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Introduction
The Saharan mountains of the Tassili and Tadrart in 
Algeria and the Acacus in Libya (fig. 1) are rich in 
prehistoric paintings and petroglyphs. During the wet 
period, from about 10,000 BP, these mountains were 
frequented by hunter-gatherers; around 7,500 BP pas-
toral populations with their domesticated cattle ap-
peared (Di Lernia 1996; Dunne et al. 2012). With the 
onset of desert conditions at around 4,000 BP the ma-
jority of the population abandoned the Central Saha-
ra. The main route of the migration was to the south 
because the rivers were still flowing, at least seasonally, 
towards the Chad basin and river Niger (Gasse 2006). 
Around 4,000 BP long-standing sites in northern Ni-
ger ceased to function as settlements and burials, and 
for the first time, human occupation is documented 
well into the Sahel. At the same time, the appearance 

in the Sahel of ceramics of Saharan inspiration con-
firms southwards population movements (Paris 1996; 
Breunig and Neumann 2002; Haour 2003).  
Central Saharan rock art research has traditionally con-
centrated on description of the figures, determining the 
styles and the chronology. Very little has been done in 
terms of the interpretation because of the lack of direct 
ethnographic records. This paper proposes an interpreta-
tive framework for numerous Saharan prehistoric sites, 
considering the movement of the prehistoric Saharan 
population towards the Sahel, together with the great an-
tiquity of cultural/religious phenomena related to water, 

Spiritual importance of rain
Many African societies associate God with the sky; the 
same word is often used for God, rain and sky (Mbiti 
1969; Haruna 1997). When it rains, the Masa people 
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Fig. 1. The region of the Tassili, Tadrart and Acacus (Google maps), seen in the circle.
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living near Lake Chad say “God is falling.” The clouds 
are God´s body and when it starts to rain the Masa 
and Nuer in southern Sudan and Ethiopia say “God 
copulates with Earth” or “God gave birth” (Melis 
2002). Whereas rain is sacred as a direct manifestation 
of God, or sometimes even a personification of God, 
water bodies such as lakes or rivers are entities domi-
nated by water spirits. Water was the main component 
of ancient rituals: in Egypt the first rite performed at 
the king´s accession was his symbolic purification 
with the water of life (Lurker 1980). 
In African belief, rain may be invoked by prayers. Rain-
making rituals, both private and public, are reported in 
all parts of the African continent. River banks, water-
falls, groves, caves or mountains may be used as places 
of rain rituals. Rainmakers occupy a position of great 
influence in the community. They not only make rain 
but also stop it when too much comes or when it is 
not welcome at a given moment (Mbiti 1969). There 
are some societies in eastern and southern Africa, which 
have sufficient rainfall, but where rainmaking is a lucra-
tive and prestigious profession. Offerings or sacrifices 
often accompany rainmaking rituals. In the Kitui region 
of Kenya, a girl and a boy drive a goat or a bull around 

a hill seven times. Then the animal is slaughtered by 
old men and some of the blood is poured into a sacred 
place (Akong´a 1987). A similar concept of a sacrificed 
animal is known from the ethnography of the San peo-
ple in South Africa (Lewis-Williams 1981; Dowson 
1998). However, San rainmakers do not sacrifice a real 
animal. They catch a rain animal during altered states of 
consciousness, and lead it through the sky to the place 
where the rain is needed, or to the top of a nearby hill. 
There the animal is killed so that its blood would fall as 
rain (Lewis-Williams 2004). 
Rain rituals are frequently associated with mountains 
and stones. Although trees are places for prayers, rock 
is more powerful. During slight droughts, tribes of 
northern Nigeria offer prayers under a baobab tree, 
but during severe droughts prayers for rain are offered 
on top of a rock; rather than beating drums, the priests 
carry two stones which they hit against each other be-
cause the stones symbolize extra power which brings 
rain (Haruna 1997). Despite the spread of the Islamic 
and Christian religions, there is still a strong belief that 
the rock is a source of rain. In the Ethio-Sudanese bor-
derlands when the rainy season fails to come, people 
pray under a particular rock decorated with ancient 

Fig. 2. Wadi Moulenaga shel-
ter (Algerian Tadrart): red lines 
mark channels carved on the 
floor. 
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paintings believed to have magical powers (Fernán-
dez 2011). Rain rituals are reported from the Tassili 
mountains in Algeria. Milk and oil are poured in the 
Tin Tekelt shelter presenting prehistoric rock art, sug-
gesting that it has been used as a ritual place for several 
thousand years (Soukopova 2016).
Some of the mythological themes circulating in Afri-
ca today seem to be thousands of years old (Le Quel-
lec 2015). In the field of religion people are extremely 
conservative and although various peoples in Africa are 
separated by great distances, their philosophical systems 
are fundamentally similar (Jahn 1961). Very little has 
changed from time immemorial in rainmaking rituals 
in northern Nigeria (Haruna 1997) and in South Africa 
some sites may have been used for rainmaking rites for 
thousands of years (Murimbika 2006). 

Rock art and rain in the Sahara
Among the earliest forms of Saharan rock art are kettles 
and cupules (Tauveron 1999; Mori 2000; Soukopova 
2017). Anthropogenic sediments inside kettles at Wadi 
Afar Cave in the Acacus were dated to 8,400 years BP 
(Cremaschi and Di Lernia 1998). Kettles and cupules 
were frequently connected to rain water. Whereas large 
kettles carved on horizontal floors could have served 
as water containers, small cupules had unlikely prac-
tical purposes. Channels leading to/from kettles are 
common and their connection to rain water is often 
evident (figs. 2, 3). Cupules and kettles also appear on 
isolated boulders. Standardized items in the Central 

Sahara represent boulders with a single kettle, as they 
present the same characteristics and the same patterns 
of manufacture: boulders circa 150 cm x 150 cm were 
located in front of a shelter facing an open space, and 
thus usually visible from far away. For example, at In 
Taborak a boulder with a single kettle was placed under 
a water cascade (fig. 4). The floor under the boulder was 
prepared by locating flat blocks as a support. Although 
during rains water fell into the kettle, it was not a con-
tainer. The scope was only to let water pass through the 
kettle because one edge is significantly lower. Moreover, 
this site is next to an ancient river, so there was no ne-
cessity to store water. The kettle is surrounded by 16 
deep cupules and several grooves. More than 40 parallel 
vertical grooves were carved on the wall above the kettle 
where the rain water flowed down. 
At nearby Wadi Bohedien, another boulder with a 
single kettle surrounded by eight deep cupules was ar-
ranged in front of a shelter facing a large space (figs. 

Fig. 3. Kettles with channels (Wadi Moulenaga, Algerian Tadrart). 

Fig. 4. In Taborak boulder with single kettle surrounded by cupules. 
The boulder was located on flat blocks under a rain cascade (Algerian 
Tadrart).
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5, 6). Even though the boulder is not under a rain 
cascade, the shelter’s wall is decorated with long ver-
tical lines, very similar to the grooves in the previous 
site, but here they are painted and they exit from an 
oval form (fig. 7). This painting belongs to the Round 
Head style which is considered to be at least 8,500 
years old (Soukopova 2011). The oval form is inter-
pretable as a cloud and this interpretation has been 
proposed for eastern and southern Africa where ver-

tical lines and dotted stripes have been seen as repre-
senting rain falling from clouds, and they were prob-
ably connected with rainmaking and fertility rites 
(Prins and Hall 1994; Smith 1997). The location of 
the Saharan boulders in an open area, and thus visi-
ble from far away, with other forms of rock art in the 
same place, suggests that these were places designated 
for public rituals. A general – though exclusively sub-
jective – impression of the decorated boulders is that 
they represent objects of cult, perhaps ancient altars. 
Coupled kettles are frequent in the Saharan. They are 
found on shelters´ floors and on boulders. An exam-
ple of what may have been an important object of 
cult is the In Tehaq boulder (fig. 8). Two kettles were 
carved on the edge of the block where rain water fell. 
Channels leading from kettles suggest that they were 
not containers. The hypothesis of a ritual function 
of the boulder is supported by around 200 cupules 
around the kettles and covering the inclined surface 
of the block on which three long steps were carved as 
a support for rows of cupules. The importance of this 
boulder is testified by the fact that it was reconstitut-
ed when in the past it split in two pieces; an attempt 
to repair the blocks by pushing them together was 
made but the two pieces do not fit well as the upper 
part partly covers one of the kettles. Furthermore, the 
boulder was actively used. Its surface is smooth and 

Fig. 5. Wadi Bohedien boulder is 
located in front of a shelter and 
facing an open space. The boul-
der is inclined so that the kettle 
is visible from faraway (Algerian 
Tadrart).

Fig. 6. Wadi Bohedien boulder with single kettle surrounded by cupules 
(Algerian Tadrart).
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Fig. 7. Wadi Bohedien: Round Head painting representing an oval form with vertical lines. Photo enhanced with DStretch.

polished in the area that has cupules and kettles, but 
the surface without carvings is rough. The smooth-
ness must have been caused by frequent touching or 
by staying on the decorated surface and not by run-
ning water as the area outside cupules, also exposed to 
rain, remained rough. In the Central Sahara there are 
numerous examples of polished surfaces of decorated 
boulders, which demonstrate frequent physical con-
tact with the rock. 
Grooves were also connected to rain. Numerous shel-
ters present carved lines under rain water cascades 
(figs. 9, 10). These grooves are only several millime-
tres deep so that their function was not to drain water. 
They rather seem to symbolically help water go down 
the wall. In the Central Sahara grooves were certainly 
created in various periods, but the earliest examples 
predate the Round Head paintings (Soukopova 2018). 
Several sites appear as engraved complexes related to 
rain water. An example is Wadi In Djaren in the Al-
gerian Tadrart, an important ancient water course and 
the main communication route. Although the river was 
present here even during dry periods, as still indicated 
today by kilometres of green vegetation, numerous rock 
art sites seem to have been created in relation to rain. At 
the eastern edge of In Djaren a river-facing rock where 

rain water used to fall in a large cascade, appears as a 
decorated unit in which the engraved elements are all 
related to falling water (fig. 11). Three small kettles at 
the bottom of the cascade were carved following the 
same pattern as in previous sites, i.e. water had only 
to pass through them since their external edge is very 
low. Next to the kettles there is a cluster of cupules, and 
on the vertical wall above them there are two paired 
holes (fig. 12). The same holes are found in the Libyan 
Acacus more than 90 km away (Mori 2000). On both 
sides of the cascade there are other cupules, engravings 
of a bovid, an elephant, and a feline-like creature and 
cupules mixed with grooves (fig. 13). 
A common trait of the examples presented here 
is that they are located in sites near ancient water 
courses or they are directly facing ancient rivers. The 
relationship between the rock art, rain water and 
the river appears probable and the ritual function of 
these places is plausible.

Rain animals 
The existence of rain animals is attested to in southern 
African rock art (Solomon 1992; Dowson 1998; Lew-
is-Williams 2004; Challis 2005). They are often round-
ed, fat, hippopotamus-like creatures which bear little 
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resemblance to known species. Although there are clear 
likenesses between depictions, no two rain creatures are 
identical because the image was a manifestation of the 
rain man´s particular animal, caught and killed by him 
in the trance. Rain animals are depicted in a head-down 
position, as a sign of submission and of its impending 
death (Lewis-Williams and Pearce 2004). 
The same phenomenon has been identified in the 

Central Saharan Round Head art attributed to hunt-
ers living in the region from 10,000 BP (Soukopova 
2011). There are unidentifiable quadrupeds which 
bear striking similarities to the southern African rain 
animals: they are bulky, hippopotamus-like and head-
down (fig. 14). Sometimes their bodies are filled with 
decorative elements interpretable as rain, such as dots 
or dotted stripes (fig. 15) and parallel lines exiting 
down from their bodies. The back of these animals 
is often made of two parallel lines, which is probably 
a later repainting: if it was indeed a rain animal in a 
rainmaking place, with each ritual it was simply re-
painted instead of making a new one. In several cases a 
double contour is an entire animal, i.e. a larger animal 
incorporates a smaller animal of the same or similar 
shape (fig. 14). Their multiple repainting may indicate 
places of rainmaking rituals.
Human figures and recognisable animals were also 
connected to rain water. They were deliberately paint-
ed under an ancient rain water cascade, so that wa-
ter crossed vertically their body (figs. 16, 17). The 
intentional connection to water is evident, especially 
in those cases where the figures are accumulated next 
to or under the water cascade, whereas the remaining 
rock wall is empty. 

Fig. 8. In Tehaq boulder with paired kettles and around 200 cupules. It 
was reconstituted after it split in two pieces (Algerian Tadrart).

Fig. 9. Grooves under an an-
cient rain flow (Wadi In Djaren, 
Algerian Tadrart).



EXPRESSION N° 2885

Fig. 10. Shallow grooves on the rock sur-
face under an ancient rain cascade (Wadi 
In Djaren, Algerian Tadrart).

Fig. 11. Engravings under a large cascade: A) double 
holes; B) cupules; C) three kettles (Wadi In Djaren, Al-
gerian Tadrart).
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Fig. 12. Double holes carved under water cas-
cade (Wadi In Djaren, Algerian Tadrart).

Fig. 13. Cupules and grooves on vertical wall next to the 
large cascade (Wadi In Djaren, Algerian Tadrart).
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Fig. 14 Bulky quadruped head down, with characteristic double back line is interpreted as rain animal (Uan Bender site, Tassili Plateau). Photo en-
hanced with DStretch.

Fig. 15. Bulky quadruped, head down, with internal decoration made of dotted stripes is interpreted as a rain animal (Tin Barsaoula/Afa site, Libyan 
Acacus). Photo enhanced with DStretch.
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Fig. 16. Round Head male figure painted under an ancient rain water 
cascade. A half-moon-like object on his left shoulder suggests the ritual 
character of the painting (Uan Assakamar site,Tassili Plateau). Photo 
enhanced with DStretch. 

Fig. 17. Round Head animal figure painted under an ancient rain water cascade (Uan Bender site, Tassili Plateau). Photo enhanced with DStretch.
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Conclusion
Since water has always played a fundamental role in 
the spiritual life of African societies, this paper pos-
tulates a link between prehistoric rock art and rain. 
Whereas this link is materially visible from numerous 
engravings and paintings made under rain water cas-
cades, any further interpretations are hypotheses still 
to be tested. The criteria chosen in this study was the 
presence of rain water in the sites and its relation with 
the rock art. The frequent connection of rock art with 
water cascades was clearly intentional, and the impor-
tance given to rain fits with the great importance of 
rain documented in the ethnography. Obviously, not 
every rock painting or engraving in the Sahara was 
connected to water; the rock art had certainly also 
other purposes. Various criteria should be identified 
and tested in future research, assuming that research-
ers are willing to take the risk and abandon the com-
fort zone of merely recording. Like southern African 
rock art, where the interpretation has been successful-
ly discussed for nearly 40 years, the Central Saharan 
rock art study should also make a step forward and 
open a new, exciting chapter of African prehistory.
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