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«HUNTERS» AND «HERDERS» IN THE CENTRAL 

SAHARA: THE «ARCHAIC HUNTERS» EXPELLED 

FROM THE PARADIGM 
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Abstract

With regard to the chronology of the rock art of the whole Saharan sub-continent, a very common opinion is that, 

starting from the VIIth millennium BP or even earlier, an older “Culture of the Hunters” had been replaced by groups 

of “Herders”, and that this change appeared in rock art as a modification of styles, techniques and, above all, of the set 

of themes associated with the imaginative world of these two populations. A series of recent publications renews this 

proposal for the Fezzan province, by presenting “archaic Hunters” as existing before 8000 BP, or even as dating from the 

very Late Pleistocene. After analysing the methodology and the arguments adopted by its authors, this thesis will  finally 

be confronted with, and largely contradicted by,  new observations carried out on the two plateaux of the Libyan Messak, 

i.e. in one of the supposed ‘homes’ of the aforesaid “Hunters Culture”.  

Key-words : Sahara, Libya, Neolithic, rock art, chronology, hunters, herders



388 389

 w
w

w
.p

aleth
n

o
lo

g
ie.o

rg
Le Quellec / palethnologie 2008. 1

I

In 1933, to classify Matkhendûsh engravings, Leo 
Frobenius proposed to distinguish on the one hand 
a “wild animals group” whose authors were the 
“Hunters of the plateaux”, and on the other hand a 
“domestic animals group”, deemed to be the creation 
of a “civilization of the plain herders”. Two years later, 
M. Reygasse confirmed this important dichotomy and 
postulated its validity not only for engravings from 
Djérât but for the whole northern part of the continent. 
He affirmed that it was possible here, “as in all of the 
Sahara, to divide these works of art into two large 
categories: a) the archaic engravings or rock engravings 
strictly speaking and b): more recent libyco-Berber 
engravings characterised by a great decline and by 
the appearance of the camel”  In his opinion, category 
a), that of archaic engravings, itself counted “two 
very clear divisions: 1. art of primitive populations 
practising hunting and gathering; 2. more recent art of 
the first herders”.

In 1932, in a book devoted to Libyan rock art, P. 
Graziosi proposed that the oldest engravings were 
made by a group known as “the Berjûj hunters” 
(‘gruppo venatorio del Bergiúg’‘) whose engraved 
works were characterised by “beautiful representations 
of tropical fauna” marked by “strong naturalism, 

great expressivity [...] advanced technique” and “very 
remarkable” dimensions. He saw the decline of this 
group as coinciding with the apogee of a “pastoral 
art” which had moved away from naturalism and was 
“tending towards more rigid and solidified forms”. 
This he subdivided into two phases: the older “typified 
by beautiful representations of bovines of a markedly 
naturalistic character, and which may be contemporary 
with at least some of the engravings of the Berjuj 
hunters group”, whereas the second, badly dated and 
given the name of “the Shâti hunters group”, consisted 
of “expressions relating to hunting scenes” which have 
both a “naturalistic character” and a “decadent style” 
(GRAZIOSI 1942:259 - 261, 271).

In 1948, the term “Hunters Period”, designating the 
time of the earliest Saharan engravings, appears again 
in a synthetic study by R. Perret of rock figurations 
from Djerat and from Fezzan in which he states “the 
oldest engravings were drawn by hunters” (Perret 
1948:10). Subsequently,this reference to “hunters” 
will be systematically used by P. Huard, then by L. 
Allard-Huard, to indicate a “culture” recognized (but 
not defined) by the presence of 25 observable cultural 
features of engravings. This position was gradually 
developed in numerous studies until the publication 

fig. 1 : Scene of milking cows in Bubalin style. Detail of an engraved ensemble of Wâdi 
Tiksatîn, Messak Settafet (Fezzân, Libya).
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«Hunters» and «Herders» in the Central Sahara ...

of two lengthy syntheses aiming to establishing 
definitively the existence of a unique “Culture of the 
Hunters” evidence of whose engravings could be 
traced from the Nile to the Atlantic (Huard, Leclant 
and Allard-Huard, 1980; Allard-Huard, 1993). The 
proposed pattern stipulates that two different artistic 
forms descended from this culture. “In the Sahara 
large, naturalistic incised wild animals; on the Nile, 
smaller subjects, subschematic and pecked on the entire 
surface”. It was proposed that this dichotomy persisted 
“until the pastoral era” but, at this time, Saharan art 
would show a gradual “decline of techniques and 
styles”, whereas that of the Nile would simultaneously 
gain in dimension, while evolving “to sub-naturalism or 
stylisation” (Allard-Huard, 1993: 41).

On the occasion of an exhibition, F. Mori (1960: 
10) was led “to define the time of the hunters” 
by the complete absence of “representations of 
domestic fauna”. From then on, many authors took 
up this thesis and, little by little, a pan-Saharan 
chronological framework was worked out, beginning 
with an archaic, or even pre-Neolithic, engraved art, 
produced by “hunters” who were completely unaware 
of domestication. Thus, in 1986, one could find in 
an illustrated book, which is moreover splendid, that 
“in all probability, the Berjûj hunters were immersed 
in a Palaeolithic culture, ultimate upholders of the 
Aterian culture”, whereas, in the neighbouring 
zones of Wâdi-l-Ajâl and Tadrart-Akâkûs, “large 
herds were already being reared” (CASTIGLIONI & 
NEGRO 1986:214).

In 1987, while looking for a chronological framework 
suitable to the study of the engravings from Northern 
Shâti, I too considered that the simplest way to 
classify Fezzan engravings was to distinguish four 
groups, respectively gathering together the works of 
1/the Hunters, 2/the Herders, 3/those showing horses 
(Equidian), and finally 4/those showing camels 
(Camelian). This position, inspired by P. Huard’s 
thesis, I then held “pending any confirmation or 
really constraining later invalidation” (Quellec 

1987:39), and I readily recognize that this model was 
then so powerful that I did not think, at that time, to 
call it into question.

However, this way of thinking stems from an earlier 
stage of anthropological studies during which the 
idea prevailed that “Herders” or “Hunter-Herders” 
would everywhere succeed “Hunters”. This position 
is illustrative of the simplistic idea according to 
which domestication would have eliminated hunting. 
Moreover it is marked by an evolutionary thesis 
which appeared long before Lamarck or Darwin, and 
was already perceptible in l’Esquisse d’un tableau 
historique des progrès de l’esprit humain in which, in 
1795, Condorcet postulated that Man leaves the state 
of Nature by passing necessarily through the stages 
of herding and farming. This presupposition, which 
implies an immanent order of succession of economic 
and cultural phenomena, was later to be developed by 
Gustav Klemm. Publishing in 1843 Allgemeine Kultur-
Geschichte der Menschheit, he explains that three stages 
succeed the wild state (Wildheit): hunting and fishing, 
then herding, and finally farming. The recognition of the 
biological principle of evolution and the development 
of the nascent prehistoric science led soon to a quasi-
Darwinian vision of the history of cultures: they were 
supposed to develop from simple to complex states, 
under the pressure of the environment (hence the reason 
for the appearance of farming was then thought to be 
demographic growth). Better still, the ethnographers 
sought confirmation of their evolutionary thesis in the 
seriations suggested by the prehistorians, while they, 
in their turn, relied on the work of the ethnographers 
to support their own theories. Neither could see that 
a culture can never be reduced to one or other of its 
material elements, and together they built a splendid 
example of circularity. These evolutionary doctrines 
were popularised in 1877 by Lewis H. Morgan’s book 
Ancient Society, which inspired Marx and Engels, and 
in which humanity was presented as passing through 
three progressive stages: the wild stage (preceding the 
invention of pottery), the barbarian stage, and finally 
civilization (starting with the invention of writing). Even 
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a convinced diffusionnist like Father Wilhelm Schmidt 
affirmed in 1926 in Der Ursprung der Gottesidee that 
it was advisable to distinguish Urkultur (culture of 
nomad hunters) and Primärkultur (culture of herders), 
the second necessarily succeeding the first.

Nevertheless, exactly a century ago, Eduard Hahn, in a 
remarkable study of domestic animals, Die Haustiere 
und ihre Beziehungen zur Wirtschaft des Menschen, 
had already refuted the theory of the three economic 
stages (hunting, herding, farming) by pointing out that 
many pre-Colombian Indians practiced agriculture 
without having cattle. But long before this, authors like 
Alexandre de Humbolt had questioned the necessary 
succession of these three levels, a revision to which the 
Swiss historian I. Iselin had already proceeded in 1786. 
Now, accepting the evolutionary presupposition has 
important methodological consequences for research, 
more particularly insofar as “cultural singularities are 

thus taken into account only in as much as they are 
considered to be symptomatic of historical gaps” (Taylor 
1992:270). Thus, in rock art studies, this presupposition 
leads to an interest in bovine figures being confined to 
their indicating domestication or a mythical “incipient 
domestication”, and to the consideration of hunting 
scenes or representations of “large fauna” only in as 
much as they indicate the presence of “hunters” (who 
are preferentially seen hunting elephants rather than 
hares). It is also at the root of the conceptual framework 
which has determined a chronology of Saharan rock 
art according to which Hunters precede Herders and 
writing groups follow them.

Nowadays, this evolutionist concept has generally been 
abandoned by anthropologists who no longer consider 
that societies necessarily go through historical phases 
defined by the alimentary, technical and intellectual 
resources that they employ to answer the pressures 

fig. 2 : Pastoral scene of Bubalin style including oxen with decorated 
pendants, keratic decorations, collars and saddles with decorated 
V-pommel. They are held by tethers with well-drawn strands and are 
accompanied by dogs. Engraved group in Wâdi Tidûwa, Messak Mellet 
(Fezzân, Libya). 
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«Hunters» and «Herders» in the Central Sahara ...

of the environment. Only some anthropologists from 
communist countries still support this thesis for obvious 
ideological reasons. However, this obsolete concept still 
lives on in the work of specialists in Saharan rock art. 
They use it conjointly with other assumptions that have 
also been largely renounced by anthropologists, such 
as the systematic association between style and ethnic 
group. This persistent use of outmoded concepts seems 
to be related to shared assumptions on hunting and 
hunters, which are associated, consciously or not, with 
the equally obsolete idea of “archaic mentality” to the 
extent that, in the vocabulary of Saharan chronologies, 
an expression such as “period of the hunters” inevitably 
implies archaism - the hunter being, in our own culture, 
a metaphor of the primitive and the savage (Hell 1994). 
This is a nice example of ethnocentrism.

One of the assumptions associated with the idea of 
“hunters” is that this term would allows the gathering 
together of human groups defined only by their 
technical and economic characteristics, but which 
might differ in all other respects (Testard 1982, 1992). 
When the societies thus grouped are not those studied 
by ethnologists but those which interest prehistorians, it 
follows that the latter may easily credit their members 
with a “hunters’ mentality” (concerning the “Bubalin”, 
U. Sansoni (1994: 24-25) even speaks of a “practical 
and robust hunters’ mentality”!), and they generally 
invoke a “hunters’ culture”, which however has never 
been observed in reality by ethnologists. Certain 
anthropologists preferred to use the unifying concept of 
“bands” (Steward) or of “hordes” (Radcliffe-Brown) to 
define a “level of organisation” which would be specific 
to hunter-gatherers” (in an analysis of the Saharan 
rock engravings, E. Anati speaks of “clans”). But the 
publication of very detailed ethnographic observations 
(in particular on the !Kung) has deprived these words of 
so much of their meaning that one can question, as did 
A. Testard (1992: 137) “the interest of preserving the 
economically-defined category of hunter-gatherers if 
some, at least, inherent features of social organisation 
cannot be attributed to it”. Neither can the opposition 
of hunters to farmer-herders be reduced to the two 

principal types of organisation: inegalitarian nomadic 
societies versus settled stratified societies, because many 
stratified societies which practice neither farming nor 
herding are known the world over. This implies that “it is 
no longer the economy of hunting and gathering which 
is relevant, but an economic structure defined in a more 
complex way, according to an economic cycle related 
to resources which may be just as much domesticated 
as wild”. The relevant element becomes then, according 
to A. Testard (1992: 137), the storage of food products, 
either seasonally spontaneous or cultivated. As for 
the Sahara, it must be remembered that the traditional 
positions thus challenged had already been rejected by 
H.J. Hugot in its thesis defended in 1979: “With regard 
to the Neolithic of the southern areas of the Sahara, 
we increasingly believe that the traditional categories 
elaborated outside of Africa by Western researchers are 
strictly inapplicable”. And yet, regretted that, in spite of 
serious studies of the ecological context in which live 
current populations, “we want to make of them, as does 
J.D. Clark, groups of “hunter-gatherers”, “farmers”, 
“herders”, etc”.

In the history of science, we frequently note that, when a 
theory has been contradicted, its advocates try to “save” 
it by creating increasingly complex ad hoc elaborations, 
until a new theory makes the whole of it obsolete. Thus, 
in the example that concerns us, it was at first affirmed 
that representations of domestic animals were completely 
missing from the stage known as “Bubalin” or “hunters”. 
This absence was even made the main and essential 
criterion for identifying this stage. When it was proven 
that this was false (and thus that the alleged “hunters” 
had indeed represented domestic animals) an attempt 
was made to ‘save’ the theoretical framework in use. 
An ad hoc thesis was worked out, according to which 
these were not really domestic animals, but testimony of 
a “proto-domestication” or an “incipient domestication”.

The existence of a “Bubalin stage” defined by the 
absence of domestic animals has been refuted many 
times for more than fifty years, in particular in the 
writings of former advocates of the existence of a 
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“Bubaline” or “Hunters” phase in Saharan rock art 
(Graziosi 1952:108, 1970:334 - 336, 1981:19 - 22; Lhote 
1960:204, 1965:203, 1984:256). But these important texts 
are blithely ignored and remain unanswered by those who, 
curiously, still support this position.  Indeed, there are still 
authors currently postulating, explicitly or not, that this 
putative period may be defined by the total absence of 
representations of domestic animals. That gives free rein 
to possible manipulation: if, for some reason, the domestic 
animals in a group of engravings were not taken into 
account, this group would ipso facto be transformed into a 
representative example of the art of “Hunters”. Presented 
in this way, such a misunderstanding seems trivial and 
quite easily avoided, but is it not, however, exactly the 
sleight of hand to which researchers resort when they use 
the following approach?

1. First define “hunters” (or “Bubalin”) art as presenting 
essentially wild animals, and that of “herders” by the 
dominance of domestic animals and human beings.

2. On the sites, treat separately wild fauna and animals 
of domestic appearance, thus constituting a priori two 
thematic groups.

3. Conclude that these two groups do, in fact, belong to 
different and successive cultural entities.

As long as such an approach is applied, its advocates 
will only to enrich (in number) the inventory of works 
attributed to each of these hypothetical entities, without 
ever demonstrating any real proof of their existence. 
Indeed, “Hunters” or “Herders” are automatically 
and regularly given credit for every new discovery; 
nonetheless, these two categories still remain a priori 
assumptions. Using them for rock art studies responds 
to criteria whose definition is still awaited. (It is 
also extremely regrettable to note that this specious 
reasoning is regularly applied around the world; for 
example by E. Anati with regard to the Helan Shan rock 
art in China).

Such syllogisms are frequent in the work of authors 
who are convinced of the existence of a “hunters” 
(latterly: E. Anati, G. Aumassip, R. & G. Lutz, F. Mori, 
U. Sansoni), as is illustrated by the discussion of bovine 
collars, pendants and reins (or tethers). It is admitted 
that they constitute very important markers for the 
establishment of a chronology, but the advocates of a 

fig. 3 : Detail of the preceding scene.
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“Bubalin” age for part of the engravings are extremely 
hesitant to recognize their presence on bovine of 
“Bubalin” style since, according to them, they could 
not have been domesticated at that time. However, as 
the presence of these markers is perfectly visible to 
whoever has the slightest knowledge of the available 
documentation, there remain only three possibilities to 
defend the hypothesis of a bubalin “stage” (and not of 
a “style”):

1. to deny the existence of these details (by proposing 
another reading when their drawing is rough or vague);

2. if the representations, because of their precision and 
their descriptive character, cannot possibly be denied, 
to explain them by proposing a hypothetical “early 
state of domestication” (of which archaeozoologists are 
totally unaware);

3.  in extremis to suggest that if domestic animals can 
indeed  be found in the “Bubalin”, this could only 
be “among the latest elements of this stage” (Lhote 
1976:790).

This type of circular reasoning, frequent in the 
literature, can only be broken by the discovery of 
incontestably “Bubalin” engravings which nevertheless 
show bovines incontestably provided with collars. Yet, 
this is precisely the case in the documentation collected 
during the last years in Messak (Libya) by A. and A. - 
M. Van Albada, Y. Gauthier, J.-L. Le Quellec and R. 
and G. Lutz. In fact, the bovines which were noted there 
are harnessed, saddled, decorated, mounted, milked, 
carry decorated pendants, are held by reins whose 
strands are represented, etc. As nothing in the style, the 
technique or the patina of these works differentiates 
them from all of those which are usually arranged in 
the “Bubalin”, the only argument permitting them 
to be classified in the “Bovidian”, supposedly more 
recent, is that they are obviously pastoral scenes. But 
once again the circularity is manifest: if all the scenes 
with pastoral connotations are automatically arranged 
in the “Bovidian”, then no domestic animals will ever 

be found in the “Bubalin”. This type of classification is 
perhaps legitimate, but its chrono-cultural value, if it 
exists, still remains to be demonstrated. It follows that, 
when groups of rock engravings comprise bovines with 
the obvious trappings of domestication, to consider 
them as its “very beginnings” is even less advised in 
that it would be perfectly miraculous if the authors of 
these attempts should decide to commemorate them on 
the surrounding rocks (intended for whom?). On the 
contrary, it seems to me that these engravings attest 
to the existence of scenes of genre: elegiac, symbolic, 
mythological, everyday life or ritual, or what you 
will, but in any case taking place in a society where 
domestication was perfectly established. Besides, the 
technique of milking, also represented in “Bubalin” 
engravings, surely gives proof of this.

Another ad hoc construction frequently used consists in 
adding intermediate phases to the chronological table 
proposed in the beginning, which usually produces a 
worrying inflation of the number of “stages”. This 
process, calling upon hypothetical “transitional 
phases”, entails creating extremely useful boxes for the 
arrangement of embarrassing works: domestic animals 
but nevertheless “Bubalin”; “archaic” engravings 
which are not “naturalistic”; non-archaic“ naturalistic” 
representations; cynocephali (connected with the 
mythology of hunting) associated with ovaloides 
(regarded as symbols of the Herders); works of 
composite styles, etc.

But the awkward facts are now so numerous that it is 
illusory to think of disposing of them by such artifice, 
and it is time to break the circularity of the traditional 
arguments. For all that, we are still awaiting, from the  
advocates of the paradigm “hunters versus herders”, a 
demonstration of its validity for the study of Saharan 
rock art. In the absence of such a demonstration, 
we must affirm that nothing in Fezzân engraved art 
currently constitutes the least reason to group in a 
particular chronological class engravings known 
as “Bubalin” or “hunters”. Moreover, among these 
engravings, the presence of sheep and domestic cattle is 
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well attested by herds accompanied by human figures, 
and especially by mounted, saddled, decorated carrier 
oxen, held on rein and accompanied by dogs. In 
addition to the domestication of cattle, these groups 
thus also suppose that of the dog. Furthermore, no 
dating of incontestably domestic sheep or oxen in the 
Sahara is known before the VIIth millennium BP and, 
in the whole of northern Africa, at this same time, 
the first domestic dogs appear only in the eastern 
Sahara. Consequently, Saharan engravings in which 
these animals appear can hardly be prior to the VIIth 
millennium BP (argument of domestication), or much 
later than the VIth millennium BP (argument of climatic 
pejoration). As the criteria of style, superposition, 
patina and technique in no way dissociate them from 
the representations of large wild fauna, of necessity 
we must see here, not the artistic production of alleged 
“archaic Hunters” supposedly having lived during the 
Pleistocene, but the engraved work of a single cultural 
group which, maybe around 6500 BP, had developed 
a high civilisation. Thanks to their perfect mastery of 
drawing and stone engraving, sometimes along with 
their consummate art of bas-relief, the artists of this 
“Messak Civilisation” (as I propose to call it) left us an 
exceptional testimony of their world: representations 
of everyday life, ritual activities or mythological 
evocations follow one another on the rocks of a land 
now turned to desert, but where the use of the saddle 
does seem to be the earliest known, and where the 
scenes of milking cows could considerably predate 
their Egyptian counterparts from the tomb of king Aha 
“the Fighter”, successor to Narmer.
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