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10 The Stone Ages and Early Cultures

Name Class Date

Boy of the Painted Cave
by Justin Denzel

As you read the passage below, pay attention to 

the way Tao defends himself.

Tao gasped. He felt a mixture of dismay and awe. 

The stranger standing before him was Graybeard, 

the Cave Painter, the shaman of all the clans. Never 

did he think he would meet such a great one.

“I also know you hunt on forbidden land,” said 

Graybeard.

The boy winced and shifted from one foot to the 

other. “It is forbidden only because of the demons 

and evil spirits,” he said, his voice cracking.

“And you are not afraid of demons?”

“I have heard the wailing screams and the wild 

howls, but they are the cries of the eagle-owl and 

the loons. If there are other demons I have never 

seen one.” . . .

For a moment Tao was quiet. Then he swallowed 

hard and said, “The people of my clan are starving. 

The Slough is full of game. With the wolf dog I 

bring them much food.”

Graybeard nodded. “You are not afraid 

of demons, you do not believe in evil spirits 

Source: From Boy of the Painted Cave by Justin Denzel. Copyright 
©1988 by Justin Denzel. Reproduced by permission of Philomel
Books, a division of The Putnam & Grosset Group, a member of 
Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 345 Hudson Street, New York, NY 10014

ABOUT THE READING  In a world that 
existed 18,000 years ago, a fourteen-year-old 
boy, Tao, is forced to hunt. All he has ever 
wanted to do is to paint images of bears 
and deer in the caves. Because Tao is not a 
Chosen One, he is forbidden to paint. As this 
excerpt begins, Tao and his wolf dog have 
stumbled across a stranger while hunting.

VOCABULARY
shaman  a priest or 

medicine man who 
can influence good or 
evil spirits

loon  a type of bird

Slough  a swamp or marsh

The Stone Ages and Early Cultures Literature

Why do you think Tao feels 
both dismay and awe at meeting 
Graybeard?

What does Tao think of the 
demons?
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and, for you, taboos melt away like the winter 

snows.”

“I am sorry,” said Tao “but I do not believe these 

things are bad. The animal, the birds, the trees give 

us food and clothing. Yet our leaders see only evil.”

Graybeard nodded. Tao was sure he saw a glint of 

understanding in the old man’s eye.

“And you know better than the leaders?” said 

Graybeard.

“No,” said Tao. “I only know that the Slough is a 

place of many good things. Here I find food. I watch 

the animals and birds . . . I feel good here.”

“The herds are coming back,” said the old man, 

nodding. “They will be here when the fields are 

green with new grass. I have come from the other 

camps with the news. Now I will paint images 

of the great beasts in the secret caverns to bring 

good hunting.”

. . . “Will you come and share food with us?” 

asked Tao. “We have a small cave on the other side 

of the valley.”

Graybeard leaned against the trunk of a birch 

tree. His spear rested on the crook of his arm as he 

rubbed his eyes with the back of his hands. “Yes,” he 

said, “it will be good to rest.”

ANALYZING LITERATURE

 1. Main Idea  What is Graybeard’s attitude toward Tao? How can you tell?

 2. Critical Thinking: Making Predictions  Do you think Tao will ever be permitted to 

paint like Graybeard? Why or why not?

 3. Activity  Cave painters created images of things they saw every day, such as deer, 

mammoths, and hunters. Imagine that you are a cave painter. Create a mural that 

represents your daily life.

Boy in the Painted Cave, continued Literature

Underline the words that indicate 
that Graybeard believes he has 
special powers.
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 31 The Stone Ages and Early Cultures

Vocabulary Builder 
Section 1
 1. a relative who lived long ago
 2. an early ancestor of humans
 3. people who hunt animals and gather wild 

plants, seeds, fruits, and nuts to survive
 4. Old Stone Age
 5. time before writing was invented
 6. a community of people who share a 

common culture
 7. any handheld object that helps a person 

accomplish a task

SUMMARY
The time before there was writing was 
called prehistory. During this time, early 
ancestors of humans, known as homonids, 
started using stone tools. This time is known 
as the Paleolithic Era.

Vocabulary Builder 
Section 2
 1. Mesolithic Era
 2. ice age
 3. land bridge
 4. migrate
 5. strip of land, connects two continents, 

allowed people to migrate
 6. move, cross great distances, a response to 

the changes in climate

Vocabulary Builder 
Section 3
 1. False—Megaliths are huge stones used as 

monuments.
 2. False—Domestication is the process of 

changing plants or animals to make them 
more useful to humans.

 3. True
 4. True

Biography Donald 
Johanson & Tim White
WHAT DID YOU LEARN?
 1. Possible response: When the scientists 

date the fossils, they can figure out how 
each species changed physically. This helps 
them figure out why the species changed 
and became extinct.

 2. Their discoveries led them to develop a 
radical theory that connected several 
different fossils. Their discoveries are 
also among the oldest known.

Biography The Leakey 
Family
WHAT DID YOU LEARN?
 1. Possible Response: Louis Leakey was born 

to missionary parents in an area of Africa 
where there were few white people. Louis 
probably grew up learning about the 
Kikuyu culture and history and wanted to 
learn more.

 2. Possible Response: The discoveries were 
important because they were found in 
Africa, not Asia. Also, they showed that 
human ancestors walked upright. The 
fossils also were the oldest found. 

Literature
CALL-OUT BOXES
 1. He is dismayed that he may get in trouble 

and awed to meet a great shaman like 
Graybeard.

 2. He does not believe they are demons. He 
believes they are owls and loons.

 3. He believes that painting images of 
animals in the caves will bring good 
hunting.

ANALYZING LITERATURE
 1. He is impressed with Tao’s wisdom and 

bravery; and he shares important informa-
tion with Tao and he agrees to eat with him.

 2. Answers will vary, but may include 
that because of his confidence and 
independence, he will probably become 
a cave painter.

The Stone Ages and Early Cultures Answer Key
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