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Archaeological remains are all that we have to recreate the earliest 
history of man, and rock art is among the most common and readily 
available surviving evidence. In Ladakh limited archaeological 
evidence for the prehistoric period (the first millennium BC and 
earlier) has so far come to light and—by contrast with parts of 
northern India—it is not yet possible to establish a proper chronology 
or thematic sequence. The problem is compounded by the vastness of 
the area and its inaccessible terrain, which makes even surface-finding 
a gigantic task. For this and other reasons, such as the cold harsh 
climate and the short summer working season, there has so far been 
little work in this area. 

Most of the reports on inscriptions and rock art come from 
foreign travellers, missionaries and scholars, and there is almost 
nothing from Ladakhi scholars. The aim of this paper is to raise 
awareness of the importance of these otherwise neglected arts in 
Ladakh. 

Various forms of rock art are represented in the rock carvings of 
Ladakh. Ibexes are the most common objects represented in almost all 
the areas where such art is seen. Other animals include both domestic 
animals such as horses, camels, dogs and sheep; and wild beasts such 
as urials and foxes. Other forms include stupas, swastikas, circles and 
other symbols. 

Francke (1926) reports several rock carvings in the Dard district 
between Kargil and Chanigund, and attributes the depictions of 
swastikas, yonis, circular or solar symbols to pre-Buddhist times. Dani 
(1991) reports plenty of such carvings from various regions in the 
Northern Areas of Pakistan, including Yasin, Skardu, Gilgit and 
Chilas. He dates the carvings of horse or horse riders along with 
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circular or solar symbols to the early historic period. More prehistoric 
art has been found in Chilas (Jettmar 1985), Zangskar (Francfort et al. 
1990) and Gya. Francfort et al attribute rock carvings of hunters and 
ibex in Zangskar to the Bronze and Iron Ages. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig.1. Ibexes. 

The rock art of Nubra 
The rock engravings reported here are scattered between Sasoma (in 
the restricted area towards the Siachen glacier, at the base of the 
Karakorum route to Yarkand) and the Degar/Tangyer areas, including 
Deskit and Hundar Dok. This whole area falls on the most important 
and long-established trade route linking Srinagar, Leh and Yarkand. In 
winter travellers passed over the Digar-la and then the Karakorum 
pass to Yarkand. The summer route from Leh usually went via the 
Khardong-la and onwards to the Karakoram pass. The third route from 
Leh to the Nubra valley is via Hundar Dok: this is used only in 
summer, and ascends from Phyang village on the Leh side and over to 
Hundar in the Nubra valley. 
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Fig.2. People dancing with musical instruments. 
 

Most of the Nubra engravings show striking similarities with those in 
other parts of Ladakh. The ibex is the most common of all (Fig. 1). 
Other wild animals include members of the ungulate family (wild 
sheep). Domestic animals include dogs, camels, horses, sheep etc. 
Hunters are more often portrayed individually than in groups. On the 
religious front, we often see the stupa in various stages of 
development. The social aspects include people dancing with various 
musical instruments (Fig. 2). The other representations are of 
swastikas, palm impressions, giant human carvings, mask-like 
drawings and other unknown signs and symbols (Fig.3). The 
representation of a male animal is seen only in the case of horses. 
Most of these are shown with distended male organs, often 
disproportionately large (Fig. 4). 

Most of this art is fashioned in a naturalistic manner without 
much stylistic representation. The bodies of the animals vary from 
single line profiles, to completely pecked bodies. The pictures range in 
size from a few inches to a couple of feet. Only at a few places is there 
a superimposition of figures. 
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The unusual hand impressions on the rocks are about life-size (Fig.5). 
Only a few such carvings have been found, at Deskit and Panamik. 
They are comparable with the ones found near the river Indus in 
Chilas (Pakistan) by Dani (1991), but the Ladakhi ones are much less 
developed. Dani dates this art to the prehistoric period. 

Fig.3. Unknown signs. 
 

Palm impressions may be linked to religious or ritual concepts. A 
somewhat similar artistic style is also found in caves in Europe 
associated with the Upper Palaeolithic culture, but the method of 
drawing is different. In Europe the hand was either dipped in colour 
and then impressed against the wall, or the bare hand was pressed 
against the wall and colour applied to it leaving a kind of silhouette on 
the rock. (Bhattacharya 1973). The giant human representations may 
also reflect some kind of magico-religious beliefs.  

The exaggerated male sexual organs in the horse engravings 
may have a ritually symbolic meaning of fertility and power. Horse 
remains are associated with Painted Grey Ware (PGW) sites, one of 
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the major archaeological cultures of northern India (Thapar 1995). 
The mask-like carvings (maskoids) that I have seen near Sasoma 
resemble those reported by Jettmar (1985) from Chilas: these are 
attributed to the Okunuv Culture, which spread in the third and second 
millennium BC. The animal styles with elegant curves and spiral 
hooks found at Deskit correlate with the Scythian cultural tradition 
which emerged early in the first millennium BC. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig.4. Horses 
 

On the basis of his research in Ladakh, Francke (1907) identifies the 
makers of this rock art as Dards. Dani prefers to call them simply the 
‘People of the Rock Art’, and argues that they are certainly much 
older than the Dards, though the latter could have copied their art and 
carried that tradition to Tibet. He believes that the Rock Art People 
had their socio-economic base in hunting and food gathering, and may 
be dated earlier to the first millennium BC. The earliest group consists 
purely of hunters and food gatherers and may be dated from the 
second millennium BC to the fifth or sixth millennium BC. Their 
settlements appear to have been limited to large rock shelters or to 
mountain defiles and deep gullies until they learnt the art of pastoral 
life which took some people to open pasture land (Dani 1991). This 
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theory could be further supported by the fact that these carvings are 
found on and around grazing ground, and on routes probably travelled 
by their nomads. 

Further landmark historical evidence of prehistorical settlement 
in Nubra has been reported by Fonia (1993). He and his Geological 
Survey of India (GSI) team reportedly found various Palaeolithic 
artefacts in Tertse and Hundar Dok cave. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Fig.4. Handprints. 
 

The principal Neolithic site of Northern India is Burzahom in 
Kashmir, and this exhibits a close affinity with many Neolithic sites 
spread across China and Central Asia: these groups are characterised 
by the same cultural traits of pit-dwelling, bone tools, burial customs, 
absence of microliths (small blades made of flaked stone), a hunting-
based culture etc. Radio carbon-dating identifies the earliest level at 
2375 BC and the latest at 500 BC (Bhattacharya 1973). Fonia (1993) 
points out that the Burzahom site reported by TN Khazanchi (1959-
70) has few characteristics in common with Neolithic finds from the 
same period in peninsular India. Ladakh lies between Central Asia and 
China to the north, and Kashmir to the south-west. The affinities 
between the Neolithic cultures of Kashmir and Central Asia make us 
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assume that Ladakh also might have seen a Neolithic culture in 
parallel with those two regions. 

After extensive study of the rock art of the Northern Areas of 
Pakistani, Dani (1991) summarises his conclusions: 

... the first is that examples of rock art, spread all over the great length of this 
extensive zone (Ladakh, Baltistan, Xinjiang, Kashmir and Swat) are inter-
related; and the second is that there is a continuity from pre-history to history. 
As we come nearer historic time, the evidence multiplies, the social and animal 
life expands, the symbols increase in number, the religious meanings become 
clearer and more definitive, and at the same time new monumental remains in 
the form of grave stones, stone circles and monolithic rocks introduce new 
people, new tastes, new contacts and new systems of socio-economic behaviour 
patterns. 

Further research will establish to what extent his arguments apply to 
Nubra. 

Conclusion 
The study of rock art and petroglyphs suggests that the first 
inhabitants of the Nubra valley must have arrived during the 
prehistoric period. A more detailed study with dating of this art will 
help us establish a thematic and chronological sequence for the region. 
This will throw more light on the earliest immigrants in Ladakh and 
may establish continuity with later civilisation in the region. A 
comparative study of other regions such as Kashmir, the Northern 
Areas of Pakistan and Central Asia will lead us to locate Ladakh’s 
position in the early historical period more precisely. Further 
systematic study will also help us to distinguish between art of local 
origin and development, and art left by travellers or introduced by 
other cultural invasions. 
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