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THE AGE OF THE COA VALLEY PETROGLYPHS
IN PORTUGAL

Robert G. Bednarik

Abstract, The antiguity of the Coa valley petroglyphs in Porugal hus heen the subject of a series of
*hlindd tests™ by several diting setentists in May and June 1995, This paper reponts the results of one of
these lests, which were arrived o In complete isolation, witheut amy access to the eesults of the other
participants, They are considered within their geomorphological. palaeontological and archacological
sertine. The resull is a thoreugh rejection of siyliste dating of rock art. which in this case hos masled

praclically all specialists.

[niroduction

The existence of peiroglyphs in the Coa valley of north-
enstern Portuzul hus been known to the local population
since they were first produced, but, like most other rock ant
the world over. has remained unknown o the scholarly
world until very recently: archueologists have always been
less knowledeeable abowt rock art than the rest of human-
ity collectively, In [958, as part of an environmental
impact study commissioned hy the Electrividade de Portu-
cal ({EDP) 1o exwmine the feasibility of constructing o
hydroelectric scheme. un archacelogical survey was under-
tuken. I failed 1o locate any of the petroglyphs even
though they were well known to local residents (pers.
comm. M., Simdes de Abrew. T. J0 Po Monteiro, F. L
Barbosa Teixeirar Other archacological remains were
reporled, including tie ruins of numerous old mill build-

ings, some Romun villas and a few rock paintings of

supposedly Chaleolithic age. It was recommended that, as
part of the huge dam construction project and concurrent
with il, 4 team of archacologists be engaged 1o record the
valley's archueological resources in detail before they
were  mundated  in the  lae  1990s,  Plunping  and
construction of dam infrastructure began in 1992, and the
building  of the actwal Coa dam in 1994, The
archagologicul salvage work was  undertaken by the
sovernment’s  Institute Portugiies do Patriménio
Arquitcctdnico e Argueolagica (IPPAR)  under  the
direction of Rebunda (1995), who “discovered” (in the
sense the word s usedd in scientism) some of the valley's
petrogbyphs and considered them 1o be Palacolithic. He
reported this o bis superiors, but his ¢laims that the find
was significant were igoored and he eventually contacted
the Portuguese representative of the International Federa-
tion of Bock Art Organisations (IFRAQ), M. Simdes de
Abreu, fute in [99%4, This led to international unnounce-
ment (Bednarik 19944}, numerous media repons in Burope
und North America, and to controversies about the circum-
stances surrounding the reporting of the find, A delegation
of French conservation specialists was  dispatched by
Unesco in early 1995 aod it recomnmended that the dam

project he deferred (Bouchenaki et al. [995), Numerous
archaeodogists and Palueolithic rock art specialists cxam-
ined the sites during the fiest half of 1995, They were
completely unanimous that the rock art was mostly of the
Upper Palacolithic, prohably  Solatrean, from stylistic
criteria { Baho F9935a, 19950, 1995¢; Clottes 19950; Snindes
e Abreu 19950, 19950y, Although most experts favoured
an age of approximately 20 000 years BP, ot least one
scholar confidently proncunced some of them {eg. the
‘horses” at Ribeira dos Piscos) o be 30000 yeurs old,

The importance of the site complex was seen to be not
just in the great age of the ant, bul in the Fuct ghat, it the
time, the Cha valley petroglyphs seemed 1o be the largest
corpus of Palacolithic rock art al any open wir sile in
Europe. Since then it has been suggested that the body of
similar rock art at Siega Verde, nearby but in Spain
{Balbin ct al. 1%1: Balbin and Alcalea 19%%), is much
greater thun the one on the Cia, exceeding 544 figures by
a considerable margin (Bahn 1995b, and pers. comm.) —
several times the number on the Coa, The sites of open air
rock arl demonstrate collectively that Palacolithic rock art
wis nol endemic to caves, as bas been widely assumed
throughout the twentieth century, They suggest instead the
validity of my proposition that this art is found mostly 1o
ves booause that is where examples of it survived best
{Bednarik 1986, 199091, 1994db, 1949500, (I mention this
to establish that 1 have a strong motivation in hoping to see
the Palaeolithic age of the Céa petroglyphs verificd.)

In view of this sciemific importance, Poruguese and
intermational scholars demanded that the dam project be
abandoned. The ensuing campaign by IFRAQ delegates
Mila Simdes de Abreu and Ludwig Jaffe, backed by the
twenty-three other IFRAO-allilialed rock an organisations,
succeeded in securing massive public attention and support
in Portugal and considerable coverage in the international
media, The campaign involved the world’s first public
demonstration in support of rock an conservation {on 3
February 19935; Bahn 1995b), conducted under the slogan
“The engravings don’t know how 1o swim’ (Bednarik
[995h), a public fast, police intervention, and a series of
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public rallics, including one held in New York, The
alleged inepiness of TPPAR, combined with an indecisive
sovernment and the prospect of national elections in Octo-
ber 1995 contributed significanty 1o the course ol evens,
By May W5, six menths after the first report about the
Coa rock art (Bednarik 1994}, there was no official poliey
on how to resalve the stalenusie between the supporters
and opponents of the dam. and not one scientific repor
abowt the rock ant hud appeared in the inecrnational Titera-
ture, or was even in preparation, The construction compa-
ny had been instructed o slow down work on the dam, and
Portugal remnained foced with the clioice of stopping the
dam and losing hundreds o millions of dollars, or conti-
nuing and drowning the rock an, In addition, the delay in
arnving at a decision was costing Portugal many more
millions of dollars per week in servicing investment and
priject costs, Until Bednarik und Walchman {with the
suppart of |, Clottes) proposed (o EDP ar the end of March
1995 thad the rock an should be sciemifically dated, no
analytical rescarch bud been conducted on the rock an
itsell, and its aze was determined in the usual tradition of
assipning Buropean rack art ages on purely  subjective
atylistic attribution, Cue proposal Jed oo program of
conducling four blind tests: Tour dating sciemtists were
requested to perform independent analytical work, the ficld
work af which took place in May and June 19495,
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Figure §. Locarion of e Cda valfey and the Deowro Basin
an Hre therian peninsufa.

The geomorphological, palacoclimatic, palacontological
and archaeological setting of the Caa valley

The Cda river is o generally north-flowing, southern
tributary of the Douro river, and the Tatter traverses north-
ern Portugul from cast to west {Figore 1) Most of the
Doureys cotchment area is known as the Dooro Basin (or
Dwuere Basin, in Spaind, This well-defined gealogical and
geomorphological feature &5 also known s Moctliern
MWesela, o sedimentary basin with an average altitude of
about 85300 m. surrounded on three sides by mounkbinous
regions {Garciu-Ferndndez  1968). Its physical isolation
and altiude determine s climatic characteristics: Medi-
terpuncan summer drought, long and relatively cold winters
and lew precipitation. The Palueozoie rocks in the western
and central parts of the basin are mostly granite and gneiss,
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with gones of Silurtan quartzites and Cambeian slates
clsewhere. The Doura basin®s western periphery is formed
in pant by a rectilingar scarp of about 300 m height which
runs oo NNE-55W direction just west of the Cda's
drainage region, and which s responsible for o distinctive
hairpin bend a few kilomelres downstream from where the
Cia joins the Douro, near Vila Nova de For Cda, This is
the location of the Pocinhe dam. completed about twelve
vears oo and resulting then in the Dooding of e lower
Cda vulley for about & km {i0 between Ribeira dos Piscos
and Penascosal,

Three mudin maorphological features form the Beira
cdistrict of northern Porogal: the western-most portion of
the mostly Spunish Northern Mescra, the central planafto
aned the western or coastal mouniains (Ferreira 1978). In
the Portuguese part of the Meseta. e, in the vicinity of the
Caa wvalley, remnuants of the planation surfaces ure rare
tFerreira 19800, They reflect the Plio-Fleistocene planation
surface of Gladfelter (197 1), which corresponds (o the M1
plunation of Schwenzner (19370 and the 51T of Lirzaro
19770 in the Cemral Cordillera, zenerally at an elevation
of 950 - 1000 m, Adjacent o the Toa valley, that elevation
i reached in the guartsite outerop ddge o the south-west
ol Freixeda do Tommue (976 m). Similarly, the dominam
planation surfaces near the river’s headwaters are af aboul
F000 m elevaion. Near the Douro, bowever, the planation
alutde Fadls o 400 - 2300 me The polygenctic interiluves of
the western Meseta probably correspond to those of the
centrad plaieaus of Beira (Ferreira 1980).
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Fipnre 2. Geoninphelogicad semting of the Cia vafley,
Portugal, indicating the relationship of stream patferns
erered teetentic tapography fadapred frosn Ferveiva F978)
Keve T - fundamenral planarion surface; 2 - nuajor fanls;
3 - tecronie aligrnent; J - guarizitic opterop;

5 - fraeture-coigredted valley,

Most stream patterns in e Beira reaion are adapted o
tectonic  structore  (Figore 23, and  differentid  Auvial
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erosion is clearly determined by the different resistance of
granites, schists and greywackes (Ribeiro 1949), The upper
Caa and most of its ributaries are dominated by graniue
plains, while the lower Cda valley is deeply cul inlo
schistose facies of low metamorphism, Thus the wpper
valleys of the CUda drainage system are relatively shallow,
then there is a rapid drop with 300-m cunyons west of
Aleodres, followed by the deep, distinctively Yeshuped
villleys of the lower Caa and s iributaries, The rock ant
reported so far is restricted o the system’s latter section.

The lower Coa region is morphologically dominued by
the schist’s inability to maintain steep slopes, Valleys are
tymically marrow and young, with only small and recent
lluvial depesits and o complete lack of Pleistocene allu-
vials, altribulable 10 4 high-coergy  crosional  regime
throughout the Quaternary period, This was probably more
premounced during the lower sea levels of Pleistocene peri-
ods, The reduced Holocene gradient of the lower Douro
prabably slowed down river erosion in the Coa valley,

Vertical rock exposures in the lower Coa valley are
typically very flat siress fractures or joint plancs, usually
orientated in a uniform dircction, NNE-55W, which is the
sume a5 that of the neurby mujor fault mentioned above,
So they face either ESE or WNW, depending on which
side of the river they are located, The identcal orientation
of rock panels is an Imporiant feature, not only because the
petroglyphs are easiest to photograph wt the same time of
day, but because they were all expuosed o similar precipi-
tation, insobation and aeoliun effects, especially where they
are o the same side of the valley,

These near-vertical exposures were in most cases used
as the blackboards on which the rock art was executed.
Consisting of schistose facies of various compositions,
these often perfectly flat exposures bear numerous linear,
parallel chleavage fissures that have frequently served as
maisture drainage vents, This is evident from the common-
ly observed aceretions from supersaturated solutions, espe-
clally of caleium carbonate and silica, which have clearly
envanated from these minote spaces. The absence of any
pelifraction truces on the panels implies that they have
never experienced adequate freezing and repelation or
thawing cycles to cause mechanical disiniecertion —
wlich would have oceurred rapidly in this type of rock,
This suggesis that all presemtly exposed schist panels did
not exist during the Last Glacial Maximum (LGM).

During he LGM, numerous glaciers of the Central
Cordillera overlooked the Dourn Basin (Vidal-Box 1948,
Solé-Saharis and Llopis [932), as they did in & previous
Wiirm glaciad. Among them were those of the Sierra de
Cuadarrama {Franzle 19539 Sane-Donamre 1978) and the
sixteen glaciers in the Sierra de Gredos in Spain {Hugoet
el Willar 1915; Obermaier and Carandell 1916; Vidal-Box
1932 Herndndez-Pacheco [933; Martines de Pisdn and
Mooz 19725 More relevant in the present context is the
placiation of the Poruguese sector of the Cordillera, the
Serrn da Estrela, close to the headwaters of the principal
Ciéa tributaries {Lautensach 1949, Daveau 19715 Although
only rising w YY1 m above present sea level, this granite
massil bore continugus perennial ice down to 1620 m
during the glacial maximum, The Zézere valley glacier,
one ol severu] fed from s, was 13 km long. 11 extended
1o Munteigus, at only 60Hbm elevation, being 300 m thick,
Thus glaciers extended to within o few kilometres of the
Caa sources, 1 is (o be assumed that the valley, nestled
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between the high planation surfaces, would have experi-
enced quite severe periglacial conditions during the LGM.

Perigluciul conditions were not restricted 10 the moun-
twinows inland areas such as the Cordillern itself (Franzle
F959: Stihlein 1993 Bulldn 1978 Sanz-Herraiz 1978),
they are evident even al low elevations in norhern Portu-
gul, tor instance st Cabo Mondego, There, frost-shattered
clasts appear interstratified with fossil dune sand on the
footslopes, adjacemt o the presenmt coostal Fringe. It s
thought that. during the glacial muxima, a vast litoral plat-
form was exposed 1o gelifluction and aeclian erosion
(Davean 19731 Brewil and Zbyszewski (1945) cven
reported a breccia of limestone clusts with shell frugments
on the livoral side of Serra da Arrdbida, just 10 m above
present sea level. The angular clasts of the hanging valleys
of the Serra de Sintra, a low coastal ridge terminating in
Cubo da Roca near Lisbon, wre also thought to be of
perigliweial origin. Elsewhere in the low ranges of the
Estremadura,  Daveaw  (1973)  has  reported  several
periplacial deposits, such as wypicul grézes firdes in the
form of versans replds observed in the Serra de Candei-
ros, These phenomena confirmy the observations on the
Atlamic coast further north, of climatic  oscillations
between dey and humid periods,

The distinctive temperature griacient between Portugal’s
north and south of 5°C to [0°C is thought to have extended
into the past (Turner and Honnon 1988 Straus 1991,
which would seem to render the claims of placing the Cia
petroglyphs into the Sohwrean quite untenable {cf. Mcln-
tvre and Kipp 19760 Ruddiman and Mclatyre 19815 11 has
been cladined that these animal foores depict several
species: ibex, aurcchs, horse and perhaps red deer (Bahn
19950; Bednarik 1994 Clottes  1993a), The  severe,
periglacial climate one would have 1o postlue for the Coa
valley during the Solutrean, a technologicul tradition of the
LGM, would seem to exclude the Fatter three species from
being able 10 survive in the region. The northern moun-
tains of Portugal and the Douro Basin presented essentially
twndra conditions doring the polar incursion of about
20000 BP (Daveau 1973, 1980, 1986} A
Porugal's northernmest konoswn Palueolithic oceopation
site, Culdeirdo Cave, the main faunal componens of 1he
Sulutrean deposit are ibex and chamois, two typical cold-
adapted species (Zilhao 19905 With the waning of the
LGM at perhiaps 17 000 BP, they were repluced by red
deer, horse, wild boar and similar species of temperaie
woodlands (Povoas et al. 19921 A similar pattern can be
ohserved ot palacontological sites, such as Algar de
Cascuis and Alpar Jodo Rumos (Antunes et ol 1989), and
it is confirmed by vegetation changes as implied from
wood charcoal at Cabego do Porto Marinho and pollen
elsewhere. The auroehs secms o beecome common twards
the eod of the Pleistocene, eg. at Casal Papagaio Cave,
During the cold Dryas [ pollen zone, just aver 10000
years ago, there is a brief retwen of the chumois 10 Bocas
(Bicho 1993) and Caldeirdo (Povoas et al. 1992), It is
thowght that both ibex and chamois expanded briefly o
central Portugal (Bicho 1994), presumably from  the
mountains in the north they had retreated to. In the
besolithic of southern und central Portugal, surochs, harse
and deer continue, but ibex and chamois seem now absent
in this part of the countey {Arnaud 1993 Morales and
Arnaud PO Zithio 1991). There is oo distinctive change
at the end of the Pleistocene, either in faunal remains or in
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lwman subsistence strategies or technology, Portuguese
archacologisis  assume  that  the  Pulaeolithic siyle of
coomimy continued 1o abowt 8000 BP, und they use e
capcept of an Epipalacolithic to describe the peniod from
160 500 to 8000 BP (Bednarik 1995¢), which in other parts
of western Europe s occupied by Mesolithic technological
traditions.

What emerges from these considerstions s that a
combinamtion of the four animal species archaeclogists
clatm o hove wdentilied in the Cou petroglyphs is highly
wnlikely 1o dite from the LGM, or from the Solutrean
period, Three of the perceived species — and | emphasise
that there is no proof whatsoever thal aurochs, ibex and
Equuy proewalsfii were in fact depicied — are very unli-
kely 1o hove lived on the planation surfaces of the weslern
periphery of the Doure Basin, Ts tundea weould have been
guite unsuitable o these species. Subsequent o the LGM,
horse and aurochs did appear further south, but continuwed
through to the end of the Mesolithic and are therefore no
proof of Pleistocene age. However, they seem to exclude a
Solutrein agee.

Moreover, there is notl even any evidence that the Coa
regiom was occupied by humans of that periad. Indeed,
there is no evidence at all of an Upper Palacaolithic occupa-
Lion in northern Portugal, with the nocthernmuost sites being
in the Estremadura: Culdeirfo Cave, the nearest Portu-
uese Palaeolithic site, is ahow 175 km from the Céa an
sites, Similtacly, there is no Epipalacolithic occupation site
known in Porweal that s closer than Casal Papagaio Cave,
even further away, amd the nearest Portuguese Mesolithic
sites are over 200 km from the Caa sites: Fonte Pinheiro,
Forno da Telha, Bocas rockshelter {all Estremadurad, and a
series of siwes in the lower Ribeira de Muge valley (south
of Santarém). It is reasonable 1o state that the Coa site
complex i entirely without any  pre-Neolithic archacno-
logical conlext: no oceapation site older thun the Nelithic
has ever been found in northern Portugal, On the Spanish
side, the apen-air Solutrean site Fuente de Tas Pocillas is
also about 200 km away,

The Céa valley petroglyph sites

It is therefore clear that the answers to the important
guestions concerning the Coa petroglyphs are (o be found
in the art iself, in features related o it directly, and in the
sites of its occurrence. Of paricular imporance are the
peiralogy of the support panels, the accretionary patinac
found on them, the weathering patterns on rock and petro-
slyph surfaces, and the empircal information 1o be gained
about the production of this an, These are scientific datq,
in contrast to archaeclogical speculation about the mean-
ing of the figures, what they depict, why they were made,
and 1o what stylistic tradition they belong. Scientific data
=an result in repeatable observations, they are falsifiable
and they can in most cases be checked by any researcher
using the same method and cquipment. They do no
depend on subjective variables, such as how an individual
ohserver's nervous system identifies iconic information in
ancient graphic systems.

[n studying rock ar we must obviously begin with the
rock: it supports the art, influences its survival and ofien
provides the means of its dating., The Cda petroglyphs
occur mostly on near-vertical exposures of schist. This
terim describes a particolar group of foliate rocks in the
runge of the metamorphic stages, corresponding 1o condi-
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tions of low 1o medivm metamorphism, In the lower Coa
region, phyllites and schists of variahle compositions and
recrystillisadon  stages occwr. At Canada do Inlemno
fHell's Gullyy, the principal art site. the schist s owell
developed, with diserete zones of single minerals including
silica, although most of its ¢rystals measure only in the
order of 5 - 20 p (micronsh. Muscovite [lakes form
frequent nodolar structures, whereas [eldspar (albite’?] and
especially quarty concentrations are still rare. However,
hvdrous minerals are less prominent than a1 other localities
in the valley, Foliation fssures may contain precipitales
silicas, often containing  silt, some iron oxides  and
especially carbonaies, Where they are wide enough, well-
rounded quanrtz erains of mostly (L2 - 0.3 mm diameter can
be foand caked inoe e precpitates. They are probubly the
residbue of o former inundation of the site by river
sediment, bearing witness 1o the wrbulent fluvial history of
the valley. Locally, the thalli of two distinetive species of
lichen occar as colonies in fissures, The sile s on oan
wiusually steep and thus presumably young slope, inclined
at an angle well above the rock™s typical topozeaphic
cyuilibrivim skope anele.

The canada sell is immedistely upstream of the an
sile, comaining a series of old water mill huildings, These
continue below the water tevel of the Pocinho reservair,
which wus about [2 m above the ver at this site when |
suw il Similarly, most of the ningteen recorded petroglyph
panels were under water in 1995, The main concentralion
is oo panel 1, o few metres above the water, bearing o
dense langle of animal fgores. Just above the Pocinho
level is o horizontal rock with numerows historical inserip-
tiems (panch 71 bearing alsa two engraved dutes of the
17005, Some W m downstream and at the sume elevalion
as panel | is panel 3, featuring numerous shallow inci-
stons. On the sieep slope above, between 4 and 30 m
above the vriginal river bed, ure three more panels, No. 13
bears only o few scrutches, Moo [4 the outlines of two
horses, and Mo, 15 features twa bovid Tpuees,

Canada do Inferno ks about 750 m wpsteeam of the
upper colfer dam {there are colter dams just above and
helow the Coa dam site, and the two reservoirs are
connected by a tunnel). and en the left {western) bank of
the river (Figure 3). Some 2.5 km further upstream, near
the end of the anificial lake Formed by the Pocinho dam. a
small intermittently flowing creek named Ribeira dos
Piscos joins the Coa from the left, A short distunee inlo
this side valley, barely above the creek bed, 1s o prominem
rock panel beanng two horse figures, ene incomplete, This
is panel | of Ribeira dos Piscos, and a few metres down-
stream from it lies a low, elongue pancl, No. 2, which
hears numerous incised marks.

Here, the schist is somewhat less erystalline than at
Canada do Inferno and has less distinctive mineral reerys-
tallisation. The dominant meca is muscovite, oflen oceur-
ring i lumps of randomly oriented leaves, The less
common hiotite also tends 10 appear 35 nodes, of metallic
sheen when fractured, while quartz and staurcolite crystuls
are not visible at low magnifications. (O iolerest s the
pattern of weathering in seetion, reflecting reversal of
metamorphosis, including hydratien, followed by deerada-
tion and case hacdening. Alteration is visually distinctive
to 4 mm depth, indicated by a fuint durkening of the mica-
ceous components. On the surface, a brown pating of
Munsell 6.3R-4/3 has developed to a thickness of only 10
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or 200 g on the main panel. [t consists primarily of silica
anel st Locally (e.z. just o the right of panel 1), extensive
growths of reprecipitated carbonmte o the form of coral-
like formations of 10 to 200 mm are evident and indicate
the significan elects of vadose waler,
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Figwre 3. Villugpes and kirenvn voek art sites i the lower
Coa region, Porigal, e three rmanbered are sites are
Cemreredin dber dmferner { ), Ribeiva dos Piscos (2) and
Peniscos {3),

Another 3 km funher upstreany, but an the right rver
bank and well above the end ol the Pocinho reservoir, is
Penascosa (Figure 3), There is a long alluvial bank, and the
petroglyphs begin right at its edge, the top ol the recent
sand bunk just covering a few markings, There are eight
panels recorced ot his site, seattered over o small area of
the slope on various vertical rock pancls. Fluvial wear of
the rock is prominent at the lower elevations, and there are
sipnificant differences in the intensity of kinetic damuge
eviden on anzular boulder edges, depending on whether
they are on the upstream or downstream end. The schist is
of lower metamorphosis gracke than @t the previous Lwo
sites, with hydrous minerals (chlorite, micas, amphiboles)
being prominent, pyroxenes probably absent, and quanz
and feldspar showing no signs of reerystallisation. This
lacies is best described as a chlonte schist, containimg
almandite inclusions locally, and is significantly softer
than the previously deseribed types. The main site is panel
3, at the northern end of the site and a few metres above
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the gravel wrrace. Te bears o dense arrangement of incised,
pecked and abruded animal figures similar w o that at
Canada do Inferno panel 1. There is a rough stone wall al
the sowthern end of the site, which includes rao engraved
frugments of a panel higher up on the slope, Above i,
perhaps 10 m above the river, is panel 6, bearing a promi-
nent guinrts vein,

Penascosa can be accessed via a steep vehicular trck
from the villuge ol Castelo Melhor on the edge of the
plapation surface above. Just opposile Penuscosa, on Lhe
other bank of the Cda, are the two Quinta de Barca sites,
ttalling some live panels (Figure 33, There are a few other
minor sites between bere and the Coa dam (Quinta Rego
da Vide, Vale da Figueira and Foz Ribeira dos Piscos), and
some mare below the dam site (Foz do Coa ME. and
M.D., Broeira and Ribeiro Moinhos), Two petroglyph sies
huve been reported from high up near the scarp of the
platean o the west (Machapiio, which overlooks the
present dam construction site, and Ribeirn Ribeirinha,
which is reached from the villoge Almendra). Another 8
km upstream from Penascosa along the Cda lies a group of
small an sites (Faia A-D. wtatling <ix panels, one of which
bears some very faded red painings), Finally, there are o
[ew more petroglyph sites in the Douro valley, close 1o
where it is joined by the Cou, includiong Vale de José Este-
ves., Ribeira de Urras, Yale do lodo Esguerdo, Vale
Cabroes and, further downstream, Vale da Casa, The latter
site 15 of inferest in the nest chapler,

The stylistic dating of rock art
Rock art acquires archaeclogical significance  only
when its age becomes known. at least its approximuie age,
For this it is pecessary to provide indepepdent, non-
archacological evidence in the case of the Cau sites, other-
wise wie have no more than a circular arpument: we
believe we know the antiguity by archacological, stylisti-
cally based determination, hence we have evidence of
wrchacological human activity in the walley, hence the
dating 15 justified. Similacly, the stylisticfarchagological
dating of the Coa rock url derives no scienlifically accept-
able support whitsoever from the cloims  about  olher
sites i the general region — Mazouco on the Douro and
Sicga Verde oo the Rio Agoeda. o tributary parallel 1o the
Coa and upsiream along the Douro, on the other side ol the
Spanish border. The *horse” figure ot Marouco (Jorge et al.
LY 1, 1982, [98T) is stylistically similar not only to some
of those on the Coa. but alse 1o a horse figure at Vale da
Casa, which Baptista {1983} descrbes as being in a ¢lear
[rom Age conlext, Indeed, Buptista explicitly challenges
the Palseolithic attribution of the Mazouco horse, and
warns against the use of siylistic concepts in dating these
Figures:
L estilo, portamsto, muiee s¢melianie aoodo cavale de bMaeooco,
Iocalizado wm pouco @ montanie do Vile da Casil, tamhem junto
ai Rin [xouro. Pepercendo esde covalo da mocha 13 2 um contexio
cheramenie da Tdade do Ferro, perece-nos assim, gque sem oulro
contexta ou pasalele Incal, muin dilicilmente s poderd continoar
a wpnter @ cronologia paleoditica gue ol seperida pare equeele.
Ads, maso TOSse o5 s, s sebreposigoes ¢ cerfos porenones
Un provagae des momeros covaldos do Wile da Cisa @ suis isso-
ciagnes, & serin ostilisticomente delensive] para algons deles essna
cromnlogia Paleolitic oo Epipilenlitica. ... De qualguer forma, um
alerte pagn o enganoso deatribuigoes cronoldgicas ou cnlierais
husedas em meros conceitos extilistcos ¢ mars umi prova de gue
aieda estamos mueito onze de uma sslemaieagan di sosss e
pré-histérica. (Bupasia U3 65)

Vale da Casa lies hetween the Pocinho dam and the
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confluence of the Douro and Cda, b.e, only a few kilome-
tres [rom the Cha petroglyph sites, The Mazouco site s
upsiream along the Douro, but sull within casy walking
distance. At the very least we have o concede that the
Mazoucr horse {Bahn and Verue [958 Fig, 74 is unda-
ted, al worst we may accept Baprista’s (1983, 1984 auri-
Bution to the Tron Age.

Similarly, the Sieen Verde site with i many hundreds
of animal figures remains undated (Bakthin et af, 19491
Bulbin and Alcolen 1993 1 occurs just above civer level,
hence e probability of the ant being Palacolithic, as has
been unanimously cluimed, 15 in Taet quite remete. As on
the Ca, there are no clear depictions of animal species
that did not exist on the [berian peninsola during Holecene
limes, The same applies al the varous other open air sites
atiributed 1o the Pleistocene, in Spain, Portugal and the
French Pyrences (Bednarik 19940, 1995d). Poruguese
rock art s imdequately explored. there s comparatively
little published abouwt 1t {Anwd 196%; Boptista 1981
Baptistu et al. [978; Suntos 1940, 1963 Savans 19563 and
modern methodology has generully not been applied o it
tef, Angeles et al, 1975).

These difficulties rise the general question of stylistic
diting 0 archucology. I applics not only 1o rock art, but
also W o greal many other axonomic systems in use in
archaeology, ranging from stwne wols o potery o archi-
tecture. The principle seems to be derived from art history,
in which cenain panmeters of historical ot waditions are
recognised and hen used o designae the periods, erus or
specific schools specimens of unknown age belong 10,
Archacology has extended this principle 1o an periods foe
which we have very poor chronological resolution, w very
curly periods, and o purely utilitarion object types such as
toals, In the text-free context of pre-Historic archaeology.
siyles are no longer conceived on the basis of histarical
sources, but as free-standing constructs of archaeologists
themselves, To illustrate by exwoples there is no proof thag
the “stylistic” perceptions archaeologists favour of Magda-
lenian end serapers match those of Magdalenians them-
selves, In fact there 15 not even proof that there was un
cthitic group or culturally distinclive society that corre-
sponds o the echnologicul traditions we define as the
Magdalenian. Our concepts of these traditions are largely
based on artefact types, especially wol types, and they
reflect the' taxonomics invented by the specialists of an
alien socicty, us. They may have very linde validity in the
hastorical reality of what really happened in the past. [n a
scientific sense they ought to be able w tell the sciemist
ubout the way modern archacologists perceive reality; they
tell us nothing relishle about the way pre-Historic people
perecived the world, or their tools, or their artistic siyles.
Mot swrprisingly, archaeologists disagree fundamentally
about what style is (Conkey and Hastorf 1990, where it
resides. what its role is in archacological taxonomics, or
hova we could come (o terms with it in o quantihiable, falsi-
fiable, repeaiable or abjective fashion. Sivle is not access-
ible o scientfic delinition, it is a subjective dimension
that does not exist undl it is pereeived 1o exist, Iis percep-
tion by archacologists may tell us much about the percep-
tien, cognition and intellectual conditioning of archae-
ologists, but we can never he sure what it might be capable
of telling us about the past,

[n the specific area of Pleistocene rock art research, a
century of  creating  stylistically  based  chronological
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framewaorks abowt Palacolithic rock art in Europe has led
w a level of cedainty ahout such pronouncements that is
unparilicled in the rest of the world, For many decades
now, such rock art has been placed inw the siylistic
pizecnholes created by inductive diming information, loca-
ton, superimposition, inferred relationships and specula-
tion, bur most of abl, by stylistic correlation. Specialists of
Europe's  Plastocene  rock  arl,  called  twe Franco-
Cantabrian wradition, have developed grewr confidence no
only in recognising “Palaeolithicity” in rock art, but also in
placing individual images into precise sub-phases or sfaoes
of perceived, theoreiical wechoological traditions of the
Upper Palucolithic period of western Enrape, The precise
eriteria for such stylistic dating are usually stated in only
the waguest terms, bl on close examination they are
inconsistent. self-contradictory and sometimes downright
False. Criteria such us twisted perspective (¢f, Deregowski
1995 for excellent discussion), under- or over-emphasised
aspects or hody parts, fif de for excoution, aspects of an
production and other variables are used in o randoem and
olten apparently subjective fashion in these procedures,
which are notoriously Tacking in clurity and refurabilivy,
The general imypression is that, in the Tinal analysis, these
stylisic decisions ure made on the basis of individual
‘eapericnce” (whatever that may mean) and iconographi-
cally guided inuition, Le. on an enticely untestable basis of
subjective perception.

This explains not anly the frequent inconsistencies and
endless disagreements in this arca, bul also the initial
apprehension in archaeslogy when scientific dating meth-
ads were first introduced for rock art (Bednarik 19%91a).
This apprehension still continues 0 some  peripheral
regions, for instance in Partugal, where it hus led o most
emative opposition Trom a few individoals, Continuing
rejection ol scientific and “direct’ dating of rock art helps
o explain the significant discrepancies than have appeared
berween the waditional sivlistically derived ages and the
seientific duting information ot most af the sites where the
lutter has so Far been secured, The traditional daling of the
Cowgnac paimings, for instunce {e.g. Lorblunchet 1984),
has heen complelely rejected by Lorhlanchet (1994). The
paintings in Zubialde Cave in the Alava province of Spain,
‘discoverad” in 1990 and pronounced to be Palaeolithic,
were found to be modern fakes (Bednark 1992a), The ant
in Cosguer Cave near Marseille, reponed a vear later, was
pronounced e be a fake or at least seriously guestioned by
many leading Palaeolithic rnwk an specialists, but was
subsequently demonstrated o be of Palaeolithic age hy
Clottes and his colleagues. However, its stylistic dating,
even though supplemented by limited direct dating (of
charcoal pigment), suggested that the art wus produced in
Iwo phases, one at [7000 1w 19000 years ago, the other
perhaps 220HF ago (Clottes etal, 19924 Soon alier, stil)
in the same year and after analysing another eleven
samples. Clones and cofleagues conceded that their stylis-
tic assumptions were wrong, and that the older art phase
dates from abow 270000 BP (Clotes et al. 1992h). More
serious was the discrepancy for the Chuuvet cuve art,
lound only in December 1994 and attributed to the Salu-
trean. st 17OHY o 21000 BP, This is one of the most
beautiful and impressive galleries of European rock art
(Clones [993h), comprising hundreds of animal fgores of
great detail that would surely suffice to elicit a stylistic
consensis, Following the traditional siylistic perceplion
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that Palaeolithic art developed from the simplesi to the
most complex, the Chuuvet art would be of the |ate
Mugdalenion, Within a few months, alter the results of
fourteen rudiocarbon analyses became available, even the
stylistic dating o the Solutrean was rescinded, having Lo
be revised by maore than 509 o well over 30000 years
(Clottes et al. 1993, No art of such utter sophistication had
ever been expected possible for the early phases of the
Aurignacian, and this result alone should suffice 1o show
how tenwous all stylistic pronouncements are.

Not that this is particularly surprising. When we ook at
other rock art corpora around the world, there 15 a wealth
of stylistic mis-pronouncements evident wherever these
have been subjected to more rigorous study, Recent exam-
ples include the Levantine rockshelter paintings. originally
regarded  as Palucolithic, then  widely published  as
Mesolithic. They wre now thought o be Neolithic
{Herndndez et al. 1988), but they have still net been
properly dated. Many mistakes occurred simply because it
wis assumed that a sedentary lite style of its makers would
inevitably be reflected in & rock art tradition. Precisely this
mistake led not only to the stylistic dating of the Levantine
art, but ulso of the Bubaline School rock an of the Sahara
first to the Pleistocene (Mo 1965), later to the carly
Hoelocene, umtil Muzzoling (1990) argued convincingly that
the tradition must be of a pastoral people and cannot be
earlier than 6000 BP. Another rock art body that was attri-
buted to the Pleistocene on purely stylistic grounds are o
Few rock paintings among the thousands of petroglyphs of
two Siberian sites, Shishkino and Tal'ma, north of Irkutsk
(Okladnikov 1959, 1977 Okladnikev and Saporoshskuaya
[939; K¥ica 1972, 1984, 1992}, This dating, 100, has had 1o
be rejected (Bednarik and Deviet 1992, 19493} The stylistic
dating of Chinese petroglyphs is most precarious und often
lacks any scientific evidence (Bedparik and Li 1991,
Bednarik 1993a). Precisely the swme applies to the entire
rock ant of India {Bednarik 199 (b, 1993h, [99d¢). Rock art
dating in South America had to be rejected (Bednarik
19507, and this has also been necessary in North America
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{Bednarik 1987a). In Australin, too, there are several
unfounded claims for rock ant antiquities, although here ol
least the stylistic arguments do not loom as large as in
Eurasia.

In shore, the futility of stylistic dating of rock an has
been demonstrated throughout the world and oo numerous
occasions (Fizure 4), and yet we have not been able o
eradicate this cemury-old archacological campaign of
disseminating whimsical claims and false chronologies.
During the Just decade. concerned rock art specialisis have
begun to challenge this established system (e.g, at the
Second AURA Congress; Lorhlanchet and Bahn 1993) but
with only limited success. In the case of the Coa petro-
glyphs, all  specialists who  examined the sites or
commented on the art agreed wnanimously that 1t was
clearly of the Palaeolithic, and probably of the Solutrean.
This was in itsell a contradiction: the stylistcally suppo-
sedly identical Mazouco horse had been atributed to the
Magdalenian (Jorge et al. 1981 and the apparently also
similar site of Siepa Verde ta the final Solutrean or early
Magdalenian {Balbin and Alcolea 1994y, The stylisticully
similar horse from Vale da Casa was found to be of the
lron Age. These contradictory and notional attributions
illustrate the limitations of stylistic arguments.

I found mysell i the unenviahle position of being the
only commentator who guestioned the Palaeolithic attribu-
tiom of the Cia petroglyphs (Bednarik 199da, 1995b,
995y, unenviable especially because my theory of
taphonomic selection of rock art {Bednarik [986, 1993¢,
1994k would derive massive support from the open air
Talucolithic rock art sites. Instead of believing what |
wanted o believe becanse it supported my own pet theory,
[ preferred to fese assumptions that would confliom my
views on ‘cave arl’, because my epistemological commit-
ment does nat permit me to reson to confirmationism, My
doubts concerned a series of features of the Cha art
seemed 1o render a Pleislocene age improbable (Bednarik
1995¢), and my insistence led o sciemific inguiries into
the antiguity of the Coa rock art.

b

Figure 4. Twa examples of sivlistically “warnralistic animeal outdine figures of the Holocene: (@) Shishikino, central
Siberia, made with metal wools: {B) Bdla near Stad, ceatral Nonvay,



