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Stone, Water, People:
Networks of Meaning in Illinois Rock Art

Kayeleigh Sharp *, Mark J. Wagner **, Mary McCorvie ***

SUMMARY

The attribution of spiritual meaning to special natural features such as stone alcoves or visually imposing bluffs on otherwise homogenous
landscapes is a common practice across the globe. Petroglyphic imagery, which can also hold spiritual meaning, shares the characteristics of
durability and longevity with such natural features. For millennia, alcoves and flat-topped bluffs appear to have held a special meaning for
people living or passing through the Mississippi River floodplain of southern Illinois, USA. There, ancient roads, and river networks converge
with striking natural features whose spiritual legacy is encoded in pecked, incised, and abraded rock art images. The age (3,000 or more years
ago) of some of the older petroglyph images that are juxtaposed with more recent ones (500 to 1,000 years ago) raises questions regarding the
persistence of such locations in social memory, as locales of spiritual power and significance. The complex networks of meanings attributed
to such places and how they change over time is the focus of our current work. In this paper, we utilize site recordation and 3D modeling
data to show how pre-contact (pre-1942 AD) Midwestern North American rock art sites changed over time and despite vandalism, how the
images found at such sites served to link together earlier and later Native American societies within the ever-changing landscapes of Sou-
thern Illinois.

RiassuntO (PIETRA, ACQUA, POPOLO: RETI DI SIGNIFICATI NELL ARTE RUPESTRE DELL’ILLINOIS)

L’attribuzione di particolari significati spirituali a elementi naturali che spiccano in paesaggi altrimenti omogenei & una pratica comune in
tutto il mondo. L’arte rupestre pud assumere, in termini di durata nel tempo, il medesimo impatto delle emergenze morfologiche naturali. Per
millenni, alcove e scogliere piatte sembrano aver avuto un significato speciale per le persone che vivevano o passavano attraverso la pianura
alluvionale del fiume Mississippi, nel sud dell'Illinois, negli Stati Uniti.

Le reti fluviali e le strade battute nel tempo presentano un andamento naturale che ben si adegua alla morfologia del territorio. Tali elementi
e la loro eredita spirituale sono codificati nelle immagini di arte rupestre qui conservate. L’eta (3.000 o pitt anni fa) di alcune delle incisioni
pit antiche, che sono giustapposte a quelle piti recenti (da 500 a 1.000 anni fa), pone dei quesiti sulla persistenza di tali luoghi nella memoria
sociale, come luoghi di potere e significato spirituale. Il complesso dei significati attribuiti a tali luoghi e il modo in cui cambiano nel tempo
sono al centro del nostro lavoro. In questo studio utilizziamo la documentazione del luogo mediante dati di modellazione 3D per registrare
e mostrare i siti di arte rupestre antecedenti al contatto (pre-1942 d.C.). I'siti di arte rupestre del nord America del Midwest sono cambiati nel
tempo: le immagini trovate in loco sulle rocce sono servite ad associare la societa dei nativi americani, precedenti e successivi, ai paesaggi in
continua evoluzione nel sud dell'Illinois.

INTRODUCTION

Isolated bluffs, natural alcoves, springs and excep-
tional rock formations are characteristic features of
the Southern Illinoisan landscape. Such natural monu-
ments represented focal points of spiritual power to
ancient Native Americans throughout North Ameri-
ca (BrakesLeg 2010; ScHaFrsMa, Tsosie 2009, pp. 15-31;
Tacon 1990, p. 13). Reinforced in some cases through
the creation of rock art, such locales persisted in
memory as loci of spiritual power in some cases for
thousands of years. In Southern Illinois, for example,
Mississippian period (AD 1000-1500) petroglyphs of-
ten were created adjacent to but not through earlier
Archaic period (B.C. 3000-1000) designs, attesting to a
recognition of the persistence of the perceived power
of these earlier images over several thousand years.
Perhaps most notably, the Jackson Bottoms landscape
of southwestern Illinois appears to have held both

cultural and ritual significance for native peoples for
over five millennia. Three striking natural formations:
(1) Tower Rock, a mound-like bluff which juts out of
the Mississippi River; (2) Fountain Bluff, an isolated
3.5 mile long anonymous stone outcrop on the Mis-
sissippi River floodplain; and (3) Devils Backbone, a
rugged isolated ridge, form the natural centerpieces of
this landscape. These features did not exist in isolation
but comprised the core of spatially interrelated pre-
contact Native American social and ritual networks
as witnessed by the prevalence of rock art, mortuary
sites, and habitation sites within this region.

We used a combination of geospatial, archaeological
and photogrammetric techniques to preserve the natu-
ral and cultural contexts of the Jackson Bottoms land-
scape which has been heavily vandalized over time.
Using these lines of data, we suggest that the process
of ritualization of the Jackson Bottoms landscape be-
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gan by the Middle Archaic period (5000-3000 B.C.),
and persisted through the Mississippian period (AD
1000-1500). The placement of well-crafted burial offer-
ings and the creation of increasingly complex imagery
attributed to the Mississippian era (1000-1500 CE) are
suggestive of the intersecting meanings once attribut-
ed to Fountain Bluff rock art sites in particular.

GEOGRAPHY AT THE INTERSECTION OF SECULAR AND RELIGIOUS
MEANING

The study area covers an approximate 48,000 hectares
of the floodplain and adjacent uplands in southwest-
ern Illinois (Fig. 1). The centerpiece of the Jackson Bot-
toms landscape - Fountain Bluff - is a large isolated
sandstone ridge segment that reaches skyward out of
the surrounding floodplain. It is bounded on the east
by the Ste. Genevieve Fault Zone, which extends east-
ward across the Mississippi River floodplain into the
adjacent uplands and is represented on the surface
by several other uplifted Devonian limestone strata-
Tower Rock, Devil’s Backbone, Devil’'s Bake Oven,
and Walker’s Hill (WAGNER et al. 1990, pp. 12-13). All
of the above features are contained within the Missis-
sippi River Floodplain between the confluences of the
Missouri and Ohio Rivers (WAGNER et al. 2018).

Before the historic period engineering of the Middle
Mississippi River into a single deep channel for inland
navigation, the river had a shallower, island-bar chan-
nel form comprised of large islands and many side
channels. Like the floods on the banks of the Missis-
sippi River today, the Upper and Middle Mississippi
River Valleys have experienced several major flood
events over the past 5000 years (Knox 2003; Munoz et
al. 2015; VAN NEst 2015).

This notwithstanding, archaeological survey has re-
vealed that the Jackson Bottoms landscape was oc-
cupied throughout all phases of pre-contact period
cultural development. Site types include camps (small
habitation sites), villages (large habitation sites), mor-
tuary, rock shelter, and rock art locations. Spatial sta-
tistical analysis identified both “hot” and “cold” spots
on the landscape during the Archaic (7000-1000 BC),
Middle Woodland (300 BC- 300 AD), and Mississip-
pian (AD 1000-1500) periods based on the presence
or absence of sites. Clustering was not evident during
the Archaic period (1 = 51) with sites from this time
period having a relatively even distribution. This may
reflect Archaic period utilization of forest-based re-
sources that would have been widely available within
the broader southern Illinois region rather than in one
locale.

The Jackson Bottoms settlement pattern changed dur-
ing the Woodland period with sites (n = 263) becoming
more abundant and diverse. Small sites of many types
become interspersed with larger mortuary mound
centers, a significant change from the preceding pe-
riod. During Middle Woodland (n = 82) times a non-
random distribution of sites was observed. This spa-
tial clustering of sites around Fountain Bluff suggests
that both cultural and environmental factors were at
play in shaping Middle Woodland settlement patterns.

Given that the lakes in the floodplain formed during
this period, people may have begun moving into the
Jackson Bottoms in larger numbers to gain access to
previously unavailable aquatic resources as well as
bottomland for cultivation.

The number of sites decreased during the Mississippi-
an period with sites becoming generally more evenly
distributed across the landscape. The decrease in over-
all site number may reflect the concentration of Mis-
sissippian peoples into a few larger settlements (e.g.,
towns) rather than indicating a decrease in population.
We conducted a viewshed analysis to determine the
extent of contiguous floodplain visibility from the top
of Fountain Bluff. This analysis used the elevation
value of individual cells (e.g., bluff top archaeological
sites) extracted from digital elevation model (DEM)
and original site location records for assessment. The
unobstructed viewshed extends northward for 20 km
to where the floodplain begins to constrict, encom-
passing virtually all archaeological sites. Sites on the
bluff tops in the Jackson Bottoms were strategically
situated overlooking the entire floodplain to the north.
Visibility to the south has been affected by modern le-
vee construction but appears to have once extended
several kilometers.

The visibility of Fountain Bluff to people living on
the floodplain would have been impressive, with the
mesa-like Fountain Bluff dominating the surrounding
bottomlands. The imposing natural monument would
have never been out of the site of the people who lived
in its shadow, and for some, it would have been only a
short walk from the village to the entry point of a mys-
terious twilight world of echoing steep-sided ravines,
and impressive rock formations where rituals hidden
from view could have taken place .

The presence of rock art in strategically positioned loci
on the north and west sides of Fountain Bluff suggests
that the landform was the central core of a significant
religious and secular landscape (Fig. 2). It is character-
ized by two impressive rock art sites, Whetstone Shel-
ter and the Fountain Bluff site, that contain Archaic,
Middle Woodland, and Mississippian period imagery.
The ritualization of the landscape began during the
Archaic period with the interment of deceased indi-
viduals in rock shelters and on the bluff crest, a pattern
that continued on into the Woodland and Mississip-
pian periods in the form of interments, burial mounds,
and cemeteries on the bluff top.

The culmination of the prehistoric power of the bluff
during the last pre-contact Mississippian phase is re-
inforced by the presence of rock art motifs bearing
cross-in-circle cosmogram prominent in Mississippian
cosmology (WAGNER, McCorvie 2007). The juncture of
the secular and spiritual realms was marked by the
presence of the expansive Middle Woodland through
Mississippian period Twenhafel habitation site only
three kilometers to the north (Fig. 3). Fountain Bluff
thus appears to mark the intersection of secular and
ritual worlds which endured for millennia in the Jack-
son Bottoms of Southern Illinois.



THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF A CHANGING RITUAL LANDSCAPE
People can be said to have been conducting rock art re-
search in Illinois ever since 1673, when the French ex-
plorers Pere Marquette and Louis Joliet first observed
a large painting of a supernatural being on the bluffs
above present-day Alton, Illinois. Late seventeenth
century illustrations of this prehistoric image show a
feline-like body with antlered head and serpentine tail.
Later depictions of this painting, however, which in-
clude the addition of wings, vary dramatically in detail
from the earlier French images. These differences may
be attributable to weather conditions that affected the
visibility of parts of the painting at different times; the
early post-contact period modification of the image
by later Native American peoples unconnected to its
creation; or by changes made by European artists who
added details such as wings that may or may not have
been part of the original image. Although we believe
the seventeenth century French images to be the most
accurate, the destruction of the Alton Piasa painting
by quarrying in the 1850s makes it now impossible to
confirm this assumption.

Native American religious practices in the Midconti-
nent are believed to extend back in time to at least
the Archaic period (BRowN 1997, pp. 465-485; CLaAs-
seN 2010; Jereries 2008, pp. 278-282). Claassen (2015,
p- 23) suggests that Archaic period ritual landscapes
included the marking of spiritually significant natural
landforms with rock art as well as the interment of
“the dead in natural knolls, ridge tops, and bluff tops”
and rock shelters. All of these intersectional elements
are characteristic of the Archaic Period Jackson Bot-
toms landscape. The intentional burial of a cache of
Dalton horizon projectile points (10,500-9900 BP) rep-
resents the earliest evidence of ritual activities in the
area (KoLpHEOFF, WALTHALL 2004, p. 54). The recovery
a fragmentary mastodon tibia dated to 12490+100 14C
B.P. (2000 years earlier that earliest human occupa-
tion), located near a Dalton Cluster projectile point
recovered from a rock shelter 7.5 km away from Foun-
tain Bluff suggests that the areas earliest inhabitants
(FowLER 1959; WAGNER, BUTLER 2000; WaLTHALL 1998,
pp- 223-238) may have collected and deposited the re-
mains of extinct mega-fauna for ritual purposes (CLaAs-
sEN 2015, p. 16; WAGNER 2016a). Further archaeological
evidence of early ritual activity is provided by Archaic
period burials from three rock shelters—Fountain
Bluff (Fig. 7.3b), Peter’s Cave, and Chalk Bluff-among
which were three child burials that had been ritually
markedby sprinkling red ocher fragments over their
remains (PEITHMANN, BarTON 1938; REYmMAN 1971, pp.
23-31).

The Middle Woodland period (300 B.C. - 300 A.D. -
exhibits both continuity and change from the preced-
ing Early Woodland and Archaic periods. During this
time a major habitation and mound center - the Twen-

hafel site - that played a critical role in the distribution
of locally available high quality cherts developed 3.0
km north of Fountain Bluff. This now virtually invis-
ible site once consisted of dozens (between 29-100) of
“conical mounds and at least one village area...which
may have served as a cultural center for the dissemina-
tion of [Hopewellian] cultural traits...within the river
bottom area bounded by Fountain, Horseshoe, and
Chalk Bluffs” (MaxweLL 1951, p. 190; see also STRUEV-
ER, Houart 1972; HormaN 1979). The Middle Wood-
land ritual landscape also included the continued use
of Archaic period rock art sites in the uplands to the
east as well as the creation of images at new locations
(WAGNER ef al. 2018, p. 286). During the Mississippian
period (A.D. 1000-1500), major changes transpired.
Villages were built on earlier Middle Woodland sites
which correlates with the consolidation of religious
belief systems and ritual meanings observed in artis-
tic motifs, and depicted in pottery, metal and rock art
imagery.

PHOTOGRAMMETRIC STUDIES

Fountain Bluff is home to two of the major rock art
sites of southern Illinois: Whetstone Shelter (11J17) and
the lower bluff-base Fountain Bluff shelter (11J41). In
2016, our team began documenting rock art sites pho-
togrammetrically' to generate 3D models for analysis.
Our initial aim was to explore changes, such as reuse
or vandalism, that had occurred over time using re-
constructed models of rock art sites. Such reconstruc-
tions were possible as rock art sites in the Jackson Bot-
toms have been documented and studied intensively
over the past two decades by co-author Mark Wagner.
A key difference is methodology. Original rock art site
recording was carried out using conventional hand-re-
cording methods of photography, image tracing on ac-
etate, or mapping on graph paper (see WAGNER 2002).
Whetstone shelter which awaits photogrammetric
modeling is an isolated rock shelter located 60 m up
the vertical face of Fountain Bluff. The site contains
over 100 carved and painted images. The natural iso-
lation of the Whetstone shelter, in combination with
the numerous rock art images suggests that it was in
use for over two millennia by a select group of visi-
tors. A few motifs have Mississippian-era (A.D. 1000-
1500) cross-in-circles ground and pecked over them,
confirming that they pre-date this time period and that
its significance persisted over time (Fig. 4). Restricted
access to the shelter located 60 m above ground level
on an inaccessible locations suggests that it may have
been used as a shrine or as a shelter for pilgrims and
religious practitioners while conducting rituals at the
site (see also ALT 2018).

The bluff-base site, is located only 3 km south of the
Middle Woodland to Mississippian period Twenhafel
site. The site contains several very large petroglyphs

1 Photogrammetry is the science of making measurements from photographs. The fundamental principal behind it is triangulation. By
taking photographs from two different locations, we can develop 3-dimensional models from the mathematical intersection. This is the
same principal behind the use of theodolites for measuring geographical coordinates. (http://www.geodetic.com/ v-stars/what-is-photo-

grammetry.aspx)



including a double-headed falcon similar to those seen
on Mississippian-era copper plates associated with the
Red Horn narrative (Fig. 5; see Brown 2004, p. 115).
Such depictions relate to Upper World elements of the
three-tiered Mississippian cosmos which are abundant
at the site (Fig. 6). Combined, original drawings made
it possible to confirm the metric accuracy of the new
3D models, and to record changes that are the result of
erosion or vandalism that occurred in recent decades
(Fig. 7-9). Given the fragile state of the rock art and its
vulnerability, site visits are discouraged to these sites.
3D models permit sharing of the artwork along with
its social and ritual context without potential damage
due to site visitation (Fig. 10).

DiscussioN AND FINAL REMARKS

Material aspects of ritual within landscapes may take
the form of structures, rock art sites, mounds, and arti-
fact caches (EMERsON et al. 2008, pp. 216-226; Saso 2008,
pp- 279-296). In regard to the Jackson Bottoms, the pro-
cess of ritualization began during the Archaic period
as witnessed by the marking of striking natural geo-
logical features with rock art, the interment of the dead
in rock shelter and bluff top settings, and the interment
of ritual items with the dead.

Ritual use increased dramatically over time, follow-
ing the stabilization of course of the Mississippi River
at around 1050-450 B.C. Wetter conditions led to the
formation of large shallow lakes within the old me-
ander scars north of Fountain Bluff resulting in what
one late 1800s observer described as a “hunter’s para-
dise” (WAGNER et al. 1990, p. 23). The changing number,
types, and distribution of bottomland sites increased
as wetland resources including fish, birds and aquatic
plants led to population expansion within the flood-
plain and the exploitation of previously unavailable
resources. With consistent water supply and abundant
food resources, the Jackson Bottoms began to take on
new meaning over time.

Whetstone Shelter dates from the Archaic to Mississip-
pian periods. The most notable Mississippian image
at the site consists of a petroglyph of two stick-figure
anthropomorphs holding ceremonial maces. The art is
reminiscent of that on a copper plate recovered from a
bluff-top burial mound that similarly depicts human
figures with broken maces in their hands (Penny 1985,
pp- 157, 161) and the acknowledgement of elements of
the Mississippian Red Horn mythological cycle. The
types of rituals conducted at this location are unknown
due to the destruction of the shelter floor by artifact
collectors, but the presence of human burials in this
inaccessible location suggests that at least some of the
rock art was associated with the burial of high-status
individuals such as lineage heads or ritual specialists
that used the shelter. While funerary evidence shows
that Mississippians reused Archaic and Woodland pe-

riod burial sites (HARGRAVE 1993; WAGNER et al. 1990),
local Fountain Bluff elites would have validated their
status through the reception of ritual items from the
well-known Mississippian center at Cahokia (WAGNER
et al. 2018, p. 288).

Although the large lakes located north of Fountain
Bluff provided the food resource base necessary to
support the populations engaged in such ritual ac-
tivities, the critical natural landforms within this land-
scape were the high-elevation isolated ridge that dom-
inated the surrounding landscape. Viewshed analysis
revealed that virtually all of the floodplain surround-
ing Fountain Bluff is visible from its crest. At the same
time this landform would never have been out sight
to people who lived in the floodplain villages around
its base, linking these two landscape elements - flood-
plain and ridges - into a unified whole. In fact, signifi-
cance of elevated landforms such as Fountain Bluff,
Devil’s Backbone, and Tower Rock would have been
emphasized during major flood events. Only at Foun-
tain Bluff, however, the added component of rock art
in two distinctive locations suggest its deeper mean-
ingful associations.

Ritual activities found their greatest expression during
the Mississippian period when people linked them-
selves to the landscape through the interment of their
dead within more ancient burial mounds, the impor-
tation of high-status ritual items, and the presence of
rock art images expressing belief in the three-tiered
cosmos of the late pre-contact period. The number and
types of motifs contained at rock art sites in the Jack-
son Bottoms region significantly increased over time,
with three of the most complex rock art sites found in
the area. Largely absent from the art at Fountain Bluff
are creatures from the Underworld which further sug-
gests its Upper World associations. The large size of
the images, together with an adjacent cross-in-circle
motif and other avian imagery in easily accessible lo-
cations suggests that the site was used for both public
as well as private rituals that may have been orches-
trated to legitimize living, or symbolically living, local
elites from communities like Twenhafel.

Complex networks of meaning are found in the vari-
ety of images pecked, scored and abraded and paint-
ed, suggesting ongoing ritual meaning of the regional
landscape. Rock sites and their significance has trans-
formed dramatically over time, with contemporary
vandalism an ongoing and repeated threat. Using con-
temporary 3D modeling techniques, it has been pos-
sible to capture and preserve them despite ongoing
transformations due vandalism. For millennia, people
in the Jackson Bottoms lived in dynamic landscapes at
the confluence of natural and human-mad worlds me-
morialized and modified through rock art representa-
tions that for the moment, have withstood the test of
time.
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Fig. 1 - Study area map.

Fig. 2 - Viewshed analysis showing west and north visibility.
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Fig. 3 - Isometric view of the Jackson Bottoms with prominent land-
forms and former Twenhafel site location indicated.

Fig. 5 - Fountain Bluff bluff-base site panel with bird elements as-
sociated with Mississippian hero.

Fig. 7 - Damaged motifs, pock-marked from pellets from a shotgun.

Fig. 4 - Mississippian cross-and-circle at Whetstone Shelter

Fig. 6 - Fountain Bluff bluff-base site panel with additional avian
elements.

Fig. 8 - Historic period vandalism in the form of “A®Q” fraternity
symbol.




Fig. 9 - Modern names carved into stone with prehistoric Mississip- Fig. 10 - 3D model of Fountain Bluff bluff-base site used for analysis
pian iconography. and for educational purposes.
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La narrativa universal y las categorias regionales en el arte
rupestre del noreste de México
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SUMMARY (THE UNIVERSAL NARRATIVE AND REGIONAL CATEGORIES IN THE ROCK ART OF NORTHEASTERN MEXICO)

The form and content in rock art constitute an inherent unit of group thought, which includes beliefs, symbolism, relationship with the other,
with the landscape and survival. Rock art participates in universal images, in the same way there are constants and criteria that offer it a cer-
tain degree of homogeneity, generating patterns of graphic behavior that allow defining traditions and styles. The north of Mexico is characte-
rized by the presence of hunter-gatherer groups that, for nearly ten millennia, have made rock art up until European contact. The results of
the analysis on rock art styles, borders, their transformation and even disappearance, provide substantial information for the understanding
of the cultural characteristics of the region.
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RESUMEN

La forma y el contenido en el arte rupestre constituyen una unidad inherente al pensamiento del grupo, en la que se incluyen creencias,
simbolismos, relacién con el otro, con el paisaje y la pervivencia como individuo y grupo. El arte rupestre participa de imagenes universales,
de igual modo existen constantes y criterios técnico-formales que le proporcionan cierto grado de homogeneidad, generando patrones de
comportamiento grafico que nos permite definir tradiciones y estilos. El norte de México se caracteriza por la presencia de grupos cazadores-
recolectores que, por cerca de diez milenios, han realizado arte rupestre hasta momentos del contacto europeo. Los resultados del andlisis
sobre los estilos de arte rupestre, fronteras y, en dado caso, su transformacion e incluso desaparicion, proporciona informacién sustancial para

comprender el desempeiio cultural de la region.
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INTRODUCCION

Las figuras y su composicién constituyen el vehiculo
grafico de las ideas que trasmiten mensajes manifiestos
o codificados de los grupos; la relacién entre el obser-
vador y las figuras, en el arte rupestre, pertenece tanto
al orden de la aprehensién sensible inmediata, asum-
ida por medio de los sentidos y la percepcion de las
imagenes reconocibles, como al posible contenido ide-
oldgico-simboélico mas complejo en su identificacion.
A través de la imagen, generalmente, el individuo o
el grupo trasmite y comunica a modo de argumento
grafico lo que le es imprescindible que se conozca, lle-
gando a crear un sistema compartido de creencias.

La ejecucion de la grafica rupestre puede ser indi-
vidual o colectiva, del ambito ptblico o privado, pero
siempre lleva el mensaje al otro, al resto del grupo o a
individuos distantes incluso a los que se hallan fuera
del primer circulo de comunicacién, como transmisiéon
simbdlico-ideoldgica, que consolida el mito y afianza la
presencia intergrupal con lo que conlleva de conexién
de redes familiares y de grupos (Casapo 2015, pp.8).
En el arte rupestre, la técnica, el modo de represent-
acion, la ubicacién o la temporalidad son, sin duda,
el primer contacto por el que se obtiene informacién
y aunque la percepcién no sea una apertura directa a

la realidad objetiva, por el tratamiento depurador que
realiza el cerebro sobre el universo (la imagen) exterior
(Casapo 2017, pp. 22), se puede afirmar, que estos el-
ementos constituyen parte esencial de la identidad de
las figuras que nos lleva a la definicién de estilo.

ESTILO, FORMA Y CONTENIDO

A partir de la formalidad, tipo de yacimiento e inte-
gracion se define el estilo, que para nosotros es: la ten-
dencia gréfica que participa de cierto grado de homo-
geneidad en forma y técnica, vinculada a un espacio y
temporalidad, y en la que se advierte intencionalidad
en el mensaje emitido, generando patrones de compor-
tamiento definidos y organizados, como expresién de
identidad de un grupo con dindmica propia e idea de
trascendencia. En el estilo se distingue un nticleo pri-
mario con imagineria evidente que lo define y areas de
influencia que tienden a desvanecerse en sus limites y,
en dado caso, transformarse o desaparecer.

Para otros autores, el estilo es un set de preferencias
formales con un rango de variacién permisible o la for-
ma especifica de hacer algo, exclusiva de un tiempo y
lugar especificos (SAcKeTT 1977, pp. 370), sentido simi-
lar que retoma P. Shaafsma (SHaAFsMA 1985, pp. 246).
Con independencia de la valoracion tedrica, el estilo
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es una herramienta valiosa de trabajo, que permite
establecer parangones, pertenencias, temporalidad o
movilidad (Wiessner 1990) e incluso, mediante analisis
pormenorizados, alcanzar la autoria personal (APEL-
LANIZ et al. 2014).

A cada figura hecha por un individuo o grupo se le
asigné un contendido especifico en funcién de su
identidad, fijaciéon de mitos o necesidades materiales
y emocionales, por ello para hablar de estilo, los com-
ponentes deben mostrar un grado relevante de homo-
geneidad tipolégica, asimismo considerar las muy im-
portantes categorias de territorialidad y temporalidad
con la finalidad de vincular las imédgenes al desarrollo
cultural (Casapo 2019, pp. 87).

EL TERRITORIO DEL NORESTE Y EL ARTE RUPESTRE

La vasta region norte, Aridoamérica o la Gran Chi-
chimeca (KircHHOFF 1960), de extraordinaria diversi-
dad geogréfica, se cifie culturalmente sin demasiada
rigidez al espacio que desde el limite transfronterizo
norte alcanza el Trépico de Cancer, linea que se mold-
ea y se vuelve ductil de acuerdo a los movimientos al-
ternos de grupos cazadores-recolectores, agricultores
iniciales y sedentarios de la region. En ella, en el transi-
to del Pleistoceno al Holoceno, c. a 12 000/10 000 afios,
se produjo el cambio climético que progresivamente la
llevé hacia la aridez y a la extincion de la fauna pleis-
tocénica (Casapo 2016, pp. 3).

Las evidencias arqueol6gicas muestran la existencia de
grupos cazadores recolectores formando parte esencial
de la denominada cultura del desierto (Sanchez 2016),
sin embargo, no es posible asociar de forma directa las
representaciones de arte rupestre a las etapas mas tem-
pranas de poblamiento, ni que los grupos alcanzaran a
mostrar figuras de fauna extinta, sin embargo, la con-
struccion de la memoria iconografica rupestre alcanza-
ria recurrencia desde el Holoceno Medio -Altitermal-
de entono a 7 500-4 500 a. P.

La gréfica rupestre en el noreste del pais (estados de
Coahuila, Nuevo Leén y Tamaulipas) se distribuye en
nucleaciones de yacimientos relacionados con puntos
de agua, id6éneos para la observacién astronémica o se-
leccionados por el sentido ritual de los grupos (Fig.1).
Aun existiendo figuras de cardcter mas o menos natu-
ralista-narrativo, el predominio de figuras geométrico-
abstractas nos lleva a definir un sustrato o tradiciéon
general para la region denominado: tradicion arte rup-
estre del noreste, con elementos que participan de lo uni-
versal geométrico, aunque haya cabida para elementos
diferenciadores que definen estilos y modalidades: esti-
lo grabado del noreste y estilo pintado geométrico-abstracto.

El estilo grabado del noreste

Su ndcleo se centra en un espacio mas o menos cuad-
rangular en el limite de los estados de Coahuila y
Nuevo Leén, formado por figuras grabadas mediante
percusion, incisién abrasién y raspado, dispuestas en
grandes conjuntos de bloques y/o farallones rocosos
de considerables dimensiones, situados en partes me-
dias y altas de las elevaciones, visibles a la distancia o
en laderas de arroyos.

El repertorio de figuras se compone de: lineas y figuras
geomeétricas, rombos, circulos en cadena, zigzag hori-
zontal o descendente y reticulas (Boca de Potrerillos)
(Fig.2), lineas y conjuntos de puntos asociadas a algin
tipo de conteo (Presa de la Mula) (Fig.3) (Murray 2005);
utillaje: puntas de proyectil (Fig.4), atlatl (propulsor)
u hondas, aisladas o formando conjuntos. El analisis
comparativo de ciertas figuras de utillaje y la indus-
tria litica de la regién proporciona una cronologia de
en torno a 1 000 a.C-200 d. C (TurpIN et al. 2002, pp.
37); figuras de cuchillos enmangados rituales, por lo
general, realizados en técnica de raspado de la superfi-
cie para conseguir la forma, similares a los hallados en
cuevas de caracter funerario de la regién, con tempo-
ralidad entre los siglos IX y XII de la era (Cueva de la
Candelaria, Coahuila) (GoNnzALEz 1999, pp. 60). Figuras
relativas a la observacioén celeste, como cruces enmar-
cadas (cruz americana/venus) (Fig.5), circulos simples
o radiados-soles-, medias lunas o formas estrelladas
(Turpin 2010, pp. 93; DE LA Rosa 2020).

La presencia de la figura animal es menor, predomi-
nan los cérvidos (venado bura -Odocoileus hemionus-y
venado cola blanca -Odocoileus virginianus-) sus cor-
namentas y huellas, las de borrego (Ovis canadiensis)
(Casapo 2021a, pp. 504), osos (Ursus americanus) o jag-
uar (Panthera onca) (Casapo 2021b, pp. 186), entre otros.
La figura humana esté representada generalmente de
forma esquematica, en algunas se advierte el registro
ritual-chamanico por su disposicién y asociaciéon con
otras figuras; son usuales las representaciones de ma-
nos, pies y vulvas mas o menos explicitas. Para mo-
mentos histéricos, la presencia humana y el caballo
estd en relacion con la imaginerfa propia del Contacto
europeo.

Entre la representacion de vegetales, se identifica la
figura de peyote, Lophophora diffusa, relacionado con el
mundo ritual y los estados alterados de conciencias,
las cactaceas, el maiz, Zea mays L. y posibles figuras
arboreas (Casapo 2017, pp.26).

Este estilo se desarrolla en un amplio lapso de tiempo
que desde los primeros grupos cazadores-recolector-
es alcanza el momento del contacto europeo; el con-
junto de los grabados exhibe modalidades asociadas a
forma, ndcleos territoriales y determinada cronologia
(modalidades Potrerillos, Paredén y posteriores).
Figuras que igualmente se realizaron en pintura, con
factura diferente que, sin duda, debieron coincidir en
territorio y temporalidad

El estilo pintado geométrico-abstracto

La pintura se haya depositada en oquedades, grandes
salientes rocosos y paredones, donde también esta el
grabado, con predominio del color rojo, granate, ocre,
amarillo, blanco y negro, usado a modo de bicromia
o policromia. Esta amplia tradicién de pintura, gen-
eralmente, se asocia al yacimiento de Chiquihuitillos,
con una temporalidad de entre 6 500 hasta los 2 500
afios de antigiiedad, no siendo el tinico prototipo es-
tilistico, existen otras modalidades que permanecen en
el tiempo.

La Modalidad Chiquihuitillos se define por conjuntos de



lineas, paralelas, quebradas, en zigzag, ramificadas,
cadenas de rombos y tridngulos delineados o relle-
nos, peines, lineas que descienden de otra horizontal
o circulos (Fig. 6). En menor proporcién las figuras hu-
manas y de fauna con rasgos esquematicos similares
a las realizadas en grabado, sin embargo, las figuras
pintadas ostentan un formato y disposicion diferentes.
El estilo existe en Chiquihuitillos, la Morita o Cueva
Ahumada (Nuevo Leén), en esta oquedad se acumu-
lan lineas paralelas, ramificaciones (tipo fitomorfo),
rombos y lineas descendentes en color rojo granate,
con cronologia de 2 500 y posterior, que le dan per-
sonalidad, como modalidad Ahumada (VaLaDez 2021,
pp- 68).

En el entorno geografico de Cuatro Ciénegas y El Hun-
dido, zona centro-sur del estado de Coahuila, existe un
conjunto de sitios, cuyas pinturas podrian formar la
Modalidad Cuatro Ciénegas (estilo Hundido de Turpin)
(Turpin 2010, pp. 89; DE LA Rosa 2019) de figuras geo-
métricas, lineas en zigzag, peines, rombos, en menor
grado la figura humana esquematizada a la que se le
ha otorgado la calidad de chamanica; las figuras ani-
males a veces complejas. Aun participando del con-
cepto geométrico-abstracto, las variantes de forma y
técnica le aportan identidad.

La gran tradicion pictdrica se extiende hacia el este
hasta la Sierra de San Carlos, Burgos, Tamaulipas en
la Modalidad Santa Olaya-Burgos, entre otros sitios del
estado, formada por figuras pintadas primordialmente
en colores rojo, amarillo blanco y negro, distinguién-
dose tres modos de representacion: los de figuras algo
mas naturalista-esquematicas, las figuras geométricas
y abstractas (Garcia 2012) (Fig. 7), similares al comple-
jo geométrico-abstracto. A esta imagineria se suman
las figuras humanas esquematicas en hilera, como rep-
resentacion de mitotes (danza ceremonial) y las céni-
cas o triangulares como tiendas o tipis, figuras de tem-
poralidad posterior.

Modalidad Catujanos (Mesa de Catujanos, Candela,
Coahuila) acoge al gran conjunto de pinturas en rojo,
ocre, anaranjado, granate, amarillo y blanco, dispues-
tas en friso de formas rectangulares u ovaladas, tipo
cartucho, con decoracién interna distinta para cada
una de ellas a modo de muestrario, lo que induce a
considerarlas como ensefas de los linajes de grupos
que vivieron dispersos en un gran territorio y medio
inhéspito, siendo necesarias como sefial de presencia
territorial, pertenencia y comunicacién. Figuras de
factura distinta al geometrismo expuesto con anteriori-
dad (Fig. 8) (Ropricuez 2018, pp. 207; TurriN 2010, pp.
84).

Al norte del estado de Coahuila, préximo a la frontera
internacional y distante de los otros ntcleos, existe un
conjunto de yacimientos con pinturas monumentales
que configuran la Modalidad San Vicente-Rio Pecos,
(Boyp 2003) de figuras seudo humanas, estaticas, de
gran tamario con aspecto rectangular que se alargan en
dedos de pies y manos y rodeadas de pequefias lineas
bifurcadas y en algtn caso portando atlatl, con predo-
minjo del color rojo, pero también en ocre, granate y
negro, disponiendo el color para realzar partes de la

figura, formalidad y territorialidad que se apartan de
la tendencia geométrico-abstracta tradicional para la
region (Fig. 9). Los sitios se pueden considerar como
de agregacion ritual y las figuras como chamanicas
(Turpin 2010, pp. 23).

Es posible que la imagineria de la tradicién pictérica
fuera compartida por distintos grupos y participara de
una narrativa supragrupal, de un sistema de creencias
preestablecidas en torno a mitos y rituales comunes,
asentadas sobre elementos que a priori forman parte de
lo universal, pero que las categorias locales han singu-
larizado en modalidades.

La universalidad de los elementos formales rupestres
aqui mostrados, no es impedimento para un andlisis
polisémico, centrado en actividades de caza y recolec-
cién; observacion de la boveda celeste y fenémenos
astronémicos; interconexiéon grupal y sistemas de co-
municacién mediante distintivos especificos; parafer-
nalia ritual chamaénica y de alteracién de conciencia. Al
compartir creencias se fortalecian los vinculos y la per-
vivencia de grupos con poblamiento escaso y disperso,
en un territorio amplio, medioambiente inhdspito y re-
cursos limitados.

A MODO DE REFLEXION

Identificar una tradicién, estilo o modalidad es
reconocer, a través de la formalidad, la intencion del
hombre para materializar ideas en espacio y tiempo.
Partimos de la premisa de que en el arte rupestre no
hay figuras sin un concepto primigenio.

El analisis del arte rupestre del noreste de México,
nuestra una gran corriente o tradicién geométrico-
abstracta y esquematica que permea en una vasta ter-
ritorialidad desde la regién occidental de Coahuila a
la sierra tamaulipeca, con dualidad de estilos, el de
grabados y de pintura del noreste y distintas modali-
dades, como sustrato permanente desarrollado por los
grupos de cazadores recolectores y agricultores ini-
ciales con pervivencia hasta el momento de contacto
y posteriores.

En el seno de la tradiciéon geométrica pintada, alcanza-
mos a distinguir modalidades locales que enriquecen
el discurso grafico: Chiquihuitillos (Cueva Ahumada,
Cuatro Ciénegas, Santa Olaya-Burgos); Mesa de Catu-
janos y San Vicente-Rio Pecos. El reforzamiento de la
investigacion en el drea permitird precisar sobre el de-
sempefio cultural a través de los estilos mencionados
(Casapo 2021c, pp.40).
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Fig. 3 -Posibles lineas de conteo en Presa de la Mula. Foto: W.B. Mur-
ray

Fig. 4 - Puntas de proyectil. Foto: R. Rodriguez



Fig. 5 - Venus, cruz americana. Foto: R. Rodriguez

Fig. 6 - Pinturas modalidad Chiquihuitillos. Foto: R. Rodriguez Fig. 7 - Geométricos en Santa Olaya-Burgos. Foto: M. P. Casado

Fig. 8 - Figuras” linaje”, Mesa de Catujanos. Foto: R. Rodriguez Fig. 9 - Figura chamanica. S. Vicente-Pecos. Foto: R. Rodriguez
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