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& WHY IN NEWS

India inaugurated its first Petroglyph Conservation Park in Ladakh on April 19, 2026 — World
Heritage Day (International Day for Monuments and Sites). Lieutenant Governor Vinai Kumar
Saxena laid the foundation stone in an initiative to protect ancient rock carvings from tourism pressure, road
construction, and environmental degradation. The park is being developed under an MoU between the
Department of Archives, Archaeology and Museums (Ladakh) and the Archaeological Survey of
India (ASI).

WHAT ARE PETROGLYPHS?

Petroglyphs are images carved, etched, or engraved directly onto rock surfaces — as opposed to

pictographs, which are painted onto rock. The term comes from Greek: petro (rock) + glyph (carving/symbol).
Petroglyphs are created by:

e Pecking — striking the rock surface repeatedly with a harder stone to create depressions
e Incising — scratching or cutting grooves into the rock

e Abrading — grinding the surface to create an image

They are found across every inhabited continent and span thousands to tens of thousands of years —

among the oldest forms of human artistic and communicative expression.

LADAKH’S PETROGLYPH HERITAGE

Scale

Ladakh has approximately 400 petroglyph sites — one of the densest concentrations of rock art in

Asia. These sites are spread across remote valleys and high-altitude landscapes, often near ancient trade routes.
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Major Sites
SITE DISTRICT NOTABLE FEATURES
Domkhar Kargil One of the largest petroglyph galleries; ibex, hunting scenes
Alchi Leh Buddhist motifs; near famous Alchi Monastery
Chilling Leh Riverside carvings near Zanskar confluence
Dah Hanu Kargil Dard Aryan community area; geometric patterns
Tangtse Leh Near Pangong area; animal figures
Khalsar Leh Near Nubra Valley; varied subjects

Subjects Depicted

Ladakh’s petroglyphs depict a remarkable range:

Dating

Wildlife: Ibex (most common), snow leopards, wolves, yaks, deer, horses

Hunting scenes: Human figures with bows and arrows pursuing game

Buddhist symbols: Stupas, prayer wheels, Om inscriptions — indicating later Buddhist overlay
Geometric patterns: Early abstract art; spirals and lines

Trade route markers: Ancient Chinese, Arabic, and Sanskrit inscriptions near some sites —

confirming Ladakh’s role as a crossroads on the Silk Road

Anthropomorphic figures: Human-like forms in ritualistic postures

Ladakh’s petroglyphs span multiple periods:

Earliest: ~10,000-5,000 BCE (Neolithic/Chalcolithic) — hunting scenes
Middle period: 1,000 BCE—500 CE — Bronze Age and early historic period; horses appear

Later period: Post-7th century CE — Buddhist motifs overlay earlier carvings
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THREATS TO THE HERITAGE

THREAT NATURE
Tourism pressure Uninformed tourists touching, defacing, or photographing with flash
Road construction Char Dham-style road expansion projects in Ladakh cutting through petroglyph sites

Military infrastructure  Road and barracks construction in sensitive border areas
Climate change Freeze-thaw cycles accelerating rock exfoliation; flash floods damaging riverside sites
Agricultural expansion  Terracing and irrigation activity near valley-floor sites

Graffiti and vandalism Modern inscriptions over ancient carvings

THE CONSERVATION PARK — WHAT IT DOES

The Petroglyph Conservation Park aims to:
o Relocate petroglyphs at highest risk from development pressure into a secured, curated
environment — analogous to an open-air museum

2] Document all petroglyph sites through digital photogrammetry and 3D scanning (under the ASI’s

National Mission for Manuscripts-style documentation)

o Develop heritage tourism circuits that allow responsible visitor access without damaging the

originals

o Educate local communities on the value of their rock art heritage

MoU Structure

The park is being developed under an MoU between:

¢ Department of Archives, Archaeology and Museums (UT of Ladakh)

e Archaeological Survey of India (ASI) — under the Ministry of Culture

ASI has jurisdiction over centrally protected monuments (those notified under the Ancient Monuments
and Archaeological Sites and Remains Act, 1958). Many petroglyph sites in Ladakh are not yet notified as

centrally protected — this gap leaves them vulnerable.
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WORLD HERITAGE DAY — CONTEXT

April 18 is designated International Day for Monuments and Sites (also called World Heritage Day) by
ICOMOS (International Council on Monuments and Sites) since 1983; endorsed by UNESCO General

Conference in 1983.

Theme for 2026: “Disaster Risk Reduction for Cultural Heritage” — reflecting the intersection of climate

change and heritage conservation.
India has 42 UNESCO World Heritage Sites (as of 2024):

® 34 Cultural
e 7 Natural

e 1 Mixed (Khangchendzonga National Park)

Ladakh has no standalone UNESCO World Heritage Site but the Srinagar Canal System (Kuth canals) and

archaeological sites in Ladakh have been proposed for the tentative list.

ROCK ART IN INDIA — BROADER CONTEXT

SITE LOCATION STATUS PERIOD

Bhimbetka Madhya Pradesh UNESCO WHS (2003) 100,000 years to 1,000 BCE

Edakkal Caves Wayanad, Kerala State protected Neolithic (~5,000 BCE)

Jogimara Caves Chhattisgarh Protected 3rd century BCE inscriptions + paintings
Kupgal Ballari, Karnataka At risk Neolithic; 3,000 BCE

Ladakh petroglyphs  UT Ladakh New park 10,000 BCE — medieval

Bhimbetka Rock Shelters (Raisen district, MP) — a UNESCO World Heritage Site — is the most famous
prehistoric rock art site in India, with evidence of continuous human habitation from Lower Paleolithic

period (over 100,000 years).
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UPSC RELEVANCE

PAPER ANGLE

GS1—Art & Prehistoric art, petroglyphs vs. pictographs, Bhimbetka, Silk Road heritage
Culture

GS1 — History Ladakh’s ancient history, trade routes, Buddhist heritage

GS3 — Heritage conservation, climate threats to cultural sites

Environment

GS2 — ASI, Ancient Monuments Act, UNESCO WHS, ICOMOS

Governance

Mains Keywords Petroglyphs, Bhimbetka, ASI, Ancient Monuments Act 1958, ICOMOS, World Heritage Day,
Ladakh rock art, Domkhar, heritage tourism

FACTS CORNER

e Petroglyph: Images carved/etched onto rock (vs. pictograph = painted onto rock)

e Ladakh petroglyph sites: ~400 sites across the UT

® Major sites: Domkhar, Alchi, Chilling, Dah Hanu, Tangtse

e Age range: ~10,000 BCE (Neolithic) to medieval Buddhist period

¢ Foundation stone: Laid by LG Vinai Kumar Saxena, April 19, 2026

® MoU parties: UT Ladakh Dept of Archives + Archaeological Survey of India

® World Heritage Day: April 18 (ICOMOS/UNESCO; India event held April 19)

e Bhimbetka: UNESCO WHS (2003); MP; earliest human habitation in India; 100,000+ years
e India’s UNESCO WHSs: 42 total (34 cultural, 7 natural, 1 mixed)

¢ Ancient Monuments Act (AMASR Act), 1958: Governs protection of monuments; ASI is the

enforcement body

e ICOMOS: International Council on Monuments and Sites — advisory body to UNESCO on cultural

heritage
—~ NEWER ARTICLE OLDER ARTICLE -
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First Private Gold...
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