he was struck by the oddly shaped hillocks flashing by his window. He thought they looked similar to the prehistoric art sites in Spain and France, so he quickly disembarked to check out the place. Sure enough, this region too was filled with rock shelters and caves featuring art from ancient times!

The earliest pictures from the Stone Age depict animals like wild buffaloes and deer. Art from the Mesolithic, or Middle Stone Age, shows the use of bows and arrows, simple musical instruments such as tambourines, as well as humans dancing and fighting. Hunting scenes are depicted in considerable detail too – with one picture showing a human figure tossed aside by an angry rhinoceros! The images are typically coloured in earthy red, white and yellow shades, obtained from vegetable dyes and chemicals such as charcoal and manganese oxides.


Apart from Bhimbetka, Dr Wakankar is known for uncovering 4,000 other such rock art sites in India – what a rock star!




The ethnic people living in the villages near Bhimbetka have long known of the existence of the caves with artwork. Some of them still follow cultural traditions that are quite similar to those represented in the age-old petroglyphs!




One of the largest rock shelters in Bhimbetka is the ‘Auditorium Cave’, an expansive hall-like space filled with artworks from different ages. Another shelter, called the ‘Zoo Rock’, contains many pictures of humans and animals. There are wild elephants, stags, tigers, buffaloes and even ancient lizards and chickens – all jostling for space with the humans riding in processions atop enormous elephants and horses!



As agricultural communities developed, the cave art in Bhimbetka reflected this new lifestyle, showcasing farming activities like harvesting honey and exchanging produce with other communities. The next layer of petroglyphs from the Early Historic Age shows the development of religious themes such as tree gods and yakshas (spirits) and geometrical patterns. There are even images of trishuls (tridents) and a bull with a Shiva linga, which are considered to be some of the first instances of Hindu symbolism. And all these artworks put together show the evolution of humans, from hunter-gatherer tribes to civilized societies with their own cultural beliefs!
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The Potters from the Past

Mehrgarh button seals

Several thousand years ago, a Stone Age farming village mushroomed in the north-western stretches of the Indian subcontinent. This was a significant milestone, because it meant that humans had moved past the stage of living as hunter-gatherers, and had developed the skills to farm the land and build up communities!

Around 5500–7000 BCE, the regions around Mehrgarh in present-day Pakistan were home to one of South Asia’s earliest civilizations. Known as ‘Mehrgarh culture’, this ancient settlement is believed to have been the predecessor of the Indus Valley Civilization.

Mehrgarh was pretty advanced for its time – the people living here were good not just at agriculture and farming, but they were also great at working with metal and terracotta. The excavation carried out in this region yielded a great many glazed pottery beads, along with terracotta figurines with elaborate hairdos. Some were dressed in skirts with decorated belts, with intricate necklaces and pendants! A lot of button seals were found in the location too. Button seals are small rectangular or circular seals with a knob at the back – they often resemble buttons, because they have two holes down their centre (look down at the buttons on your own shirt, you’ll see two or four holes in them!). The button seals of Mehrgarh were made of terracotta, soapstone or bone, and feature various symmetric geometric symbols like grids, concentric circles, plus signs and cross signs. Some seals even have a combination of patterns, with several of these motifs put together! It is believed that the symbols might have had special ritualistic significance.

In addition to their pottery skills, the people of Mehrgarh culture were master metal workers. The later generations of this culture developed techniques to heat up a metal ore in order to extract the metal from it. Metals, as you might know, are not found lying around as shiny nuggets – they are typically contained in natural rocks, which have to be mined, purified and heated, so that the metal can be extracted from them.

Copper was one of the first metals to be extracted like that, which led to the time around the mid-fifth millennium (around 4500 BCE) being named the Chalcolithic Age or the Copper Age. During this time, the metal was used mainly for making decorative ornaments, while everyday tools and weapons were still made of stone. Metals like copper are typically too soft to be used as weapons and tools – they would have to be combined with other metals to make them harder. The Chalcolithic humans had just about figured out how to extract metals from the ores and were yet to learn about mixing substances to make metals stronger.


The people in Mehrgarh also seem to have been some of the world’s first dentists! Archaeologists and scientists have found human teeth here that appear to have been drilled in using stone-tipped wooden drills. The decayed matter in the teeth was then removed, and the cavity was packed with material like bitumen or resin. The researchers also think that the patients were probably given opium or some kind of numbing medicine. Clearly, fixing rotten teeth has always been a painful process!




The archaeologists working in the ruins have recovered a corroded copper amulet, or charm, made all those years ago! The Mehrgarh amulet is circular, with six spokes, and is thought to be the world’s oldest object made using a rather clever technique called ‘lost-wax casting’. This process involves creating a wax model, covering it with clay and baking it, till the clay hardens and the wax is melted. The wax is then removed from the hardened clay mould, and hot copper is poured into it. When the metal cools and solidifies, the clay mould is broken, leaving behind a perfect duplicate of the wax model. This method is still being used to make jewellery, turbine blades, firearms, golf clubs and even robotic systems!
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The button seals of Mehrgarh
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An Urban Utopia

The Dholavira signboard

Around 5,000 years ago, the north-west region of the Indian subcontinent was home to an urban civilization that was very, very advanced for its time (or for any time, honestly). Its hallmarks were well-planned cities with paved roads, an excellent water system and even a properly functioning sewer system…something that many parts of the world lack even now!

The Indus Valley or Harappan Civilization was India’s first urban civilization, with the residents living as a complex society in planned cities, the largest of which were Harappa and Mohenjo-daro. The civilization existed mainly in the regions around the River Indus, stretching eastwards up to the River Yamuna, and down south to the Gulf of Khambhat (Gujarat).

The Indus Valley cities largely comprised baked clay and red sand houses, complete with underground water supplies and sewers. Each house had its own toilet and bathroom, with brick-lined drains connecting them to a giant central underground sewage system. In fact, the people of this civilization were among the first inventors of the flush toilet – the waste from the houses was ‘flushed’ away into common drains!

What’s more, the social structure of this civilization was pretty advanced too. Like our modern societies, the Indus Valley people had a fully functioning government, a strong trading system and elaborate art forms. They even had a script/symbol system, made up of around 400 signs and symbols!

One of the best examples of the Indus Valley script was found recently in Dholavira, a village near present-day Kachchh in Gujarat. This rural region had once been a prominent city, with all the features of the Indus Valley civilization – fortified city walls, a central citadel (raised city centre) with halls and granaries, and storm water channels (stone-lined waterways that collected rainwater, which was then stored in tanks and reservoirs).

By the northern entrance of the citadel, a big wooden signboard had been set out, consisting of 10 characters constructed out of gypsum bricks. At some point, the board probably toppled over and fell to the ground, where it lay unattended.


The Indus Valley Civilization belonged to the Bronze Age, when bronze began to be heavily used. It was made by mixing small amounts of tin and arsenic with copper – the addition of these impurities made the metal stronger.
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The symbols on the signboard



And so it had lain for thousands of years, until it was discovered quite recently, during excavations carried out in the 1990s. The wooden bits of the board had disintegrated – but the gypsum tiles were still intact and still lay in the same pattern in which they had been set by the original makers!

The Indus Valley script, however, remains a mystery. The samples recovered so far (from pottery and seals) have been short, making it hard to make sense of the symbols. The Dholavira signboard, with 10 symbols, is one of the longest sets of symbols that has been recovered to date. But efforts to decipher the script system are still going on – so we may figure out what the signboard actually means one day – fingers crossed!


Along with flush toilets, an underground drainage system and a rainwater harvesting system, the people of the Indus Valley Civilization also invented step wells, water transport, measuring rulers, weights and scales!
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