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For many years, conventional

archaeological wisdom held that a
creative explosion occurred about
40,000 years ago when modern
humans colonized Europe. Brit-
ish archaeologist Clive Gamble
once described the evolution of
symbolism as occurring so rapidly
that it was like “flicking on a light
switch.” Now, the increasing num-
ber of finds at Blombos and else-

where point to a far more
ancient genesis for sym-
bolic markings. Gamble
has modified his meta-
phor, saying that the

growth of symbolism may be
more like a “stuttering candle.”
And it is now clear that the earli-
est clearly symbolic expression by
humans occurred in Africa, not
Europe.

Why would a few scratchings on
ocher represent an evolutionary
advantage over other hominid com-
petitors in the race for survival?

Many scientists say that the answer
is a no-brainer, especially when it is
focused on the most sophisticated
form of symbolic communication—
language. The ability to communi-
cate detailed, concrete information
as well as abstract concepts allowed
early humans to cooperate and plan
in ways unique to our species, says
Balter, thus enhancing their pros-
pects for survival during times of
hardship and boosting their repro-
ductive success in good periods.

Art and other non-linguistic
forms of symbolic behavior may
have been key to cementing these
bonds by expressing meanings
that are difficult to put into
words, Balter says. Indeed, artis-
tic expression may have helped
ensure the survival of the fittest.
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Survival Art

Engraved ocher chips found

in South Africa’s Blombos Cave in
recent years feature what could be
triangles, waves, fans, or maybe just
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The Bulging Brain

Every time you read an In

Essence article, responding to it by
saying “hmmm,” getting mad at the
author, or even flipping the page,
you are exercising your cerebral cor-
tex, which is about as thick as a
piece of cardboard and as big as an
extra-large pizza. The cortex fits in
your skull because it folds up into
consistent patterns of bulges and
valleys. The geography of the brain
has been studied for hundreds of
years. A pseudoscience called
phrenology once did considerable
harm to people whose brain and,
particularly, skull measurements
were judged to be savage. But Claus
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fancy crosshatchings that are dated
to between 77,000 and 100,000
years ago. Archaeologists disagree
on whether they are art.

But a continual stream of dis-
coveries is dramatically pushing
back the dates of objects that
were surely shaped by the hand of
early man. There was room for
doubt about whether the Venuses
of Tan-Tan and Berekhat Ram,
discovered in Morocco and in the
Golan Heights and dated to
250,000 to 500,000 years ago,
were fertility symbols or simply
unusually weathered or chipped
stone. But the newly discovered
chunks of red ocher from Blom-
bos were clearly left by a human-
like hand. They may not be art,
but archaeologists are quite sure
they are symbols, the creation of
which requires the cognitive abil-
ity to communicate meaning,
writes Michael Balter, author of

This ocher fragment was etched by a human-
like hand some 77,000 years ago.

The Venus of Berekhat Ram


