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INTRODUCTION

"The history of art is the history of what we
look at. To change how we see is to change
history."

Jobn Berger, Ways of Seeing
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PART I

AT THE ORIGINS OF THE IMAGE

"The Great Mother is the oldest image
of the human divine."

Marija Gimbutas, The Language of the Godde
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Chapter 1: In The Darkness Of The Caves

Prehistory spans an immense stretch of time, an almost boundless horizon. It
begins with the carliest human presences and extends to the appearance of
writing, in the second half of the fourth millennium BCE, in Mesopotamia, at
sites such as Uruk. From that moment onward, human societies leave texts—
words that allow us to reconstruct thoughts, beliefs, fears, and intentions with

far greater precision.

Before that threshold, there are no sentences, no chronicles. Yet the carliest
traces that reach us from this remote past are not limited to tools or bones.
They include images. Signs. Formal choices. Long before written history,
human beings were already producing visual representations. This s not a
marginal fact. It tells us something fundamental about how humans relate to
the world.

Imagine a deep cave carved into rock. The air is cold and humid. The ground

uneven. There is no natural light—only the fragile illumination humans bring

with them: a flickering flame, perhaps a torch made of resinous wood. And on
nimals

the walls, figures appear. Not random marks, but recognizable form:
in motion, bodics in tension, herds, horns, hooves, muscles stretched in flight
or attack. Lines that often follow the natural curves of the stone itself.

Here a question arises—one that concerns art, but also existence. Why devote
time, effort, and precious resources to painting in darkness, within societies that

faced constant struggle for survival?

Life expectancy in prehistoric communities was short, strongly affected by
infant mortality and environmental risk. Many individuals did not reach
adulthood; those who did were often considered old by their thirties. Under
such conditions, every sustained activity carried weight. Effort was rarcly
gratuitous.

If these images exist, they respond to needs that go beyond decoration. Art does
not appear as ornament. It emerges as function. As a practice embedded in life
itsclf—alongside tools, weapons, and the gestures that cnsured hunting,
protection, and survival.





OEBPS/Af7oD9ghgcPONRSRQXwPAw.png





OEBPS/2FEHwvUJvDkmYBDIJuExkA.png
Cave Paintings

Cave painting is one of the primary gateways into the carliest forms of are. It is
an art born before books, before chronicles, before cities. And yet it already
displays a high level of formal and conceptual complexity. It is not a game, nor
a casual pastime. It is a practice embedded at the core of carly human
experience.

The carliest known pictorial evidence is found mainly in Europe, particulatly in
the region between present-day France and northern Spain, though important
examples also exist in Africa, Australia, and other distant areas of the world.
“This distribution suggests that the impulse to create images in enclosed spaces

was not confined to a single culture or region.

These images are traced on the inner walls of caves. For this reason, they are
described as parietal art, from the Latin paries, meaning “wall.” They are also
commonly referred to as cave art or rock art, since they are executed directly on
natural rock surfaces inside geological cavities.

A Paleolithic cave is not a comfortable, wide, or luminous place. It is often a
narrow opening, a corridor of stone that descends and stretches beneath the
carth. In some cases, as in the cave of Lascaus in France, the system extends
for hundreds of meters, with passages that descend far below the level of the
entrance. Reaching these spaces requircs cffort, planning, and persistence.

Why venture so decp into darkness, into cold, damp, and uncomfortable
environments, simply to produce images?

Inside the cave, natural light disappears quickly. What remains is light brought
by humans: a small, unstable flame. Torches. Embers. Perhaps stone lamps fed
with animal fat. Fire, in this context, becomes essential not only for warmth o

cooking, but for rendering the inner space of the carth visible.

The vision produced by this light is never stable. Flames flicker. Air currents
shift. Shadows move across uneven surfaces, and the figures painted on the
walls appear to change, to vibrate, almost to animate.

The effect is strikingly theatrical: a space filled with presences rather than static

images.
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Within the Paleolithic, artistic evidence appears mainly in two forms. Parictal
art—images painted or engraved on cave walls, And portable art—small objects
made of bone, ivory, or stone, often carved or incised, and casily transported.

The central question returns, with greater force. If this is not decoration, what
isie?

The answer cannot be definitive. Texts are absent. Meanings cannot be fixed

with certainty. But patterns emerge. The depth of the caves, the physical effort

required to reach them, the reperition of specific animal species, the focus on
creatures essential for survival or feared as threats. These clements suggest
practices connected to belicf, control, and mediation with forces beyond the
human. Many scholars speak cautiously of titual or symbolic functions—
attempts to engage with uncertainty, danger, and success, rather than simple
represcntation.

Alongside images, there are burials. Bodies sometimes placed in fetal positions,
oceasionally oriented according o celestial references, in some cases
accompanicd by tools or objects of value. These gestures

uggest that death was
not perceived solely as an end, but as a transition. They indicate the presence of
abstract thought: a mind capable of imagining continuity, order, and meaning
beyond immediate life.

Even color plays a role. Traces of pigment—especially red and black—have

been found on human remains. Whether symbolic, practical, or both, these

applications imply transformation: matter altered, bodics marked, boundaries
crossed.

From its carliest manifestations, art is not exce:

It is response. A way of
confronting fear, hunting, mortality, and the unknown. It is  language born in
darkness, in unstable light, within lives that were fragile and bricf. And preciscly
for that reason, it is essential: because it gives form to what cannot be
controlled, but can at least be faced through image.
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We live in an environment saturated with images—advertising, social media,
journalism, cinema, graphic design. The contexts have changed, but many of

the mechanisms remain the same: hierarchy, framing, symbolic color, repetition,
visual emphasis. Studying how these strategies operate in ancient art sharpens

our ability to recognize them in contemporary visual culture.

“This book guides you through the earliest phases of art history, from Palcolithic
cave imagery to the Bronze Age civilizations of the Mediterrancan and the Near
East. Each chapter focuses on selected works and structures, treating them not
as isolated masterpicces, but as coherent visual systems.

You will learn to recognize recurring formal patterns. Iconography will become
intlligible. Form and function will be examined together.

By the end of this volume, you will not have memorized a list of dates or names.
You will have acquired a method—a way of looking that can be applied to any
image, ancient or modern. You will be able to approach an unfamiliar work and
ask the essential questions: What is being shown? How is it being shown? Why
were these choices made? What do they communicate?

“This is visual intelligence.
‘This is what it means to decode art.

Let's begin.
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From the depths of prehistoric caves to the monumental temples of ancient
Egypt, from Mesopotamian ziggurats to Mycenacan fortresses, human socictics
have left behind a vast archive of images. These images were not created to
satisfy aesthetic pleasure in the modern sense. They were made to function: to
assert authority, to construct memory, to regulate the relationship between
humans and the divine, to impose order on socicty.

This book is about learning how to read that archive.

Every ancient image is governed by rules. A pharaoh is consistently represented
larger than his subjects. A Mesopotamian ruler appears in profile, feet firmly
planted on conquered ground. These choices are not decorative or accidental.
They arc conventions—formal decisions repeated over time until they become
stable visual systems. Systems that communicate power, hieratchy, belicf, and
social order.

“The problem is that these systems no longer speak our language.

We look at an Egyptian tomb painting and describe it as “flat” or “rigid.” We
admire the complexity of an Assyrian relief without fully understanding its
political function. We walk through muscums surrounded by images whose
visual logic we do not yet possess. The result is distance: we see the images, but
their meanings remain opaque.

“This is where decoding begins.

To decode art history means recognizing that every formal decision—scale,
proportion, color, composition, material, placement—carrics meaning. These
decisions are never neutral. They are shaped by specific cultural, political, and
religious nceds. Through them, societics made visible what mattered most:
authority, continuity, the sacred, the boundary between life and death.

Learning to read these visual systems is more than an exercise in artistic

appreciation. It s a form of visual literacy: the ability to understand how images

work, how they guide perception, and how they shape interpretation.

And this skill is particularly relevant today.
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The material evidence that survives falls broadly into two categorics. On one
side, there are artifacts: worked stones, carcfully shaped through repeated
blows. Hand axes, for example—multifunctional tools capable of cutting,
scraping, or striking. Objects tied dircctly to daily labor and subsistence. On the
other side, there are visual traces: paintings on cave walls, engravings, small
sculpted objects. These do not cut flesh or shape wood. They shape memory.

To approach this world, we must hold two ideas together. The first is
adaptation. Prehistoric groups were mobile, responsive to environmental
conditions, constantly adjusting to climate, resources, and danger. The second
is culture—not in the later sense of refinement, but in its decper meaning: care,
cultivation, relation. Even before agriculture, culture

spressed a way of
inhabiting the world, of structuring relationships with forces that exceeded
immediate control—animals, landscape, fate, death.

Paleolithic

‘The first major phase we encounter is the Palcolithic. The term derives from
Greek: palaios, “ancient,” and /ithos, “stone.” It designates the Old Stone Age.
Its beginning is conventionally associated with carly hominins such as Homo
habilis, more than two million years ago, and it ends around 10,000 BCE, when
profound changes in subsistence and scttlement mark the transition toward the
Neolithic.

During the Paleolithic, human life unfolds largely within wild environments.
Groups move, adapt, search. And at a certain point, a transformation occurs
that is not only practical but cognitive and symbolic: the control of fire. Fire
alters diet, protection from cold, nocturnal safety, and the occupation of
enclosed spaccs. It also reshapes perception. Flames cast moving shadows.
Walls flicker, Caves become dynamic environments, charged with visual and

emotional intensity.

Here a principle becomes visible that will recur throughout the history of art:
cultural expression is inseparable from technique. Materials, tools, and practical
discoveries  reshape  experience.  And  experince, in turn,  reshapes
representation.





