HOW ART MADE THE WORLD

Episode Two: “The Day Pictures Were Born”

To navigate our complex world we humans depend on a remarkable, if little noticed ability: the capacity to read images.  Whether it’s the masterwork of a great artist or the stick-figure symbols of men and women on restroom doors, we share the capability to instantly recognize two-dimensional representations of real-life objects. 
But at what point in our development as a species did this unique capacity first manifest itself?  For most of man’s 150,000-year history it is believed the world was entirely imageless. So when and why did Homo sapiens undergo what archaeologists call the “creative explosion” and begin making pictures? 
In the late 19th century, an amateur archeologist discovered extraordinary prehistoric paintings depicting a long-extinct species of ox on the walls of a cave in Northern Spain called Altamira.  The art, dating back to the late Paleolithic period around 15,000 years ago, was of such sophistication and beauty that many archeologists at the time of its discovery suspected the paintings were faked.

But it wasn’t long before more rock paintings were discovered in Europe, including those in the vast cave of Lascaux in France.  Despite being created many years and many miles apart, these images shared several features, including their subjects: large mammals such as horses, bison and reindeer.  The creators of these pictures were nomadic, so it was originally assumed the paintings concerned hunting.  But later research has shown little correlation between the animals depicted and those featured in the prehistoric diet.  So if they weren’t hunting them, why did these ancient people meticulously portray these beasts, often in the narrowest and deepest parts of the caves?   As more rock paintings were uncovered, an even stranger phenomenon came to light: some of the images were of seemingly random dots and lines or abstract shapes and patterns, sights which would not have corresponded to anything in the natural world of the prehistoric artist. 
Since the artists behind these pictures have been dead for tens of millennia, archeologists tried to unlock their mystery by studying the work of more recent cave painters.  Hidden among high crags of the Drakensberg Mountains in South Africa are rock images uncannily like the ancient European cave paintings.  But these pictures were made just a few hundred years ago by the San, a nomadic tribe that retains many of its traditional practices today.  One of those traditions is the trance dance, which we are able to witness as it unfolds in a Namibian village.  The dance is a healing ritual during which a shaman enters an altered state of consciousness in an effort to contact the spirit world.  
Noted South African archeologist David Lewis-Williams makes a compelling case that the San’s rock paintings, as well as those found at Lascaux, Altamira and in North America, were recreations of hallucinations experienced during such altered states. And so it seems that the creative explosion may have been an effort to depict sights from the inner, rather than the outer worlds of our ancient ancestors. 

