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One example of Jinsha River Rock Art

Earlier this summer, a branch of the United Nations bestowed one of its highest
preservation designations on a little-known area of Guangxi province. The selection,
which recognizes the importance of rock art some 16 millennia old, may have

ramifications for younger but archaeologically important sites in northwest Yunnan.

Beginning with Sumerian cuneiform script, recorded human history goes back roughly
5,000 years. Any further than that, the remainders of ancient civilizations and tribes
are sometimes comprised only of rock paintings. At their most ancient, such as the
Pettakere cave paintings on the Indonesian island of Sulawesi, some have been dated
at 35,400 years-old.

In China, however, no painting comes close to rivaling that astounding age. At a
comparatively young 16,000 years, the Zuojiang Huashan Rock Art Cultural Landscape
is the oldest of its kind in the Middle Kingdom. Located in Guangxi province, the site

encompasses a collection of rock art portrayed on limestone mountainsides. In July, the
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UNESCO World Heritage Committee recognized the cultural and historical importance of
this region, inscribing it as the forty-ninth such site in China. With its ascendancy, the

international organization described Zuojiang Huashan in the following statement:

Located on the steep cliffs in the border regions of southwest China, these 38 sites of
rock art illustrate the life and rituals of the Luoyue people[...]. In a surrounding
landscape of karst, rivers and plateaux, they depict ceremonies that have been
interpreted as portraying the bronze drum culture once prevalent across southern

China. This cultural landscape is the only remains of this culture today.

Stone paintings at Guangzi's Zuojiang Huashan Rock Art Cultural Landscape

The newly-acquired UNESCO status has generated a renewed interest in similar locales

s

around China. In Yunnan, the Jinsha River Rock Art (&i};I&[H) area is such an

example. At 3,000 years old, dozens of similar rock paintings can be found along the
Jinsha River where it demarcates the border of Yunnan and Sichuan. Depicting ancient
dances, game animals and hunting rituals, the paintings are thought to have been the

product of an ancient, but still mysterious, nomadic civilization.

As a result of the attention to ancient art in Guangxi, questions of preservation have

come to the fore in Yunnan. In the case of Zuojiang Huashan, even with its newfound
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UNESCO protection, changing weather patterns and myriad construction projects —
including dams, railways, and mines — are threatening the integrity of the ancient sites
in @ way the intervening eons never could. Due to its obscurity, Jinsha River Rock Art

may be at even greater risk.

Considering the number of development projects along the Jinsha River region, the
future of this art is in serious jeopardy. In particular, the Baihetan Hydroelectric Dam —
scheduled for completion in 2021 — puts the entire area at risk. While the Yunnan
Provincial Institute of Archaeology and the local cultural relics management department
have attempted to implement a protection plan, tourists are reportedly taking the

opportunity to visit the paintings while they still can.

In both Shangri-la and Yulong counties, Jinsha River Rock Art has been added to the list
of national key cultural relics in need of protection. This makes the site eligible for
preservation funds from national coffers, but those have not yet been forthcoming.
Exacerbating the situation, the Jinsha River relics are located in one of the poorest
regions of Yunnan — itself one of the poorest provinces in China. As such, any local
funding has been scant, to say the least. At present, a mere two thousand yuan has
been allocated annually, put toward the salary of a single man tasked with "protecting"

paintings mostly hidden away on cave walls.
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