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PREFACIO

	 El arte rupestre, uno de los testimonios más antiguos de la 
capacidad creativa humana, es el tema central sobre el que gira el 
Congreso Internacional “El Arte de las Sociedades Prehistóricas” 
(ASP). Este evento científico, cuya primera edición se celebró en 
Toulouse en 2008 bajo el auspicio del Centre de Recherche et 
d’Étude de l’Art Préhistorique (CREAP), ha recorrido un largo 
trayecto por diversas ciudades de Europa occidental, consolidán-
dose como un foro de referencia en el estudio de las manifesta-
ciones gráficas prehistóricas.
	
	 Para la VIII edición la ciudad de Salamanca fue selecciona-
da como sede, un escenario de especial significado tanto por su 
rico patrimonio cultural como por su histórica universidad, una 
de las más antiguas y prestigiosas de Europa. Salamanca, incluida 
en la lista de Patrimonio de la Humanidad, no solo es un encla-
ve de gran relevancia académica. También alberga en su entorno 
geográfico algunos de los yacimientos más importantes de arte 
rupestre paleolítico, como Siega Verde y Las Batuecas. Este con-
texto convierte a la ciudad en el lugar idóneo para acoger a inves-
tigadores, estudiantes y expertos de todo el mundo, y ofrece un 
entorno único para reflexionar sobre el pasado más remoto de la 
humanidad. Elegir Salamanca también es un homenaje a una es-
cuela y tradición académica que guarda estrecha relación con la 
investigación de este fenómeno cultural. Encabezado por el prof. 
Francisco Jordá, a lo largo de las generaciones la Universidad de 
Salamanca ha acogido a diversos especialistas en la materia. 
	
	 Uno de los objetivos más destacados del VIII Congreso ASP 
ha sido, desde sus inicios, fomentar el diálogo entre investigado-
res consolidados y jóvenes académicos que comienzan su carrera 
en este campo. En un momento donde la investigación científi-
ca en esta disciplina se enfrenta grandes desafíos como el relevo 
generacional o los problemas derivados del cambio climático, es 
más necesario que nunca abrir espacios a las nuevas generacio-
nes. El intercambio de ideas entre veteranos y jóvenes prome-
te revitalizar la disciplina y abrir nuevas líneas de investigación. 
Este congreso no es solo una ventana para comunicar hallazgos y 
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teorías, sino una oportunidad única para que los nuevos investi-
gadores presenten sus propuestas y para que surjan colaboracio-
nes internacionales que fortalezcan el estudio del arte rupestre.

	 Por otro lado, en un mundo donde la inmediatez tecnoló-
gica parece dominar todos los aspectos de la vida, resulta vital 
recordar el valor de las manifestaciones culturales más antiguas 
de la humanidad, aquellas que surgieron mucho antes de la es-
critura. El arte rupestre no es solo un vestigio del pasado; es un 
puente que nos conecta con las raíces mismas de nuestra especie. 
Al estudiarlo, no solo estamos desenterrando imágenes grabadas 
o pintadas en soportes imperecederos, sino también los pensa-
mientos, creencias y emociones de quienes las crearon hace mi-
les de años.

	 El VIII Congreso Internacional “El Arte de las Sociedades 
Prehistóricas” se erige así no solo como un punto de encuentro 
para compartir avances científicos, sino también como un ale-
gato en favor del valor perdurable del arte prehistórico y de la 
importancia de impulsar a los jóvenes investigadores, quienes 
continuarán esta noble labor en el futuro. Que este congreso sea 
un reflejo de lo que debe ser la investigación: un espacio abierto, 
plural y colaborativo, donde el pasado ilumine el presente y el 
futuro de nuestra comprensión sobre el arte y la humanidad. 

Miguel García Bustos  

Olivia Rivero
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APPROACHING AN UPPER PALAEOLITHIC 
ONTOLOGY BY MEANS OF THE SPATIAL 
DISTRIBUTION OF ITS ROCK ART
Approcher une ontologie du paléolithique supérieur par la distribution spatiale de 
son art rupestre

André T. Santos1 

¹CEAACP - Centre for Studies in Archaeology, Arts and Heritage Sciences; Institute 

of Archaeology of the Dept. of History, European Studies, Archaeology and Arts of the 

University of Coimbra

Keywords: rock art, Upper Paleolithic, Douro Bassin, ontology

Mots-clés: art rupestre, Paléolithique Supérieur, Bassin du Douro, ontologie

1.	 Introduction

	 The analysis of rock art from an ontological perspective typically only 
considers its imagery. This can be attributed to important anthropological 
works that link specific types of ontologies and imagery, especially those of 
Descola (Descola, 2021). Assuming Descola's proposals as a framework, to-
temic modes of identification likely dominated Palaeolithic ontologies, with 
occasional appearances of animistic "pockets" (Descola, 2021, pp. 290–291, 
595–598). Yet even disparate ontologies can give rise to strikingly similar im-
agery. 
	 We require additional types of sources, or at least different dimensions 
of the same sources, in order to validate or refute the conclusions that can 
be drawn solely from the imagery. Now, another dimension of rock art is its 
spatiality. Using the rock art of the Douro basin produced prior to the end of 
the LGM as a case study, the aim of this presentation is to demonstrate how 
the study of this dimension can be used to support conclusions made solely 
on the basis of the imagery. 

2.	 Materials and Methods

	 We may determine how the landscape was socially appropriated by 
looking at how motifs of a rock art corpus are dispersed throughout the dif-
ferent sites that comprise the landscape. These, in our instance, are the Côa 
Valley sites as well as the coeval smaller ones that are scattered across the 
Douro Basin. As non-figurative imagery is relatively basic and has little vari-
ation throughout the region, we will only be analysing the figurative imagery 
of these sites. This leaves us with 475 graphic units from 10 sites within the 
Côa Valley and 28 from 8 sites outside of it (Santos, 2024, pp. 30–36). Some 
of the sites of the Côa Valley are large and widely dispersed. In those cases, 

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9937-6523
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we split the sites into smaller analytical units called zones. Our main goals 
are to compare the thematic diversity of each of these analytical zones and 
to contrast the Côa Valley sites' association tendencies with those of the sites 
outside. Owing to the large number of motifs that were depicted in the Côa 
Valley, we began by performing a basic correspondence analysis of the zone's 
thematic diversity. To further characterise the zones and determine its main 
association tendencies, we then proceeded to a hierarchical cluster analysis. 

Sites Zones E Ce Ca B R I O U Al. Ind. Total

Faia Upriver 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

Downriver 2 0 0 5 0 0 0 0 1 0 8

Penascosa Upriver 4 0 5 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 11

Central 13 7 13 14 0 1 0 0 0 15 63

Downriver 0 2 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 1 5

Quinta da 
Barca

Mouth 23 8 23 21 0 0 1 1 0 11 88

Brook 4 4 4 5 0 0 0 0 0 8 25

Source 1 0 2 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 3

Source 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1

Terrace 2 0 2 2 0 0 0 0 0 3 9

East 6 0 2 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 10

North East 1 0 3 3 1 0 0 0 0 0 8

Piscos 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2

2 1 2 1 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 7

Fariseu 23 16 21 30 4 0 0 0 1 19 114

Vale Figueira 0 1 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 5 8

Vale de Videiro 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

Canada do 
Inferno

Upriver 6 2 8 25 0 0 0 0 0 11 52

Downriver 8 7 13 18 1 0 0 0 0 9 56

Brook 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

Rego da Vide 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

Vale Escuro 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

Total 96 54 95 135 6 1 1 1 2 84 475

Frequency 20,21 11,37 20,00 28,42 1,26 0,21 0,21 0,21 0,42 17,68 100

Table 1. The thematic diversity of each zone of the Côa Valley prior to the end of the 
LGM.
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3.	 Results

	 During the period under study, the most frequently depicted themes in 
the Côa Valley were aurochs, horses, ibexes, and, to a lesser extent, red deer 
(Table 1). The main associative tendencies found in the area are between 
horses and ibex and between aurochs and red deer. Zones characterised by 
significant thematic diversity and relative equilibrium between themes are 
systematically flanked by zones dominated by one of those pairs or by only 
one of its components.
	 Remarkably, during this phase, no site outside of the Côa Valley has the 
same level of diversity. While some sites feature only horses, or horses and 
red deer, others feature aurochs exclusively. Ibex is not securely attested on 
any site. Aurochs are only shown on panels with horses in Foz Tua, and even 
then, they are portrayed in a very peculiar manner, with the head of the au-
rochs nearly hidden beneath the head of the horse.

4.	 Discussion

	 The quantity and thematic diversity of the motifs found in the Côa Val-
ley, when placed within a regional context consisting of other smaller and less 
diverse sites, lend support to the interpretation of the region as an aggre-
gation landscape. The variety of lithic raw materials discovered in the Côa 
Valley further supports this hypothesis. 
	 In the event that the Côa Valley is an aggregation landscape, the other 
sites need to be understood as belonging to particular collectives associat-
ed with the depicted images that are shown there. The Australian totemic 
landscapes, according to David (2002, pp. 52–85), exhibit these kinds of con-
trasts, with certain areas open to all collectives and others exclusive to par-
ticular groups. 
	 The confirmed difference between the main associative tendencies of 
the Côa valley and the thematic characteristics of the other sites can also be 
explained if we accept that animals represent totemic collectives of a commu-
nity divided into sections, like the "Durand/Dupont" example of Levi-Strauss 
(1968 [1947], p. 187). Indeed, if the smaller sites are exclusive of a group, we 
can conjecture that the horse collective is a moiety composed of the sections 
of the horse proper and red deer, and that the other moiety would be com-
posed of the sections aurochs and ibex. If this is the case, then the main as-
sociative tendencies of the Côa Valley can serve as a representation of the 
kinship rules among those sections, as exposed by the Lévi-Strauss example 
cited above.
	 The landscape patterns we found match a totemic landscape, suppor-
ting the palaeolithic communities' ontology inferred from their imagery. Ac-
tually, animistic "rock art landscapes" are different. Within the framework 
of those ontologies, animals do not belong to collectives that are also made 
up of humans. Each species is a collective of other-than-human persons. Be-
cause some of these collectives are privileged partners of human groups, a 
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single species predominates in animistic rock art corpora, like those found in 
the Coso Range or the Drakensberg.  

5.	 Conclusion

	 Examining the distribution of rock art in a landscape can be a very help-
ful method of confirming or disputing conclusions about the community's on-
tology that are based solely on imagery. To do this, we must: 1) assume that 
each site exhibits distinct thematic arrangements depending on its contextu-
al place within a given landscape; 2) expand the study of the "parietal archi-
tecture" (sensu Vialou, 2004) to the landscape scale; and 3) construct robust 
"frames of reference" by using the same analytical procedures to analyse not 
only various palaeolithic landscapes but also the landscapes of contemporary 
rock art producers, for which we are aware of their ontology. 
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