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Steven J. Waller

Morphologic Similarities between Rock Art Motifs and the 

Spirit Beings Described in Echo Myths

Abstract:  Echo myths collected from around the world attest to the spiritual significance attributed to echoes.  The entities that were believed responsible for producing echoes are described in these myths as manifesting a wide variety of appearances.  The forms mythical echo spirit beings have taken include: human males, females and children (anthropomorphs); animals such as sheep, lizards, snakes, and birds (zoomorphs); part human - part animal (therianthropes); inanimate objects such as rocks, water, relatives of lightning/thunder, the sun and moon (representational images); spirals and non-corporeal spirits (non-representational abstracts).  These same motifs occur globally as major rock art subject matter themes.  Together with previous studies showing a relationship between acoustic measurements and rock art locations, these morphologic similarities help substantiate the theory that a considerable amount of rock art was motivated by sound reflection.  Echo myths thus provide further justification for preserving both the rock art iconography and its surrounding natural acoustics.

Introduction

The motivation for the global production of prehistoric rock art has resisted explanation.  Not only are the unusual locations chosen by the artists perplexing, but the subject matter depicted is puzzling.  The author's previous research has focused primarily on acoustic studies documenting a correspondence of sound and decorated locations.  Systematic measurements at some of these sites has shown that sound reflections at decorated locations are at significantly greater decibel levels than at nearby non-decorated locations (Waller 1993a, 2000, 2002, 2003, 2004).  

The cultural significance of the phenomenon of echoing can be found in numerous ethnographically-recorded myths from around the world that attribute echoes to supernatural spirits.  These ancient myths show that echoes were widely worshipped as divine gods, were considered to be the “earliest of all existence”, and were systematically sought out.  This cultural information about echoes, together with the quantitative acoustic data from rock art sites, leads to the conclusion that the artists intentionally selected the most strongly sound-reflecting surfaces to decorate.  

Although there is no a priory reason that the locations and subject matter of rock art need be logically related to each other, it is interesting and encouraging that the acoustic theory of rock art motivation is able to tie both of these features together.  In addition to sound reflection helping to explain the unusual locations of rock art typically found in deep in caves, or high on canyon walls and cliff faces, echoes can be shown to relate to the images depicted.  Vocal echoes can give the impression that voices are calling out of the rock at the exact spot where anthropomorphs are depicted, as if the beings were speaking (Waller 2000).  The author's early observations included the realization that echoes of percussion noises can mimic hoofbeats (Waller 1993a).  Statistically compiled lists of species depicted in Upper Paleolithic art (Leroi-Gourhan 1967, 1981) can be reinterpreted as showing that  greater than ninety percent of parietal European figurative art is comprised of hoofed animals (Waller 1993b).  Ungulates such as sheep and deer are also very numerous, often dominant, in the rock art of the Americas, Asia and Africa.  

If limited only to a modern scientific world-view, anthropomorphs and ungulates might have represented the extent of connections that could be made between the echoes and the subject matter of the art.  However, aboriginal perspectives are expressed in ethnographically-recorded literature that includes many echo myths from around the world.  These echo myths reveal a wide variety of descriptions of the spirits that were held responsible for echoes.   The shapes attributed to echo spirits include humans, animals, part-human/part-animal, and physical objects, as well as forms beyond description.  These various echo spirit shapes correspond to major rock art themes of anthropomorphs, zoomorphs, therianthropes, inanimate objects, and non-representational abstracts.  Also deserving of mention are blood relatives of the echo spirit and other intimately associated characters in these echo myths, since depiction of any of these would directly relate to echoes.  This paper categorizes various ethnigraphically-recorded echo myths from around the world according to the morphologic shapes described for echo spirits, and establishes relationships between these echo myths and major motifs that comprise the subject matter of global rock art.

Mythology: forms taken by echo spirits, and comparison to rock art motifs

Here follows a listing of paraphrased echo myths, grouped according to the morphological characteristics attributed to the echo spirit.  For convenience, each description of the shape of an echo spirit is underlined, and shapes of related characters are indicated by a dotted underline.  The general location and/or culture is indicated in parentheses.  Example figures of rock art motifs matching the given morphological descriptions of echo spirits are given for each category of shape, not necessarily corresponding to geographical location.

1. Anthropomorphs: human males, females, children, humanoids (see Figure 1)

- (Malaysia) There are echo-spirits of the mountains, like men and women in shape. If one of them visits a mortal woman, she bears an albino child. A former Dato' of Kinta lived with a female echo-spirit in a cave in the face of a limestone bluff, a beautiful woman called the Princess of the Rice-fields by the Hot Spring. One of his followers took another echo-spirit to wife. In three weeks she bore him a son, whom no mortal woman could suckle (Winstedt 1925).

- (Greece) After Hylas had disappeared, Herakles saw that he was not coming back to him and deserted the heroes, searching everywhere in the thickets, calling ‘Hylas’ again and again. The Nymphai, fearing that Herakles might discover that they had hidden the lad among them, changed him into an echo which again and again echoed back the cries of Herakles (Antoninus Liberalis 26).

- (Iceland) The Night Elves were ugly, long-nosed dwarfs with human form; their language was the echoes of solitudes, and they were particularly distinguished for a knowledge of the mysterious powers of nature, and for the runes which they carved and explained (Bulfinch 1855).

- (Estonia) The forest spirit, also called kõver silm (squinting eye) shows up sometimes as a frightening feature, mostly as calling voice (the echo), which errs the wanderer in the forest to seek; in order to keep one's self against its deceit, one must whistle a merry song. If one calls in the forest, then he calls again, until he meets in the shape of a strong man with long beard (Wiedemann 2002).
- (Zuni) Next day the hunter returns to Grandmother Spider unharmed. She sends the hunter to fetch home to her the previous day's kill of antelope. Then she constructs a rack (hewn) consisting of a long cedar pole (which the hunter supplies) with cross bars of cedar attached by means of yucca fiber. On this the hunter carries the copious jerked meat from his last kill of antelope home to his native place at Matsaka. On the way he obtains a baton (hewn) from Grandfather Echo, and this he uses after his return home to transform his old rival the witch boy permanently into a kachina (spirit being), Echo Man. As part of the ritual whereby Echo Man is irreversibly banished from living Zuñi society to dwell in Kachina Village, the whole population make prayer-sticks (hewn) from willow wands tied with yucca fiber. Thus in the end hewn wood accomplishes its task as the instrument of civilized equity and reciprocity. As the witch boy used it to punish the great hunter by exiling him to that capacity alone (to be in the form of Coyote nothing else but a hunting creature), so reciprocally the handsome hunter uses it to punish a great usurper of the property of others by banishment to that function alone (to be in the form of Echo Man nothing else but a usurper of others' voices and utterance) (http://herkos.artsfac.csuohio.edu/daemon/texts/pendx7.html

http://216.239.39.100/search?q=cache:PETHj9O8LFEC:herkos.artsfac.csuohio.edu/daemon/texts/pendx7.html+echo+myth+-Greek+-Narcissus+-station&hl=en&lr=lang_en&ie=UTF-8   [catched]). 

2. Zoomorphs: animals such as sheep, snakes, lizards, jaguar, birds (see Figure 2)

- (Paiute) Witches (tso-a-vwits) live in the belly of mountain sheep and in snakeskins hidden among rocks, from which they take great delight in repeating in mockery the words of passersby   (Gill and Sullivan 1992:79).  The witch...crept into the cast-off skin of her grandfather, the rattlesnake. And lying on a ledge among other serpents where there was little likelihood that any one would attempt to disturb her, she mocked the call of her pursuers, and, feeling more safe and more at home in the company of reptiles than in that of human kind, she has lived in the same place ever since. She takes a pleasure in mocking people, and white men call her cry an echo. 

Since white men came into the country the Indians say that the rattlesnake has been talking in lower and lower tones, and may in time become altogether silent (Skinner 1903).

- (California / Hookooeko of Nicasio and Tomales Bay) 'Pe-tan-tan-yah' the Lizard with blue sides lives everywhere in the rocks and hills and woods.  When he hears a loud noise he talks back.  This is Si-yu-ka-i the Echo; it is Pet-tan-yah talking back (Marriam, p. 224).

- (California / Olayome of Putah Creek) 'Loo-te’-nek’-kah' the Echo is Pe-ta’-le the blue-sided Lizard talking back (Marriam, p. 225).

- (Aztec) The Aztec earth and cave god called Tepeyollotl ‘Heart of the Mountain’ or Tepeolotlec 'Lord of Beasts’ was thought to cause echoes: Tepeolotlec was the same as the echo of the voice when it re-echoes in a valley from one mountain to another. This name 'jaguar' is given to the earth because the jaguar is the boldest animal, and the echo which the voice awakens in the mountains is a survival of the flood... (Spence 1913).

- (Wisconsin / Ojibwa / Anishinabe) The crane is a tribal totem called Businasse or echo-maker (http://www.telusplanet.net/public/dgarneau/indian8.htm).

3. Therianthropes: part human - part animal (see Figure 3)

- (California / Mewin)  “Echo is the Lizard-man talking back” [Lizard-man gave man his five fingered-hand] (Marriam, p. 21).

- (Greece) ‘Ekho’ was one of the Oreiades and the personification of echoes; she was depicted as a winged Nymphe; her bones are petrify'd (Bonnefoy 1992).

- (Greece) Pan was holding the mountain deity Echo in his arms, and teaching her to repeat after him; among the first gods; diminutive man with the horns, legs and tail of a goat, thick beard, snub nose and pointed ears; discovered the music of the pipes; 'One must not approach this god in silence.' (http://www.theoi.com/Kronos/Pan.html).

4. Representational images of inanimate objects : rocks, water, relatives of lightning/thunder, sun, moon (see Figure 4)

- (Cherokee) Talking Rock creek in upper Georgia ... is a translation of the Cherokee Nûñyû'-gûñwani'skï, "Rock that talks," and refers, according to one informant, to an echo rock somewhere upon the stream...(Mooney 1900). 

- ( Navajo) The Night Chant (Yeibichai) includes offering of prayers to the divinity 'Echoing Stone' on the first day of purification (Highwater 1984).

- (Hawaii) The echo-god lived in the hollow gray rocks (Westervelt 1915).

- (Hopi) 'Palongawhoya', the echo twin, made of earth and saliva by Spider Woman, features prominently in Hopi creation myths (Waters 1963).

- (Nigeria) Olokun the Water could only echo the words of his brother Olorun the Sky (McLeish, 1996). 

- (California / Miwok / Northern Mewuk) the echo originally came from rapids or boisterous water (Marriam, p. 224).

- (New Mexico / Sia) Lightning People, send your arrows to the middle of the earth. Hear the echo! Who is it? (Judson 1912).

- (Bantu) Kabundungulu is the echo which answers his twin brother the thunder; they are both the grandsons of the Sun and Moon (Werner 1933).

- (Kwakiutl / Vancouver Island)  Supernatural sky elements are the Sun, Moon, and Echo (http://xx.acs.appstate.edu/~bentore/mask/mythof.htm).

- (South Pacific) Ma-riko-riko ("Glimmer") was the first woman, created from the warmth of the Sun and Echo (White 1886).

- (Pueblo) The Acoma migration story describes Masewa (son of the sun) leading the people out of the place of emergence, heading for a place called Aako.  As they travel they come upon different places they suspect might be Aako.  To test each one, Masewa calls out in a loud voice, 'Aaaakoooooo!'.  If the echo resounds, the people stay to test the place further.  If the echo is not good, they simply pass it by.  At a place just east of Acoma, the echo is perfect, and Masewa announces that this is Acoma." (Gill and Sullivan 1992:4,5).

5. Non-representational abstracts: spirals, non-corporeal spirits, indeterminate form (see Figure 5)

- (Olmec) Because of the common association of the scroll as a symbol for sound, the horizontal S scroll may also represent sound in one direction and the echo in the opposite direction. The echo has an important association with the Lord of the Mountain as personified by "El Rey". Caves and mountain cliffs are an appropriate place for echoes, and it is likely that this opposing scroll motif represents the chants, prayers, and supplications projected toward the sacred cliffs of Chalcatzingo to obtain rain from the "Heart of the Mountain" (Aguilar 1996).

- (Navajo) The spiral represents the echos in Canyon de Chelly, which represent the voices of spirits (attributed to Navajo artist C. Thomas; E. Moore, personal communication 2003).

- (South Pacific) “Echo as the bodiless voice, is the earliest of all existence” (Jobes 1961). 

- (Tuve / Russia / Mongolia) According to Tuvan animism, the spirituality of mountains and rivers is manifested not only through their physical shape and location but also through the sounds they produce or can be made to produce by human agency. The echo off a cliff, for example, may be imbued with spiritual significance (Levin and Edgerton 1999).

- (Tsimshian) Chief Echo speaks but is invisible (Thompson 1929).

- (South Pacific) Tu-mute-anaoa ('Echo') was one of the six deities created from the Very Beginning (Dixon 1916).

- (Kelantan) There are several milder forms of exorcism, practised by traffickers with special spirits, such as the nature spirits of yellow sunsets and the echo spirits. (Winstedt 1925).

- (Zuni) Átahsaia, the Cannibal Demon ... howled his war-cry, "Ho-o-o-thlai-a!" till Teshaminkia, the Echo-god, shouted it to the maidens. (Cushing 1901). 

Discussion

This collection of documented echo myths surely represents only a very tiny fraction of the echo myths that have existed since the dawn of humanity.  [There are also many myths that are not listed here, but which involve sound that could easily be interpreted as being related to echoes, albeit non-explicitly, such as the California myth about rock giants who lived in caves and cried out like a baby and spoke from the rock (Marriam).]  And yet even this collection shows a wide variety of shapes that were attributed to echo spirits.  This diversity covers the major motifs found in the subject matter of rock art throughout the world: anthropomorphs, zoomorphs, therianthropes, representational objects, and non-representational abstracts.  This paper is not an attempt to decipher or interpret any particular rock art panel.  Rather, these myths are given as examples of how members of many cultures might have immediately recognized certain shapes as representing echoes, and thus artists could have used these shapes to easily represent echoes, which would have resulted in many of the common rock art images we see today.  

There is some ethnographic evidence for direct connections of echo myths and rock art:

(Zimbabwe) "Echoes have some supernatural merit, though not as much as your classic disembodied voices. Ngomakurira, near Harare, is a natural amphitheater of rock at the bottom of a cliff, with a stream and rock art to add to the effect. This "place where the spirits beat the drums" is equipped with a rock seat where ancestral spirits echo one's voice perfectly. If you shout at them, they shout back. The huge paintings depict elephants, and a man clubbing another..." (Bartell 1997) .

Were it not for such preserved cultural information in the form of echo myths, connections between sound and rock art might have been limited to modern logical speculations regarding voices and hoofbeats.  

Echo myths thus provide further justification for preserving the triad of culture, rock art iconography, and the natural acoustics surrounding archaeological sites.
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