HOW ART MADE THE WORLD
Episode Four: “Once Upon a Time”

The power of movies to captivate us is so universal that every year seven billion people pay money to sit down in the dark and watch pictures tell a story.  But, as three-time Oscar® nominated writer, director and producer George Miller (Babe, Lorenzo’s Oil) observes, “Story-telling is not something that was invented with film…it goes right back to the beginning of human engagement.” 
But just when ​– and how – did people begin telling stories through art?  In the 7th century B.C., King Ashurbanipal of Assyria, which is now Northern Iraq, sought to capitalize on the ancient story of Gilgamesh, the legendary king of Uruk.  The story told of a series of daring adventures in which Gilgamesh defeated monsters, single-handedly killed a pride of lions, and challenged the gods.  Ashurbanipal was eager to enhance his image by identifying himself with this heroic ruler, but there was a problem: few people at that time could read.  His groundbreaking solution was to devise a story told through a series of carved images featuring himself rather than Gilgamesh in the lead role.  Later, he commissioned an even more ambitious series of reliefs chronicling the story of the war he successfully waged against the Elamites.  
But while Ashurbanipal’s pictures are filled with action and graphic violence, the characters display no emotion, making it hard for a viewer to identify with them or care about their fate.  The ancient Greeks, noted for their brilliance as storytellers, were able to add this crucial element.  In the first century B.C., in Sperlonga on the coast of southern Italy, Greek artists converted an enormous grotto into a dining room and gallery filled with dramatic marble sculptures depicting scenes from Homer’s tale of Odysseus.
About 200 years later, the Roman emperor Trajan took the art of visual story telling a step further when he commissioned a 115-foot tall monument.  Still standing in the heart of Rome today, Trajan's Column is covered with a continuous 650-foot-long frieze that spirals around the monument 23 times to tell the epic tale of the emperor’s military victory against the Dacians, in what is now modern Romania.
But to find perhaps the most captivating example of ancient storytelling through pictures, one has to travel far from the great Western civilizations of the classical era to the village of Oenpelli in Arnhem Land, Australia. There, aboriginal artists today still paint archetypal folk characters that are nearly identical to those found on cave walls from as long as 40,000 years ago.  But rather than using a sequence of pictures to tell a tale, the aborigines use single stylized images to trigger in the mind of the onlooker stories they already know, which have been passed on through countless generations.   
That’s just part of the picture, however. As documentarian David Attenborough learned in the 1960s, the aborigines enhance their visual storytelling through a technique well-known to any modern filmmaker: a soundtrack.  During story-telling ceremonies that still continue to this day, the people of Oenpelli play instruments, dance and sing, stimulating both the eyes and ears of their audiences to transport them to imaginary worlds.   It would be thousands of years – until the great religions began using music to reinforce their spiritual messages – before the rest of the world realized the power of combining sound and pictures to tell stories.
