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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 



Prefacio | 11

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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THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL CONTEXTS OF 
SCHEMATIC ART IN LAPAS CABREIRAS. THE 
LANDCRAFT PROJECT 

Los contextos arqueológicos del arte esquemático en lapas cabreiras. El proyecto 
Landcraft

João Muralha Cardoso1, Mário Reis2,3, Bárbara Carvalho3, Teresa Silva3, 
Lara Bacelar Alves3,4

1Nova University of Lisbon/CHAM, Centre of Humanities
2Fundação Côa Parque
3Research fellow, LandCraft Project
4University of Coimbra

Keywords: North-east Portugal, Côa Valley, Late Prehistory, Schematic art, 

sociocultural contexts

Palabras clave: nordeste de Portugal, valle del Côa, Prehistoria Reciente, arte 

esquemático, contextos socioculturales

1.	 Introduction

	 The Côa Valley is widely known for its Upper Palaeolithic Art, with ar-
tistic cycles ranging from the Gravettian to the late Pleistocene. However, it 
also presents an extraordinary scientific potential to study the rock art from 
the beginning of the Holocene, the Iron Age and even to the 20th century 
(Baptista, 1999). 
	 Only recently researchers started to shed light on the art of the 
Neolithic communities in the Côa Valley (Martins, 2015). Some of the 
Neolithic art sites in the Côa valley exist in places where material remains can 
be found. Studying these sites and their materiality would help us understand 
the socio-cultural dynamics throughout the time span in which Schematic Art 
was in use.
	 That's why, between 2012 and 2014, the authors of this paper con-
ducted a systematic study of the archaeological contexts of Schematic Art 
in the region, the Art-facts project: An investigation into the archaeological 
contexts of, Art in the Côa Valley—although small in scale and limited in re-
sources, resulted in an interesting set of novelties and relevant data (Alves 
et al., 2014; Reis et al., 2017). This study covered field surveys, rock-art re-
cording and small-scale excavation in four painted rock shelters (Alves et 
al., 2014; Reis et al., 2017). Amongst them, the results from the site of Lapas 
Cabreiras were outstanding regarding both to excavation, which revealed ce-
ramic assemblages from the Early Neolithic (6th–5th mill. BC) to the Copper 
Age/Early Bronze Age (3rd-beginning of the 2nd mill. BC) (Fig. 1). Added to 
this, photographic digital enhancement techniques enabled the detection of 
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192 individual motifs painted on the main rock surface. The unique character 
of this assemblage comes from the number of superimpositions, the use of 
different pigment recipes, the wide color range (red, purple, orange) and dif-
ferent techniques of execution (digitation, brush painting, crayon scrapping) 
(Reis et al., 2017).
	 Due to Art-facts exploratory nature, as well as the need to extend the 
scrutiny to other archaeological sites, a new and more ambitious project was 
put together – LandCRAFT. The idea of this project is to study the socio-cul-
tural contexts of rock art. The research carried out aims to define a sequence 
for the rock art of Late Prehistory, extending the study to the social and cul-
tural contexts in which the rock art sites were created. In other words, the 
objective is not only to find out how and when rock art was produced, but 
also to address how the environment and thought contributed to the devel-
opment of the Late Prehistoric landscape. 
	

	 The goal of LandCRAFT is to suggest answers to the following ques-
tions: To what extent do the diachronic sequences proposed for schematic 
art relate to socio-cultural dynamics, perception of the landscape, occupa-
tion strategies and management of environmental resources, from the emer-
gence to the consolidation of agricultural societies? To what extent does ma-
terial evidence and the occupation of different sites help us understand the 
sequence of rock art?

Fig. 1. Location of Lapas Cabreiras
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2.	 Materials and Methods

	 The work strategy consisted of applying a set of methodologies and 
methods that would allow us to gather a set of data that could be interpret-
ed and reflected upon. In that sense, the archaeological excavation followed 
the principles of stratigraphy and recording recommended by Barker (1978). 
The specificities of the archaeological evidence at the site were taken into 
account, using the methodological proposals of Angelucci (2003) along with 
edaphic studies aimed at reinforcing the reading of the stratigraphy through 
physical-chemical analyses of the sediments. We discuss post-depositional is-
sues that allow us to define levels of confidence in the archaeological record, 
following, among others, the work of Schiffer (1987). The methodological 
procedures for analysing the lithic and ceramic components were described 
by Carvalho (2004, 2003), Cardoso (1996) and Vale (2011).
	 The sediment samples are being processed in António Cortizas' labora-
tory at the University of Santiago de Compostela and all the diagnostic work 
on the state of conservation of the shelter and the paintings was carried out 
by Carrera and Caetano (Caetano et al., 2023). The physical-chemical analy-
sis of pigments using non-destructive processes: Raman spectroscopy with a 
portable device and colour spectrophotometry of the paintings and the sup-
port were carried out by Teresa Rivas from the University of Vigo. 

3.	 Results

	 At the end of the archaeological work we identified four large deposits 
(Cardoso et al., in press): Recently formed deposits; deposits formed in the 
direction of the slope (southeast/northwest); deposits corresponding to the 
earliest time the shelter was occupied and sterile deposits. The archaeolog-
ical materials collected were mostly identified on the platform adjacent to 
the sheltered area. They represent a heterogeneous set of lithic and ceramic 
materials that attest to an occupation, from the Ancient Neolithic, through 
Recent Prehistory to contemporary times. These are currently the excava-
tion data. However, to better think about the Lapas Cabreiras shelter and re-
flect on the use of that space, it is necessary to add to all the data mentioned, 
the results of the analyzes already carried out, but still unavailable, and the 
information obtained in archaeological fieldwalking.

4.	 Discussion

	 By cross-referencing the artefact's database with the record of strati-
graphic units and the possible analysis of post-depositional issues, we can 
suggest that the sequence of activities at Lapas Cabreiras can be divided in 
four major moments. The first is recent and associated with shepherds who 
roamed that territory, while the second is potentially correlated with the 
Bronze Age (likely the transition from the 3rd to the 2nd millennium BCE). 
The third moment is older, with artefactual evidence suggesting the Early 
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Neolithic or even the Late Mesolithic. The ongoing study may help us to re-
fine the chronology. 
	 So far the many accumulated chronological data allow us to establish 
that Schematic Art sites had been created between the Neolithic and the 
transition between the Copper Age and the Early Bronze Age, that is, be-
tween the 4th and the late 3rd/beginning of the 2nd millennia BCE (Fig. 2). 
The correlation with the Neolithic is firmly established by the presence of 
Schematic Art in megalithic monuments, particularly in the so-called "Viseu 
Group" (Twohig, 1981), in the vicinities of the area under study in the Land-
CRAFT project.

	 However, the chronological boundaries and the modes of appearance 
and disappearance of Schematic Art in contemporary prehistoric communi-
ties are not clearly established. In this sense, the data from Lapas Cabreiras 
are of utmost importance. The unequivocally Early Neolithic materials sug-
gest a strong possibility that the creation of the first rock paintings at Lapas 
Cabreiras dates back to this phase, at least to the 5th millennium BCE. And 
the presence of Bronze Age materials, in what appears to be the end of the 
prehistoric activities on site, may in turn be related to the end of the original 
use of such sites. With the current data, it is not possible to attest whether 
any of the compositions in the main panel dated to the Copper Age or the 
Early Bronze either. However, as an hypothesis, it seems plausible that the 
painted motifs on top of the stratigraphy of this panel, namely the large red 
hand and the two scraped motifs with orange ochre, which depart from the 
classical Schematic Art repertoire, may be associated with the latest stages 

Fig. 2. Lapas Cabreiras panel with D-Stretch filter.
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of occupation. But, are human activities on site strictly linked to the presence 
of the rock art, or did the millennia-long occupation of the shelter in Late Pre-
history saw moments where there was no direct correlation between com-
munities and paintings? Answering these questions will be difficult, but we 
can suggest that from the moment the first painting(s) was/were made, the 
rock shelter acquired a significant role in that landscape (e.g., Alves, 2002). 
Its meaning, in the current state of research, is difficult to characterize, but it 
should be related to the identity of the place and its importance in the histor-
ical development of those communities, whether they were producers of art 
or not.

5.	 Conclusion

	 One of the main characteristics of this site is the coexistence of rock 
art and human occupation during Late Prehistory. For the latter, current data 
indicate a chronological range between the Early Neolithic and the late 3rd/
early 2nd millennium BCE. The archaeological data do not allow for a direct 
connection between human occupation and the execution of the paintings, 
and the taphonomic conditions affecting the preservation of material re-
mains limit interpretative hypotheses. At this point, we do not know whether 
activities on site were continuous throughout that time interval or if there 
were gaps, and we also do not know how to correlate the material remains 
with any potential human actions directly linked to the presence of rock art.
However, there are some inferences that can be made. With or without gaps, 
the artefactual evidence suggests a prolonged occupation over time, rep-
resenting different moments within the chronological range. Even without 
archaeological data that directly correlate the rock art with the remains of 
specific activities, it is not credible to imagine that such a correlation did not 
exist in one of the most noticeable painted rock shelters in Portuguese ter-
ritory, in a place of significant monumentality within the context of Iberian 
Schematic Art.
	 Therefore, assuming the existence of this correlation, and despite be-
ing unaware of the specific mechanisms involved, the temporal span of activ-
ities on site in Late Prehistory fall within the entire suggested chronological 
span for Schematic Art.
	 Over the last two years, archaeological work has been carried out in 
Lapas Cabreiras. At this moment, many of the analysis results are being pro-
cessed. We hope that, in November this year, we will be able to present more 
substantiated results and a synthesis of the data studied to this congress.
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