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ResumeN  el incremento que se ha producido  
en los últimos años en el catálogo rupestre del 
noroeste de la Península Ibérica hace necesaria,  
sin duda, una revisión de muchos de los conceptos 
que durante décadas han presidido los estudios de 
este importante apartado de la prehistoria. en este 
sentido, la aparición de nuevas estaciones rupestres 
ha provocado no sólo una expansión territorial de 
este fenómeno, si no la relativización de nociones 
como la del propio arte al aire libre.

AbstRAct  The increase of the northwestern 
Iberia rock art catalogue that took place in recent 
years makes necessary a review of many of the 
concepts that have dominated this important  
area of the prehistoric studies during decades.  
In this sense, the discovery of new sites with rock 
art has caused not only a territorial expansion  
of this phenomenon, but also led to relativize 
concepts such as open-air rock art  
itself. 

So give us an answer, won’t you
lord is it mine, supertramp

1. Introduction
 
rock art is one of the most dynamic fields of the Galician prehistoric research and cer-

tainly one in which the discussions among scholars have been more frequent and also more 
passionate. The investigation has shifted — as if it were a pendulum — from a rigidly descrip-
tive paradigm to another sometimes highly interpretative, a fact that has not prevented from 
bringing out key works that meant a step forward in our understanding about the petroglyphs 
(Bradley, 1997, 2009; Bradley & Fábregas, 1999; Fábregas, 2009; Peña & rey, 2001).

In the last years, discussions among the researchers have focused almost exclusively on 
questions about chronology (i.e. santos, 2005 or Costas & alii, 2006). While such disputes are 
far from settled — not only by the intrinsic difficulty of dating this art but also because those 
are the result of opposing views on the limits of the archaeological discipline and about the 
role of hypotheses within the process of production of archaeological knowledge — these have 
distracted the specialists from other serious problems that also affect the Galician rock art.

In this sense, one of the major issues is that those debates are conducted over a database 
not as large as would be desirable. Thus, although there are some wide range studies (García 
& Peña, 1980; vázquez, 2006) and a huge bibliography about much of the over two thousand 
sites known in Galicia and north Portugal, we still lack a comprehensive catalogue of the 
open-air rock art in this area. This situation has forced the specialists to construct generaliza-
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tions from data derived from research in specific areas that, while providing essential infor-
mation for the understanding of the rock art, may hinder the recognition of possible local 
trends, and gloss over the representativeness of the conclusions obtained.

Perhaps because of this situation, the significant increase of our corpus of data due to 
the continuation of the survey works, together with the reappraisal of already known sites, 
has forced specialists to qualify many of the assumptions previously established while also 
substantially augmenting the variability and complexity of Galician rock art phenomenon.

In this article, a short review of the major problems affecting contemporary research on 
Galician rock art takes place as well as a reflection on how recent discoveries can provide new 
lines of thought and interpretation of this phenomenon so important during the late Prehis-
tory of nW Iberia.

2. stretching out frontiers

one of the most obvious features derived from the discovery of new rock art sites is the 
remarkable expansion of their distribution, particularly evident in the naturalistic motifs 
(Fig. 1), which from being almost exclusively located in the surroundings of the Rías Baixas 
(southwestern Galicia) now are found, with different densities, in most of the western half 
of Galicia. 

In this sense, the documentation of animal and human representations in the petro-
glyph of Pedra Xestosa (laxe, a Coruña) (rodríguez & alii, 2010) — located in the heart of the 
Costa da Morte, an area traditionally considered as devoid of this type of motifs — signifi-
cantly pushes towards the north the boundaries of the figurative rock art, previously defined 
by the Pedra ancha petroglyph (dumbría, a Coruña), where a large number of representa-
tions of weapons was engraved. This example, far from being an isolated case, is just the cul-
mination of a progressive expansion to the north which has been taking place in the last dec-
ade and that has led to the identification of new territories with large concentrations of rock 
art, such as the Barbanza Peninsula (Fábregas, rodríguez & rodríguez, 2010) or the muros- 
-Carnota area (Cernadas, 2007).

although naturalistic representations still retain a marked coastal character, an eastward 
expansion can also be seen due to the recent occurrence of examples of zoomorphs and riding 
scenes in the area of santiago de Compostela (Fábregas, Peña & rodríguez, 2011) as well as  
several panels with weapons in the deza region (Pontevedra), including the petroglyph of Coto das 
laxas, currently the carved surface with the largest number of halberds (Fábregas, rodríguez & 
rodríguez, 2009). also the geometric style has greatly extended its boundaries to the east, reach-
ing high concentrations in the inland (Barandela & lorenzo, 2004; Fábregas & alii, 2005; 
rodríguez, Gorgoso & Fábregas, 2008) and even crossing over the very borders of modern Galicia.

In conclusion, rather than an exclusively coastal spread, in the current state of our knowl-
edge could be argued that the rock art shows its major differences in terms of nature and dis-
tribution between the eastern and western halves of Galicia, the limit between both areas 
being established by the Dorsal Meridiana, a mountain range that cuts from north to south 
the Galician territory and seems to work as the clear boundary for the naturalistic style as well 
as the point from where a reduction in the number and, to some extent, the complexity of 
rock art is observed. We believe that this fact, research gaps apart, could not be a simple coin-
cidence, but perhaps further evidence of the key role played by this geographical accident dur-
ing the late Prehistory, already seen in megalithic times (Criado & Fábregas, 1994) or in the 
distribution of raw materials such as flint (rodríguez, de lombera & Fábregas, 2009).
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3. Depending on the light

We should make it clear that an important part of the Galician petroglyphs has never 
been studied in depth and, in many cases, our knowledge about them is limited to simple 
descriptions or tracings, some of which were made at the middle of the 20th century. as a 
result, we are not sure about the precise number and nature of the motifs present on the 
engraved panels, whose observation is usually difficult because of their heavy weathering. 
even some of the better known petroglyphs are not well recorded: the implementation of a 
relatively simple methodology such as the systematic use of artificial lights, has shown that 
previous studies had ignored a significant part of the existing engravings in 70% of the 
cases. Good examples of this may be the petroglyphs of Foxa da vella (Fig. 2) and os mou-
chos (Fig. 3) (rianxo, a Coruña) or Poza da lagoa (Fig. 4) (redondela, Pontevedra) in which 
we discovered anthropomorfs, daggers, zoomorphs, serpentiforms and circular combina-
tions that had gone unnoticed in previous analysis.

FIG. 1 – distribution of the naturalistic rock art in 1980 and 2010.
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although that may be rated of a secondary importance, the truth is that, as with archae-
ological sites, the information derived from the study of the art panels loses part of its valid-
ity if these are analysed in an incomplete or incorrect way. such a state of things requires a 
certain amount of critical thinking by the researchers, because otherwise we run the risk of 
constructing knowledge about rock art that has feet of clay. This is the reason why, for exam-
ple, we have already expressed our reservations about chronological or cultural proposals for 
Galician rock art based on alleged frequencies of association between motifs (santos, 2008; 
Fábregas, rodríguez & rodríguez, 2009) which ultimately are based on an incomplete pic-
ture of the engraved panels.

That circumstance should make us aware of the limits of the methodology currently 
applied in the study of Galician petroglyphs. In this sense, the widespread use of new metho-
dologies for the recording of carved surfaces, not only through the use of artificial light but 
mainly with the new digital methods, will probably result in a significant change in the image 
we have about a good part of engraved panels of the northwest.

FIG. 2 – Foxa da vella (rianxo, a Coruña), distinguishing the motifs previously known (gray) from those discovered after a recent 
review (black).
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FIG. 3 – rock 1 of os mouchos (rianxo, a Coruña), distinguishing the motifs previously known (gray) from those discovered after 
the last analysis (black).

FIG. 4 – Poza da lagoa (redondela, Pontevedra), distinguishing the motifs previously known (gray) from those discovered after 
the last analysis (black).
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4. breaking the mental constraints

one of the main consequences of the increase of the Galician rock art catalogue is the 
parallel rising of the variability of this phenomenon, which was already high. Thus, over the 
last decade we can observe the discovery of art sites of distinct nature and also new types of 
images incorporated into the iconographic corpus with the result that, quite often, earlier 
assumptions must now be duly qualified. This review begins with the very consideration of 
the Galician rock art as an exclusively open air phenomenon: the discovery of, until now, half 
a dozen cases of rock art inside granitic rock-shelters (Fábregas & rodríguez, 2012) under-
lines the need to qualify this assumption and, at the same time, redefine our ideas and pre-
conceptions about the nature and composition of the audience that petroglyphs would have 
been intended for. 

In this sense, the nW Iberian rock art — being located outdoors — has usually been 
considered as a phenomenon whose contemplation would be little restricted, in contrast, for 
example, with megalithic art. Therefore, petroglyphs were traditionally regarded as easily to 
perceive and, therefore, virtually accessible to anyone going about the prehistoric landscape, 
a concept which is related to the notion of the open-air rock art as an “intergroup” communi-
cation mechanism designed to mediate in the use of the landscape by neighbouring commu-
nities, establishing preferential or exclusive access by one of them to specific spaces with an 
economic and/or symbolic significance (Bradley, Criado & Fábregas, 1995; Bradley, 1997).

However, the evidence that a considerable proportion of the petroglyphs are located far 
from major pathways and from those points allowing a direct control of the most economi-
cally attractive areas (Peña & rey, 2001; Fábregas, rodríguez & rodríguez, 2010), together 
with the possible existence of strategies that enabled to modulate the perceptibility of the 
carvings from the surrounding space and even the acceptance of a certain “wish to hide” that 
could exist in at least part of the open-air rock art sites (Fábregas & rodríguez, 2012), has led 
us to review the interpretation of the Galician rock art as an open or hardly-restricted phe-
nomenon; hypothesis which has been strengthened by the appearance of an increasing num-
ber of petroglyphs “locked” inside natural cavities.

This different nature and degree of “openness” of the Galician petroglyphs, shows also 
the possible existence of variable levels of access to the engravings and, according to them, of 
different audiences, a possibility that was previously recognized by other authors (Bradley, 
2002, 2009). at the same time, this fact makes clear the need to look back on the idea of this 
phenomenon as a simple “landscape marker” meant to be seen by broad audiences, eventu-
ally surpassing the community responsible for the carvings to reach out other neighbouring 
and rival groups.

The potential existence of different audiences for the different petroglyphs and even of 
several audiences for a single panel could result in a deeply mutable meaning of the engraved 
images from both a synchronic and diachronic point of view, since it would depend, to a great 
extent, on the character of their audiences. This concept of audience substantially increases 
the polysemy of the petroglyphs while admitting a more active role of the observers; in fact, 
this circumstance, by itself, could have modulated the degree of accessibility of each petro-
glyph in an even more effective way than physical constraints did. 

another question that we believe must be analysed with attention in the future is the 
precise relationship between Galician rock art and the domestic sphere, a point that has been 
a real bone of contention among scholars over the last few years. The main obstacle to over-
come this problem lies in the very lack of data about the latter: the difficulties associated with 
dense vegetation, the aggressive post-depositional processes and the marked invisibility of 
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the settlements themselves led to most of these being recorded through the work of the com-
mercial archaeology linked to major public works (generally of linear course as highways, 
railroads, pipelines...) whose results, although essential for our appraisal of the matter, often 
give us but a partial picture.

as a result, there has been some argument between those researchers that point at the 
coastal plain and mid-slope valleys as the preferential spaces for settlement during the late 
Prehistory, in contrast to the peaks and elevations — the “megalithic space” — less densely 
occupied (Fábregas, 2009; Peña & rey, 2001) and other authors that opted for the opposite 
view, considering precisely the high areas more suitable for habitation, while the valleys 
would remain relatively empty (santos, 2010).

The truth is that the available data seem to suggest that around the mid-3rd millen-
nium BC, coinciding with the introduction to the northwest of the Bell-Beaker ware and a 
relative improvement in weather conditions (Fábregas & alii, 2003), an expansion to the 
“megalithic space” on the top of the sierras would have occurred, without meaning the 
abandonment of the areas occupied earlier. although keeping much of its itinerant nature, 
settlements grow more complex at this point, probably in parallel to the increase of social 
asymmetry. Precisely at this time, the main creative impulse of the open-air rock art would 
have taken place, in a context of economic intensification involving an exploitation of dif-
ferent biotopes, necessary to sustain the processes described above. That is why we find dif-
ficult to maintain a notion of landscape use based on a marked duality between occupied 
and unoccupied spaces. 

This situation would perhaps not be so important if this dichotomic conception of the 
landscape had not been used as basis for projecting on rock art dialectics such as those oppos-
ing sacred and domestic domains. In this sense, a number of authors (edmonds, 1999; díaz 
andreu, 2001; Insoll, 2004; Bradley, 2005) have strongly criticized the definition of sacred 
and ritual as opposed to and separate from secular and domestic, a criticism particularly rel-
evant to our case study, due to the proliferation — in the last two decades — of concepts such 
as “sacred landscapes” (Parcero & alii, 1998), term that loosely encompasses those places with 
a large accumulation of monuments (either megaliths or rock art), from which domestic 
activity would have been virtually “expelled”. In the case of Galician rock art, such segregation 
is mainly caused by a specific interest to frame the rock art in a period — the Iron age — 
when that separation begins to become clearer but also, to some extent, by the use of a rigid 
concept of sacred and ritual that, in our view, somewhat curtails the understanding of the 
open-air rock art as well as the space and the social context in which it arises.

We strongly believe that ritual probably had a polymorphic and variable nature and — as 
defined by its own conventions — could have materialized in many different ways and in rela-
tion to a variety of objects and contexts, ranging from those ceremonies of local, informal and 
ephemeral character to others highly organized and encoded (Bradley, 2000) and may be 
simultaneously sacred and secular (Insoll, 2004). Therefore, if we accept the idea that ritual 
does not have the sole purpose of communicating or transmitting religious beliefs and those 
mythological and/or symbolic features are a fundamental aspect of day-to-day activities, it 
becomes unnecessary to propose such a drastic divide (Tilley, 1994; Bradley, 2000). 

Towards this direction point the data derived from the local archaeological record, such 
as the documentation of ritual items, as “megalithic idols” in the middle of a domestic site 
(Fábregas, Bonilla & César, 2007); the identification of structures for the segregation of the 
habitation space with close similarities to megalithic constructions (Gianotti & Cancela, 
2005) or, directly, the discovery of sites where the domestic and funerary-ritual spheres seem 
to be mixed and even confused (vázquez, 2005; aboal & alii, 2005), leading us to think that 
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before and during the time of development of the petroglyphs everyday life and ritual or 
sacred would have been deeply intermingled. 

archaeological work at rock art sites also reinforces that idea: the still reduced number 
of excavations has documented the existence of elements with a possible ritual and domestic 
nature, as occurs in as Campurras (Gondomar, Pontevedra) (villar, 2008) and the Betote 
sites (sarria, lugo) (Cano, 2008). With the exception of these sites, the space immediately 
adjacent to the petroglyphs usually provides very little material, probably due to the shallow 
depth of the terrain and the often intense erosion, as observed in the petroglyphs of a Gurita 
(Porto do son, a Coruña), Foxa da vella and os mouchos. It is rather more common to find 
evidence of anthropic activities in a radius of a few hundred meters from the petroglyphs, 
where soils may be deeper, as in Campo lameiro (Pontevedra), where the archaeological exca-
vations carried out during the construction of the rock art Interpretation Centre, brought to 
light the foundations of many prehistoric pit houses (lópez & méndez, 2010). In other cases, 
although the domestic nature of the sites found in the immediate vicinity of the petroglyphs 
cannot be proven beyond doubt, at least human activity has been demonstrated, as in the case 
of the petroglyphs of os sagueiros (rodeiro, Pontevedra) or Poza da lagoa and Coto da 
Fenteira (redondela, Pontevedra) in whose vicinity pottery and other materials assigned to 
the Bronze age were recovered.

5. summing up

Beyond the strict chronological questions, which have dominated the discussions among 
scholars in the last years, in this article we have briefly discussed some of the major problems 
that, in our opinion, affect the research about Galician rock art. one of the most serious is the 
limited strength of the corpus of data on which our knowledge is based. even at the risk of 
falling into a certain relativism, the truth is that the achievement of a synthesis is profoundly 
marred by the absence of a comprehensive catalogue as well as by the different intensity of 
the research conducted on (and around) the petroglyphs, ranging from those few studied in 
depth to many others that — despite its significance — have not been analyzed at all or whose 
analysis is not wholly reliable. 

In this sense, the new findings made in the last years have evidenced how the estab-
lished geographical limits and some of the concepts we had about this phenomenon were, to 
a large extent, the result of limitations or gaps of the investigation. notions such as a rock art 
exclusively located outdoors, with scarce restrictions to its access, thus making it susceptible 
to be seen by a wider audience, must now be relativized due to the documentation of the exist-
ence of a certain wish to hide in, at least, part of the Galician petroglyphs, eloquently shown 
by their presence within rock shelters. on the other hand, the archaeological works carried 
out in the last decade seem to play down that notion of the splendid isolation of the Galician 
rock art with respect to other evidences of the social behaviour of the communities responsi-
ble for their execution.
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