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Rock Art in Sonbhadra: A Brief Field Report 

A field trip during April 13-21, 2015 was undertaken to Sonbhadra (UP).  This was following a pilot trip by 

Dr. BL Malla and Dr. CM Nautiyal in March, 2014 which showed potential. 

A meeting of participating members was held at BSIP on April 7th during 5-6 PM.  The rock art are the 

archives of the evolution of the people inhabiting the place.  The rock shelters offered shelter to the 

early men where, in addition to using them as shelters, the early men painted the walls and ceilings of 

the shelters. 

During the period, two main activities were conducted; Exploration and documentation of rock art sites 

(April 14-20, 2015) and a Public Awareness Workshop near a site (16.04.15). The following team 

members joined the field work: Dr. BL Malla and Mr. Jigmet  Namgyal from IGNCA, New Delhi; Prof. 

Sunil Bajpai and Dr. CM Nautiyal, BSIP, Lucknow; Prof. DP Tewari  & Prof. KK Agarwal, University of 

Lucknow;  Dr. Prabhakar Upadhyay, BHU, Varanasi; Dr. A Misra, Fisheries Dept. (Sonbhadra);  Dr. JK 

Singh, Sonbhadra; Mr. Angad Singh, Research scholar, University of Lucknow also joined and Mr. A 

Hasnain joined as photographer. 
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Exploration and documentation of rock art sites 

The district of Sonbhadra (Uttar Pradesh) was earlier a part of Mirzapur district and became an 

independent district in 1989.  It is a big district with an area of over 12,500 sq km.   It has 3 tehsils;  

Robertsganj, Ghoraval, and Duddhi.  The first being the headquarter.  The district is known as energy 

centre (about one-fifth of thermal power in India is generated in Sonbhadra) and also as a mining centre 

(coal, gitti and sand).  The earlier (pre-1989) rock art reports in Sonbhadra are referred to as being in 

Mirzapur district.  The area has been explored by earlier workers of British as well as Indian origin.  The 

rock art in Sonbhadra is also being damaged but perhaps the huge forest cover (over 50%) has saved it a 

bit as the rock art sites are not so easily accessible.  But with more roads, vehicles and movement it is 

essential that the sites be protected.  The good part is that the district magistrate is very serious about 

protecting the sites and even promoting them as tourist attraction.  

The district is rich as far as rivers are concerned which include Son, Karmnasha, Belan, Kanhar, Renu and 

Vijul.  The Kaimur Sanctuary is also known for its black bucks.  There is a huge tribal population (close to 

38,000) out of about 20 lac people.  However, despite natural heritage and closeness to Varanasi, the 

area is not so developed infra structure-wise. 

The rocks exposed in the areas around Robertsganj, belong to the lower most part of the Upper 

Vindhyans, known as Kaimur Group, which are almost 700 Ma old. The main lithology of the area visited 

was sandstones, which are thickly bedded (the thickness may go up to 1.5m to 2.0 m) and were having a 

gentle (5° to 7°) northwards dip, forming very conspicuous cliffs, scarps and rock shelters. These 

sandstones are basically unfossiliferous and contain a number of sedimentary structures, e.g. current 

and lenticular bedding and ripple marks, owing to shallow marine conditions for their deposition. 

The Vindhyan rocks are otherwise less deformed, but at places show gentle flexures, and are highly 

jointed (chiefly two sets of joints, one bedding joints and other tensional joints perpendicular to the 

bedding). 

The area is rich in rock art.  The rock art drawings are mostly done in the rock shelters which are up to 1 

m wide and few m long, where mostly the jointed face (which is protected from the top by a protruding 

bed of thick sandstone), or the underside of this bed.  In many cases the rock base is disjointed 

It seems that the material used for paintings is derived from the colored minerals such as hematite 

collected from the nearby areas and fine powder of it is also used with the animal blood in some cases. 

The rock art usually consists of figures of humans, animals, battle-gears. While deer and elephants are 

the most common animals depicted in these paintings, some exotic and imaginary animals are also seen. 

The paintings/ drawings mostly depict the early inhabitants’ common occupations like hunting, dancing, 

battle scenes and rituals.  The paintings have been done on the walls as well as ceilings of the caves and 

shelters.  These places must have been considered safe by the early men hence are expected to be in 

somewhat inaccessible region.  The areas are even today frequented by jackals, bears etc. and 

occasionally leopards according to the local people. The caves are quite inaccessible, dark, and probably 

also harbour animals, wasps etc.  Exploring them require much more preparations including protective 
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gears and preparations and means to evacuate them before entering.  They may be explored in a later 

stage.  However, a number of shelters were explored, some of them being documented possibly, first 

time.  There are some details available for several of these sites in literature, but for some there is none.  

Moreover, there are not many colored photographs for the sites and the available black and white 

photographs suffer from poor resolution. 
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Below is a brief preliminary account of the sites visited and documented: 

 

Basawan Ghatia, Deogarh 

The rock shelters visited involved several kms walk/ climb.  The shelter was long, more than 10 m and 

had many paintings in red. There are hillocks such as Suia I Deogarh where rock art sites were seen.  In 

Basawan Ghatia, there is a shelter where a human body is surrounded by people. 

        

 

Koliaghat and Murali pahari 

Murali pahari site is located towards the west of Robertsganj, It is an open sandstone shelter with 

numerous paintings in red. Most of the paintings consist of human and animal figures attributed to 

Chalcolithic period. A large animal figure with group of dancing humans in front of it is quite unique. It is 

painted at the extreme left of the ceiling. At the base of the shelter a group of riders is depicted. 

Besides, a peacock in red ochre is also depicted. A depiction of a battle procession in dark red pigment is 

beautifully depicted in the shelter. Most of the paintings in the shelter are in various hues of red, like 

dark red pigment and ochre. Evidences of human vandalism can be seen as later engravings are clearly 

visible. 
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Lodhi Village 

It is an open rock shelter atop a hillock located in front of the DM’s office in Sonbhadra. The paintings in 

the shelter are generally human and animal figures (anthropomorphic/zoomorphic), generally done in 

red pigment and ochre. There is a large group dance sequence on the panel. A figure of a deer in dark 

red pigment measuring 50 x 60 cm is beautifully depicted. It appears that not all paintings were done at 

the same time as some are later superimpositions. Some of the paintings are faint/ erased possibly due 

to effect of natural factors as well as due to vandalism.  One can see names painted in white in huge 

size. 

      

 

Mughalmara 

The approach to the shelter is not easy as one has to walk, descend and climb quite a lot before the 

paintings may be seen.  The nearly dry nullah, at this time, was crossed followed by a climb to the 

shelter site.  The shelter contains some paintings in red ochre on a panel. Generally, most of the 

paintings, anthropomorphic and zoomorphic figures, have faded or nearly vanished due to seepage of 

rainwater.  At the left of the panel a depiction of a crocodile- like figure is painted in red.  One may also 

see below the figure a Palki or a tortoise-like figure in the middle.  To the right are depicted figures of 

two deers in red. 
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Kohbarwa Ghat II 

A long walk followed by a climb led to this site. Paintings in red are depicted at the top of the shelter. 

The first painting on the panel depicts an animal grazing scene with a human figure and a bull, a chakra 

or wheel is depicted below. 

 

      

 

 

Hirana- Hirani (Harahi Pahari, Moriyala) 

The name Hirana- Hirani (also called Harna- Harni) is possibly derived from Hiran/Harin- the Hindi word 

for deer.  It is a big shelter not very far (about 2 km) from the Vijaygarh (fort) and has a lot many 

paintings on the wall as well as ceiling.  The drawings are geometric as well as zoomorphic.  The ceiling is 

particularly rich in designs.  Deer is the most common animal featured though floral designs and birds 

are also seen. This site is special also due to the variety of figures.  
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Baghmanawa 

Baghmanwa is the name derived from the words Bagh (tiger) and Maand (den).  This site is atop a 

hillock in the jungle and one has to reach via Behra village, locally also called Samda.  (Mau gram 

panchayat).  From Hirana- Hirani, it is on the other side of the Vijay garh fort and occupied by Gonds.  So 

from Harna- Harni, one has to go around the fort via Samda village and hence the path goes alongside 

the hill on which the fort is perched.  The local person had to be cajoled to guide to the site as they were 

afraid of a tiger said to be stalking the area.  This open shelter is about 25 m wide and faces west.  The 

left side of the shelter is nearly free from figures.  The most conspicuous feature is hand-imprints in red 

pigment.  The hand-prints are fairly large and the tips of fingers have thin nail-like protrusions. The 

hand-imprints are also seen on the ceiling.  There are also anthropomorphic figures. 

     

 

Kandakot 
 An open rock shelter of almost 10 ft, the shelter faces towards the east. It has some paintings depicting 

elephant riders and warriors holding weapons in their hands like swords, bows and arrows. There are 

total 4 paintings of elephant riders, the largest figure at the extreme right measures 5cm x 16cm. An 

animal figure probably of a dog is painted just behind the large painting. 
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Lekhania 

From south-west to Robertsganj after a climb of almost 400 mt through stairs, one reaches the site. It is 

an open rock shelter site of almost 10 ft from the bedrock to the ceiling, the shelter is facing east. This 

shelter contains some historical period paintings in red, depicting elephant riders holding weapons in 

their hands like bows, arrows and swords etc. There are total four paintings of elephant riders on the 

panel. The largest one at the extreme right measures 15x16 cm.  An animal figure probably a dog is 

depicted just below along with the elephant riders. The evidence of human vandalism can be seen. 
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Mahuwaria (Kaimur Range) 

The Kaimur park is also close to Lekhania, adjacent to which a resort is located, and is in a locked 

premises under forest department.  The area has no wild animal population except jackals whose foot 

prints could be seen. It is an open shelter with paintings in red on the panel. Almost ten major human 

figures with rectangular bodies and raised hands are the major depictions. The hands are depicted 

shorter; a deer figure is also depicted. The shelter measures 10 ft from top to the bedrock. A peculiar 

human figure with oval shaped face, big round eyes and a bird’s nose and rectangular body with raised 

hands is painted below almost 35 cm above the surface. 
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Panchmukhi 

There are several sites near Panchmukhi temple.  This was the only site where rock art has been fenced 

to protect, possibly due to frequenting by lots of devotees and visitors.  In addition to the site right 

behind the temple, there are some other sites. 
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The Field documentation of Rock Art sites in the region and Awareness 

Workshop were widely covered by national and local dailies: 
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