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On the Nature of Psychograms

Robert G. Bednarik*

The discovery in Australiz of parictal Mommradch finger lines which appear to be ol Plastoeme
aniiquity is, in my opinion, one of the archasologecally mest sigmbfican Ands made i chis country
o Fac. [ shall explain how [ arrive af sech a seemangly bold statement by discussing thres
hypotheses,

PARIETAL FINGER LINES - THE OLDEST SURVIVING ART
TRADITION

Although a current study of all knewn sites of (s phenomenans m te workd (Becnarik and
Beuduarik 1982 is sull incomplete some interesting conccpls have already emerged. In Furope, [
dastinguish thres “styles” of rock art composed of finger bines. They are, a3 Raume Tamrone snd
Bara Bahau demonsirare, of greatly diffening antiguaties, The vwo caclier styles [we are nol
cxmcerned with finger paintings here) are executed in sofl Montmedch (cf. Schmid 1958; 19 for
definition’). The more recent of these two, the macrron-style, someiimes abscures the older,
which I rerm “digizal fluting” and which consists of prodominamly rectilinear, wsually compeele
scts of four finger grooves that are commonly less than 03 metres long

Diigital flutiag is the only such style found m Australia. Fourteen sites of occurrence are
kecated along the continent’s south, from Ferth 1o Buchan (Bednasik 1984). Other 1ypes of linear
markings from a large number of caves in Austrada and Evrope are discussed clsewhere in
cansiderable detail [Bednarik, in preparatoen &) and need o1 concern us here., Same Auaslcaliao
reviewers of digital fluting seem (o think that i the Franeo-Castabrian region Koonalcs-bke wcts
of finger mackings generally merge into iconic images. This is remaniscent of Breuil's superseded
evolutionary theory which was probably prompted by Pech Mesle, Gargas and Altamara.
Howewer, as Marshack (1977) has argaeed, the abiliny o see & imaze inoa random cluster reguires
ciluse, and & conventional concept of iwonographky. Animal figores entwined by non-tconae finger
lines do not “emerge’, they are an miegral part of the arrangements in guestion and | have na
difficulty subscribing to Marshack’s view thar they are not the mast primitive, but the most
complex component present {Bednank, in preparation b).

Mo iconic elements occur together with digital fluting, which is totally devosd of cricnration
(Eppel 1959: 54) and consists of pure peychograms [Ansti 1981: 206). An impeessson of
excitement and spontaneity is conveyed by these presumed externalisations of sensatians Their
only post-Pleistocme counterparts are, as far as 1 am awares, the modern addiuums adjeecul Lo
defcing the Palasolithic flutings, and [ suggest that the impulse experienced by Wright's
capedition members ot Kooralds Cave 1o 'make marlks’ (Maynard and Edwards 1971 79) were
ot prompeed by the smooth soft surface. They weee more likely a human reaclion to CXisung
artefacts (Redmarik, in press a) and investigation of their nature might produce very useful
information

Fallowing his study of the Koonalda psychograms Gallus (1977) developed his elaborate
cencept of 3 hominid neural evolution demanding the externalisation of ‘engramme compleves
that &re able 1o command some response or action. Marshack postulates an evolved tmadition of
non-izonic expression that may extend back as far as the Acheuhan in Europe. Although 1 disagree
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with some of his propesitions (he contradscts himsell on the subject of prionty of either langaags
or cognitive perception; Mamshack 1975: I81; 1977 300;), my study of many widely disuribased
sites of Morrmslch fnger lines conlirms his idca of an cvulvel mnsds of behaviour,

How could such a distnctive tradition be maniased, diffissed or communicated? Momrmilch
deposits are quite rare in Australia, and they ar: far from common in most cher pars of the
world, One could consider the prasibility that many maore caves may have beon eaposed along the
Austealisn constal regions during stadia]l epochs but this explanaton e anvalidated by the
gromorphological dictum essigning Memtmilch to o warm pened = a transgression. Same more
sites may yer io he fnamd but the problem of temporal and spanal distabution will o be solved
theeeby. 1 have proposed that Momtwmick 15 the only safi, plable material readily available 1o
Palacolithic man whose swrface may survive without alteraton for tens of millennia | Bednarik, in
press bl Ondy one ether material, cave clay, has any such petential st all but in the exceedmgly rare
irstances where its surfaces have endured since the Upper Palasolithic (in Pech Merls, Minux,
Moguespan) they ape usoally extensively corraded Momtmich, however, may survive if ils
parielal environment mainiains an eguilibrivm of air humidite, rock molsure, convectve
Lernperanure, and other factors, and may even beoome desiocatod, o wluch case i is rendered as
mcchanically rosistan as calcarsous flowstone. [ts scarcity suggesls, bowever, that it could nos
posaialy have been the sele medium of such o widely distobuted, disunctive tradition, AsThavein
adelation to this eonsiderarion hesn nnahle to comvimee mysel{ that Palasolitkic ssan deliberately
restracted bis fisger ines cnly 1o those surfaces that could survive to the present, Dpropose that he
extant resteictbon of this form of expression fo caves and 1o Mortrmick indicates, in fact, thatit was
restocted neither to cawes, no w Morremiich. In all probabiliuy o is but a miege sample of 8
furmerly wide-spread mode of behaviour,

By virtue of being processed, e sensually perceptible forms of neural structures, such
markings could have had an svocative potential, If the marker's cercbral siructure was shared by
other, beboling hamans - which we can reasenably assume — the i may have communicaied
a4 ADE-CORSCOUE Message, or perhiaps & mental stimulus. Smee the vocalisston of a concept coukl
only be achieved much later than cognitive comprehension (knowledge s sill largely non-
linguisziz today), and taking inm consideration ihe complexity of cvelvod serbal expression, it
seemns plansble that cady man made extensive use of nor-verbal commumacation,

THE DERIVATION OF PSYCIIOGRAMS

The semantics or purpose of digital Menemilch fluting have been the subject of a number of
speculations. I find none of the approximately ten explanation aftempts quile satistactory —
ahhough I contribated some of them mysdf. It appears, however, thal the guestion of derivation
ut least has been solved, Despite their elementary appearance the ulings comprise no less thun
six of the fifteen phosphene rypes established by Kooll (Kool and Kuglor 195%). The impact of
this striking ubscrvation is enhanced by another reflection: nearly ol the remaining of Enoll's
types arc vory commen among the non- figurative petroglyphs of Australa (fig. 1), For example,
nearly all motifs found at the thirtesn known sites in Tasmania [Sims 1977) and in 5.E. Australs
{Aslin and Bednarik 1983) represent pure phosphene rypes (- the exceptions being presumesd
animal weack imapes) and most of the simple and composite motifs listed by Maynard [1577) om
Tables 2,3, and Fig, 1 are phosphene types, or compositions of then.

Farly man, 1t seems, did not mode] the patterns of his psychograms on shapes he observed in
his environment. His iernplares were scquired from the subjective images in his own visual cortex.
As these are genetizally fized by the physiological strueture of the newrad system, their form is only
variable by modifications 1o the optical nerves, or 10 the cerebral cemure of vision. Most
importantly, they cannot be infuenced by cultural factors. they could a1 best ke supplamed by
adaplive cognitive systems, That possiality is suggested by the waning suscepribilicy of mandcom
adolescents 1o phosphenes, and phylogenetic lougevity of the phosphene Lypes i suggested by
their persistence in he bumsn species. Thoy, and the paychograms which T believs they



prompted, remain our only means of direct commuonication with prehistoric man - arckaec-
Fsychology's chief source of informaion

Perhapa the mast tnteresting phosphens forms are thase of 8 seoire effect. produced by fields of
arderly arranged lights in mabion relative to each oches, camsing & dynamic and sometimes
scintillaiing pamem. The “chequerboand” compancot wf thes phosphones possibly melais o the
retina’s nerwork, whilst other elements may be gencrated tarther along the wisual nerve systcm
{Ukseer 1970; B3 B4)L These “onomated” loctice images, one might speculote. should have armuased
the curiasity ol eacly bumens. Could they have conveyed the possibiliey of o Fedroork (stroctune io
art}. and ot an arderly arganisatior. of the obpectyve waorld® Eppel (1999 dirscted our attention ta
the lnck of orientation in early rock art. still 2 cistinctive Feature mosame seaeties Is 1 possable
that phosphenes are ulbimately responsable for the develaopment of the buman woneepls of
space?

When considering the sssence of the umiverse we musd bear in mmad ome fundamental rrusae:
the evohation of war sensory faalivies and intellest cim be assumed 1o have oaly cquipped us wita
alequate faculties 1o make them wseful; they wens not sebocted on the Basia of their suitahilicy in
defining the reality of the cosnos — in fact there mas ne seeread vadve i char adaline. There was,
hewewer, o survival saloe e the creation and application of the anthropocentric, #rede concept
devisad by hunans theoselves. Mol enly was o adequans Cand thus hardly condocive 1o 8 quest fior
a maore realiste concepd), i argin asenad il swooss, The enlolosss asd syanmetey of the
reural procosscs prompimg the phosphoncs is na doabt demved from the ultimans by osethamanizel
axioms by which any natural process s governed. To put it cradely, phosphenis cosld be peen s
phenomenn transluting ebscures principles inte a foem which s percepable by oure visnal centre
Maturully, sur ancestnrsdid no: “discover” ths Geel they mecely bappened vo "expeciment”™ with
A commumncations system that wis m tune with some aspacts of objecive realivy, We know that
somehiva biaranids discovered thar thesy all lsed in @ common world, This would have been
impaasible bul for pwo comsditiona: in the physical world, orocesses spread out from centres and
retam cerliain characrers, enabling different individuals o perceive the same object; and somehow
humans mansged 10 communscate thar ewasensss of this w cach other. This does ok, hoowever,
aansdaliole an sdvanced state of commuRIGAIGD oF consoioesness. But when humans externnlissd
cerlain patteens (Beginning perbaps with parallel linesy i may have enabled a behokling
imadividual o rovopnase thom as somctiomg caistiog witloo s cwo nsaral syigem, and he may we’l
kave ropeoded with seme cecllsmont, Abstosst communicatan was barn, and sew nearcl
puthways prolferated. But the succes: of the emerging sysem of comsgiowsnes: was not sa much
due o un evalutionacy selection process that bad chosen the bear anired aliemative, it was due
more to the charactenstses af the phosphencs. The syetem 1 claim chey have prompted o,
however, restnicted by much the same limacations 1aa1 also agply 10 the human sensory sysiems
they can only percesve a small spectrum of reality, and far us te deduce from this spectrum (ar
Faer aur similarly-limdted canssioasnzss) the namee of the whole, pesembles the naive beliel that
the conzemus of humanity consrivates truth,

The husnas vechnolagical ascean is mot a side edect of our successfial adaption o the loss of
physialogically-determined models of action by the creation of a “myihic framework" (Gallus
1977 371-374). It seems moee plausible o see the emerging human comsciousnesd, and
appeeciatscn of the buman condition, as the result of a rather succzssful attempl ta define the
nature of the coamos with the add of 8 common frame of reference. Iis form did not even need w1
sumznuicated, it lad legg beco present w the braine

The model of a slowly evolving intellect moulded by some undefined prooess of natues
selectbon is mot easlly reconciled with curren: evoluricnary theory. Evolution may preccocd
accindang w ke "pucctuated eguilibeia’™ model, perhaps mostly ar time: of environmental stress,
i the archacological record suggests a firly sudden emergence af tully mocern humans. The
rapid agzeleration in the growsh ofintellectual capacity is the cause af the characteristics we have
heen acemamed To view aa typically [Upper Palssohithic inmovations Whate 1982). Bun at the
same time the inidal source of this development is also responsible for the galfihal is widening in
the present centuey berwesn oboective reality, fading pwny an the homaon as we Lry o agproach it



arsd the comumeon sease woackl ol Ewclid and Wewion. Ti is didficul 1a Erasp the formeer with our
essentinlly Palaeclithic intellecr.

SUMMARY

Three hypotheses are proposed concerning the advent of the modemn buman intellece. Two are

-nt' ln:hrmhmr-ll content, the third imvolves philosophical significance;
Moromilch fluting is the externalization of & formesly widesprend mode of human
behaviowr.

2, The more frequently phosphene types occur in rock art, the more archaic it is. In the oldest
traditions they may dominate to the poumnt of exclusivensss. This suggests tha: the ability 1o
extemalise concepis of reality (e ari) was derived from phosphenss.

3, Advanced systems of communication, appreciation of the human condition, corscioos
interpretation of the phwvsical world, snd art. all emerged from s single source.

Experimenting with phosphens eaperiences, perhaps pradominantly by voung people, led
to these developments, and the corresponding establishment of new nearal facilicies,
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Lepend for Figure I:

COMPARISON BETWEEN PHOSPHENE TYPES AND ARCHAIC PETROGLYPHE IN

AUSTRALIA

The changes in che perroghyed fradivions from T 1o ighe are believed ro Be @ roughly
chromologeal order, The miorefaa the Lo colurns irclisde cosbinarions of Phospliene Types, and are
atready amockared teith eaditions wsing dcomic exrernalisanons. AV examples of finger krnes and 8.E.
Awsrraliar perroplyds are from Koomgize and Kerabe Cans,



