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Who’re we gonna call? The bias busters!

Robert G.Bednarik

The title of this symposium correctly implies that this discipline is ar the crossroads, and its subject 15
the fuinre directions in rock art studies. In this paper it is proposed that, while more detailed studies,
recording and analysis of rock art will gradually improve the value of knowledge claims in onr young
discipline, the crucial contribution to its future development and viability wili be a significant qualitative
and paradigmatic shift in the design and testing of hypotheses. The underiying strategies of such a
revisionist drive are barely hinted at in this paper, which instead focuses on the effects of Eurocentricity
in the interpretation of Enrasian Palaeolithic art. The refutability of several fong established, major
axioms of Palaeolithic art is explained by presenting more tenable alternatives. The signiftcant discrep-
ancies between simplistic interpretation of the western Enropean corpus, and recent assessment of
Palaeolithic art from central Europe fo China are sufficient to show thar traditional distributional,
statistical and compositional characteristics of the evidence provide no adequate basis for interpretation.
Epistemologically more sound approaches are suggested.

This paper is a direct response to the question posed in - time {for recent eritiques, cf. Bahn 1991a, 1992). Bear-
the title of this symposium: where do we go from bere, ing in mind that Pleistocene art occurs in all continents
in a post-stylistic era in palaeoart studics? It is now  other than Anarctica, and that it is both older and far
widely recognized that the stylistic taxonomies of re-  more common outside of Europe, any work that dis-
searchers, like the stylistic taxonomies archaeologists  cusses (his art by considering only the Upper FPalago-
have invented for artefact typologies, reflect the cogni-  lithic corpus of Europe indicates a very blatant bias,
tive categories of the subjective observers, and not  However, there are many more subtle biases buill nto
those of their makers and users. Thus they are not  the interpretations of Palaeolithic art, and they are the
scientifically relevant, and more rigorous approaches  subject of my attention here.
are required (Bednarik 1992a, 1932b), The study of Palaeolithic art has served as a model
The lingering doubts about the authenticity of various  for the discipline in the past, so in order to extinguish
examples af ‘prehistoric’ art (see Baha, this volume) are biases in palacoart studies one should begin with those
but one of a variety of factors demanding a reassessment.  in Palacolithic art studies. To show that every possible
If it were correct that a certain proportion of Palacolithic  area of consensus opinion about this corpus of art or
art is not authentic, it would follow that the basis of its  non-utilitarian products is permeated by biases, T will
acceptance is its compliance with popularly perceived  formulate a descriptive stalememnt composed of popular
common characteristies of such art. These perceplions of  concepts about Palacolithic arc:
what constitutes the essence of Palaeolithic arl would

have to be shared by forger and authenticator, il a lorgery The Upper Palacolithic rock art of Burape provides a vivid
is to succeed. So the most important heuristic effect of piciure of riwal practices resteiceed o cave sites. There is
forgerics is that they would confirm and amplify any a sharp comrast with the preceding Middle Palagolithic

period which laucked ao art production. The major features
of Joe Age cave an are the masterworks depicting mastly
large animal species. po doubt related to hunting ritwals,
Another characteristic component of this art is the tradi-

biases held by scholars, and distort any statistical data in
their favour,
If one looks closely at an art body such as the

Palaeolithic art of western Europe, it becomes obvious tion of a female cult in which poddesses of Tertifity in the
that its study has been conducted largely in an emotive, form of often abese figurines were revered, Further evi-
jingoistic and heavily biased manncr, and one cannot denee ol symbolic behaviour has been found inthe form of
help noticing that this trend continues right to the present frequent grave poads, cspecially red ochre powder. The
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colour red is the most frequently used inoall prehistorie
arts, suggesting a symbolic function related 1o bloot, hife
and death.

This is the kind of information cne finds in text books
around the world, and it is the kind of information
researchers in non-Euwropean countries often actually
use as a guide in their own search for Plelstocene art
traditions. Let me examine each and every statement in
turn, beginning with the last:

It is true that red is the colour most frequently found
int the rock art of the world, but that does not necessarily
mean that it was the most frequently wsed. Firstly, the
pigments of most red paints are iron oxides or hydrated
iron oxides, which generally consist of a range of
metastable minerals (Bednarik 1979, 1967a, 1991a).
Their reflective properties are determined by a varicty of
Factors, such as the redox state, the content of adsorbed,
absorbed, capillary or crystalline water, or the grain
size. Without exception, they are convertible under natu-
ral conditions, through processes such as hydration,
dehydration, oxidation, reduction, heating and grinding,
which alter the colour of ferric oxides, and even convert
them io ferrous oxides under natural conditions, for
instance in the reduction of hagmatite to magnetite, by
means of organic decomposition or fire. This mineral can
be oxidized 1o maghemite, which in turn is merastable in
respect (o haematite. Magnetite can be oxidized or hy-
drated to goethite or lepidocrocite, the former can defy-
drate o hacmatite, the latter to maghemite. Aeration,
fire, water, insolation, micro-organisms and variation in
pH are some of the factors that cause these changes. It
would therefore be prematare (o assume that one Knows
in which eolour iron minerals were originally applied,
and then base ethnohistorical reconstructions on these
conjectures {Stumfohl 1990, It is also relevant that the
oldest rock paintings always possess a particular, char-
acteristic deep-red hue, especially in regions of warm
and dry climate, such as north-east Brazil, Moexico,
south-west USA, Australia, the Sahara and central India.
It is no coincidence that the most stable of the iron
minerals, such as bacmatite, are of that colour. Finally
it is refevant to remember that of all mineral pigments,
red ochres have the greatest longevity, This is best scen
in the many bichrome or polychrome motifs in which
only red has survived, and which can be found n the
Sahara, in southern Africa, easlern Spain, India and in
Kimberley, Australia (¢.g. Welch 1990}, Moreover, of
all the early pigments, haematite is the one best suited lor
interstitial penetration of sandsiones, and for incorpora-
tion in a silica skin. In short, we have no proof that red
was the most commonly used colour. Conversely, white
pigments which turn to black with time have been re-
ported from India (Bednarik 1992c), and black pigments
which change their colour to light-green from Australia
{McNickle 19%1).

Precipitated iron oxides can ofien be observed m
sediments, namely where distinet pH variations occur

in the vicinity of the peutral point. Between pIl 8.5 and
6.0}, the solubility of iron increases 100,000 tmes, One
would reasonably expect to find a zone of acidiiy around
a decomposing body, and one would also expect that the
eventual reinstatement of equilibrium conditions would
cause the precipitation of surplus solute, especially on
alkaline bone remains. This does not mean that there
are no pre-Historie burials with ochre, only that a
taphonomic explanation as naturally precipitated iron
oxides is to be preferred unless there is more direct
evidence for an intentional deposition of pigment {as in
some Bandkeramik graves in central Europe, or burials
in Liguria, Arene Candide, on Palmaria, Sardinia and
Gozo). It is also relevant 10 note here the number of
reports of so-called grave goods found in burial backfills,
which do not at all differ from the kind of cultural
debris generally found in the sediment that was used Lo
fill the prave.

The presumed female sculptures found in Upper
Palagolithic coniexts from the Atlantic 1o Lake Baikal
provide a classical example of how perceived distribu-
tional, statistical and compositional characteristics can
become established in the mind of researchers as if they
do in fact define categories of artefacts that had distine-
live cultural roles, that link artistic traditions and pos-
sibly even identify ethnic entities. Yet this category of
female sculptures is entirely arbitrary, as are the many
interpretations of the corpus (Bednarik 1990). Having
examined a large proportion of the specimens, [ found
that they share not one common characteristic, the
female status of many 15 not at all indicated, and they
were almost certainly used for different purposes and
by different cultural traditions. The only factors diat tie
them together are the fertile Freudian minds of some
investigators, and the tendency of others arbitrarily to
select perceived common denominators, create imag-
ined taxonomies on their basis, and then present these
as the evidence for their preferred hypotheses. These
anthropomorphous objecis certainly do not form a sio-
gle class that can be objectively contrasted with other
obiects (Duhard 1989; Feustel 1971; Gamble [282; ven
Koenigswald 1964; Rice 1981; Schelsky 1964; Tokarey
1961 and many others). Here [ shall concentrate on a
specific observation that renders any claim concerning
their perceived distribution or frequency invalid,

in considering just those allegedly female images
which are allegedly of the Upper Palacolithic and which
are fully sculpted, it is evident that nearly all are of
materials that would survive poorly in acidic soils, and
that practically all were found in alkaline soils, i.e.
loesses or cave sediments. With the exception of a few
specimens, these objects are of orpanically derived,
mineralized calcareous materials such as Tertiary lime-
stones or ivory, which is essentially dentine, other
calcium minerals and cartilage, Therefore the correla-
tion of characteristics such as those of the raw material
of surviving specimens and the conditions conducive o
their survival seems more relevant than the apparent
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Figure !, Principles of taphoromic reduction of sample size in condinually tncreasing population of symbolic arrefacts.
A. Population of recent artefacts; B. Artefacts produced in Middle Pletstocene; C. Cut-off point at which all older artefacts
should have been losi. Area below X = Total production of symbolic artefacts. Area below ¥ = Total surviving artefacts

geographical distribution of the evidence (Bednarik
1991b). The latter can, in fact, only be relevant under
certain qualifications which archaeologisis have gener-
ally ignored. Some archaeologists consider that the
present distribution of the figurines indicates their former
geographical distribution. Whalt they are in fact 1mply-
ing is that the people who deposited these images se-
lected soil conditions that would be conducive to pres-
ervation. Perhaps Palaeolithic people were so thought-
ful (and considerate to archacologists); but before rely-
ing on such an implausible model it would need to be
shown that none of the figurines was lost or discarded,
rather than ‘deposited’. This example illustrates the
kind of logic some archacologists have resorted 1o in
interpreting palaeoart, and it typifies the scientific ob-
solescence of most interpretations in the discipline.
Mext, the often claimed predominance of large ani-
mal species in Palacolithic art is, quite simply, without
foundation. Only a fraction of the surviving art seems
to be figurative, as far as we can tell, and leroi-
Gourhan (19713, for example, lists a total of merely
2,188 identifiable human and animal figures from the
caves of France, Spain and ltaly (cf. also the question
of hunting magic, discussed in Bahn 1991b). Even most
of the western European early art is in fact non-iconic,
and from Germany 1o China, in mest of Eurasia, graphic
att known or suspected to be of the Pleistocene is almost
exclusively non-iconic, as it is in the Americas and
Ausiralia (Dorn and Whitley 1983; Whitley and Do
1987: Bednarik 1987b, 1988, 1989). Currently, the
only evidenee of a possibly Pleistocene iconic graphic
art in the Americas 15 from Perna 1, Brazil, and the

massive corpus of Australian petroglyphs of the
Pleistocene is entirely non-iconic, except perhaps some
final Pleistocene components, particularly the possible
depiction of two-dimensional forms (i.e. tracks; cf.
Bednarik 1985: 82). (lconicity refers here to the visual
quality of a motif which conveys o most conlemporary
observers, especially Westerners, that a specific object
is depicted: it is not related to the question of whether
a motif does in fact depict, because that question cannot
be answered in pre-Historic art.)

The model which places the beginning of symbolic
behaviour at the division between the Middle and Upper
Palaeolithic {wherever that might be) is yet another
misconception (Bednarik 1992d). Traces of symbolic
aclivitics are in most cases extremely ephemeral, and
even those that do survive for archaeologically signifi-
cant periods generally have a limited life span. This
means that, with every millennium, a certain percent-
age is lost. This loss increases cumulatively with age,
in a quasi-linear fashion, and whatever ils percentage
might be, there must be a point in time at which the loss
component approaches total artefact population (Figure
1}. In other words, there must be a limit beyond which
one would not expect to find evidence in any significant
numbers. For all practical purposes, older evidence of
symbaolism would be exceedingly rare, and the evidence
from the Palacolithic is always most fragmentary, It
comes from unconnected or poorly connected geographi-
cal regions and is always the result of most unusual
conditions of preservation. This taphonomic model
{Bednarik 1992e) accounis for the distributional, statis-
tical and compositional characteristics of this art much
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better than any culiural, copnitive or evolutionary inter-
pretation. It also rejects the perceived paucity of sym-
bolic evidence from pre-Upper Palaealithic contexis as
being irrelevant. Besides, this perceived pavcity is in
any case a fallacy, and is merely an asserted proposition
of researchers who are inadequately informed about the
relevant evidence. A variety of non-utilitarian practices
existed prior to the Upper Palagolithic, and they in-
cluded archaic art or mark-producing activities, More-
over, even the characieristics of Upper Palacolithue art
can only be properly understood when they are seen in
the framewaork of the same taphonomic model, and this
necessitates the rejection of most interpretation atlempls
we have seen so far.

Finally, there is the frequent claim that the location of
Franco-Cantabrian rock art in limestone caves is cultur-
ally significant. Once again, the wrong ‘crucizl common
denominator of the phenomenon category” {Bednarik
1992a) was promoted by biased scholars for the best part
of a century. So-called ‘cave art’ was not endemic to
caves, it is found in caves not because it was oaly
produced there, but because it only survived there
{Bednarik 1986: 41). This is well illustrated by the first
Pleistocene rock art ever discovered in central Europe.
Al the sites Hohler Fels and Geissenkldsterle, southern
Germany, rock art was recently found on extoliated
cryoclasts (Hahn 1991), which confirms again that the
apparent absence of cave arl in central Europe is a
funetion of speleaclimale and speleopenesis, not of cul-
tural factors {Bednarik 19921). It is a faphenamic phe-
nomencn, The cave art of western Europe is no more than
the tip of an iceberg, it accounts for only a fraction of a
percent of the rock art that may have been produced in
Europe at that time, and it provides a sample that may not
only be spatially distorted, it is likely o be even
iconographically non-typical, providing misleading clues
for specious confirmationist interpretations (Bednarik
1993y, Thus the biases inherent in waditiona! explana-
tions of this art body are not just of marginal effect and
cannot be addressed by cosmetic changes of existing
models; they will involve a qualitative and paradigmatic
shifi in the design and testing of hypotheses if this
discipline is to be of scienific relevance.

The archaeological fairy stories about palacoart that
have cmanated from Europe for a century are not just
harmless fantasics of scholars, they have been the basis
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