
Proceedings of the Peradcniya University Research Sessions. Sri Lanka. Vol. 14. y <l Decem ber 2009

FEMALE REI'RESENTATION IN PRIMITIVE ROCK ART IN ANCI ENT
INDIA: A SOC IAL- ARCHAEOLOGICAL STUDY

Dulma Karunarathna

Department ofArchaeology , Faculty of Arts. University ofPeradeniya

Introduction
The 'fema le' in South Asian historical
and archaeological studies is generally
given a relatively less important place
compared to the ' male' and is situated
in the background 'W hich is understood
as ' hidden in history ' . The female is
often discussed in relation to the
' male' and placed in a secondary
position. However. it is essential to
situate the female within a problem.
oriented context. In view of the
mater ial e..-idencc, which is available
and new directions developed ill
theoretical perspectives in social
archaeo logy, it is now possible to offer
alternative explanations
contextualizing the female in history
and this study undertakes. for the first
lime. an in-depth cross regional study
aimed at understanding female
representations depicted in primitive
rock art in India (Karunarathne. 2008).

Objectives
It is important that we understand how
females lived in pre-urban societies. I
wish to focus on the changes reflected
in social. cultural, economic and ritual
background conditioning the status of
women. The objective of this study is
to investigate the actual nature of
female representation and the role of
women within primitive societies.
(Karunarathnc. 2008).

Methodology
The growing body of data retrieved
from archaeological collection of
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information from primary sources.
mainly rock 'art. provides us with
artistic expressions on rock med ia such
as bare surface of caves, rock shelters
and boulders ( Brooks, and Wakankar,
1976). Rock art in India occurs in
many places. right from the l limalaya
to the lip of the sub-continent, and
ranks as one of the six major regions in
the world (Sridhar. 2005). This art is
recognized as primitive expression due
to style and techniques (Ada m. 1954).
Pre Historic man initiated rock
paintings and primitive cultures still
practice the tradition (Karunarathne.
2008).

This art appears in several forms such
as paintings. etching, engravings and
brushing, etc . The early cave man was
a nomadic hunter gatherer, whose life
was inextricably linked to his physical
and natural environment (PO\\e11.
1976). What he saw he reduced to an
artistic expression in the caverns that
he inhabited (Nandadwc. 1986). They
are direct material expressions of
primitive concepts and thoughts of
primitive cu ltures, In this study these
artistic expressions have been
supplemented by local and fore ign
ethnographic sources in comparative
studies. The ethnographic data
provides us with a useful corpus of
informat ion regarding the female of
the prehistoric ages and primitive
cultures.
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Results
It is rema rka ble that a large proporti on
of decorative art is a mono po ly of
women and a number of important
crafts such as weaving and pottery
"ere introduced by women. This takes
us on a journey th rough time and space
that explores the visually creative
essence of women in prehistor ic and
other prim itive cultures. The
accumulation o f a nc ien t rock pa intin gs
is witness to visua l art as a medium of
mediating. record ing. recou nting and a
new means of more fully experiencing
a nd the profound women eve nts a nd
changes which have shaped o ur
histories. The role of women in
primit ive cultures could be indenti tied
in the sources placing her in a wide r
co ntext of activities. Women are
represe nted in pregnancy, breast
feed ing. nudity. sexuallife, the posture
of ca rrying c hildren and loo king after
kids. It significantly marks the ro le of
mother and concept of fert ility and
prosperity. It is signi ficant that the
image of the fema le is represented
even in the fighting scenes. hunting.
fish ing. gathering and carry ing food.
animal domestica tion and special
crafts . These Art representat ions
clea rly indicat e thai the fema le has
d irect ly involved herself in socia l
activities and mar ks an outstanding
contribution comparah le \0 that of the
male , Though historians situated the
female in a narrow soc ia l spec trum,
eac h of these characters had played a
varyin g ro le in primitive soc ieties. Her
q ualitative and qu aruitarive posit ion in
domestic activiti es, contribution
towards art and spe cia lized cra fts
could be retrieved from primit ive roc k
art in India ( Karunararhne, 2008).
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Co nclusion
This research enab les us to understa nd
the different ro les play ed by the fema le
and he r contribut ion to socie ty. It
enab les us to q uestion and dispel many
myt hs about the female in ou r pre­
history. It was believed du ring
prim itive soc iety the male played a
prominent ro le. However, information
obta ined from the present study
cha llenges thi s firm be lief. The data
gathered from rock art reveals that the
ro le of women during pr imit ive
cultures wa s eq ua lly strong
(Karunarat hne, 2008). Such nev....
inform ation may be used in a
prod uct ive man ner in con temporary
research. thereby helping us to focus
on the rights of women and their
legit imate pos itio n in soc iety.
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