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STONES WITH A MEMORY
PALEOLITHIC ART IN THE DOURO VALLEY
Côa Valley (Portugal) y Siega Verde (Spain)
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The sites with engravings in the Côa Valley (Portugal) and Siega Verde (Salamanca, Spain) constitute the most
important open-air ensemble of paleolithic rock art (28,000 to 10,000 BC).
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Sitios Prehistóricos de Arte Rupestre
del Valle del Río Côa y de Siega Verde
inscrito en la Lista del
Patrimonio Mundial en 1998

Siega Verde / Photo: P. Guimarães
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Sitios Prehistóricos de Arte Rupestre
del Valle del Río Côa y de Siega Verde
inscrito en la Lista del
Patrimonio Mundial en 1998

PREHISTORIC ROCK ART SITES IN THE CÔA
VALLEY AND SIEGA VERDE
2010

The discovery of the first open-air
artistic expressions (‘the art of light’)
that complement the paintings inside the
caves led UNESCO to designate the Côa
Valley as a World Heritage Site in 1998.
In 2010, the site was expanded to include
Siega Verde, located in the region of
Castilla y León.
The array of animals represented at both
locations is typical of the Upper Paleolithic
period in Southern Europe: horses, cattle, deer
and goats make up most of the representations,
although there are also canines and fish and some
anthropomorphic figures. Representations of
abstract shapes and simple symbols can also be
distinguished.
They are located on the banks and at the mouth
of the Rivers Côa and Águeda, tributaries of
the Douro. In the Côa Valley, several seasonal
settlements of the Paleolithic peoples associated
with the engravings have been identified; this
is not the case in Siega Verde, which seems
to correspond to an area of passage, taking
advantage of a natural ford.

Siega Verde / Photo: P. Guimarães

Archaeological discoveries confirm that these
groups of prehistoric hunters moved around a
broad territory to take advantage of different
resources (the flint in some tools used in the Côa
settlements comes from the current province of
Salamanca, Valladolid, Portuguese Extremadura
and the north of Alentejo), which is also reflected
by the distribution of the rock art sites.
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This ensemble of engravings is
distributed along the last 30 km of the
course of the River Côa, plus another
section of about 15 km along both
banks of the Douro, after the mouth of
the former. It is considered the most
important Palaeolithic, open-air art
complex discovered to date.
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The Côa Valley Archaeological Park is
located in the northern part of the Guarda
district. It is a territory of about 200 km2
within the municipalities of Vila Nova de Foz
Côa, Figueira de Castelo Rodrigo, Pinhel and
Mêda. Along the final stretch of the River
Côa, more than 80 rock art concentrations
have been identified, including around 1,200
panels with engravings that appear in the
vertical cuts of the schist crests.
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EIn 1991, the first engravings were
discovered when studies were carried out
for the construction of a hydroelectric
dam, which generated an international
controversy about whether preserving
artistic expressions was the priority, or
the construction should be allowed to take
place. In 1995, the Portuguese government
cancelled the energy project, and in 1996,
the Côa Valley Archaeological Park was
founded with the mission of protecting,
investigating, managing and raising public
awareness of this important prehistoric and
historical legacy, a task carried out by the
Côa Museum, which opened in 2010.

N-102

M-607

Vale de
Afonsinho

Art centres you can visit
Paleolithic art centres

Figueira
de Castelo
Rodrigo

Cidadelhe

N-332

Castelo
Rodrigo

Pinhel

Paleolithic habitat
0

3 Km

Côa Valley Landscape:
Over the last 17 km of its course, the River Côa snakes through a meandering valley
of metamorphic schist rocks. In this section and at its confluence with the Douro, one
of the world’s largest concentrations of open-air rock art has been preserved, and it
was declared a World Heritage Site by UNESCO in 1998.
Photo: J. Paulo Ruas

Quinta da Barca: Panel No. 3

Ribeira de Piscos: Panel No. 1
The Paleolithic rock art of the Côa Valley was completed over a long period of
time, between 28,000 and 10,000 BC. It is characterised by the representation of
large herbivores that made up the existing fauna: mainly horses and aurochs, as
well as goats and deer. Chamois and fish are represented occasionally.
The human figure first appears between 13,000 and 10,000 BC, but is only
represented on two panels at Ribeira de Piscos and Fariseu.

The hypothesis currently used by researchers
is that most open-air Paleolithic rock art
has disappeared due to erosion, only being
preserved in places with specific climatic and
geological conditions.
The themes and style of the Côa
representations are similar to those preserved
in caves and rock shelters. However,
the Portuguese site is special due to its
representation of figures in motion, achieved
by engraving the single body of an animal and
two or three heads in successive positions.
Photo: P. Guimarães

Photo: P. Guimarães

Penascosa: Panel No. 6
Panel No. 6 at Penascosa shows the superposition of figures
attributed to the oldest period for rock art in the Côa Valley (28,00023,000 BC).
The rock art of the Côa Valley was mainly done using chip carving,
engraving and incision techniques. The first technique consists of
hammering the rock to produce a deep line. Engraving is a repeated
back and forth movement that generates a broad line with abrasion.
Incision is a technique that produces an extremely fine line. In all
cases, stone tools manufactured for this purpose were used.
Photo: P. Guimarães

Canada do Inferno: Panel No. 1 (28,00023,000 BC)
Researchers believed that Paleolithic rock art
was limited to caves and rock shelters, until in
1981, in Mazouco, in the Douro Valley, a chip
carving of a horse was found in the rock and
attributed to the Paleolithic period.
The first rock art site discovered in the
Côa Valley was Canada do Inferno, in the
1990s, during the impact assessment for the
construction of a dam.
Photo: P. Guimarães

The Côa Museum:
The award-winning Côa Museum, designed by
architects C. Rebelo and T. Pimentel, was built on a
hilltop over the mouth of the River Côa in the Douro. It
was opened on July 30, 2010.
The Museum uses state-of-the-art technology to
explain the Paleolithic rock art of the Côa Valley and
its archaeological context. It also offers workshops to
learn about how people lived during the Paleolithic
period and other educational activities.
Photo: J. Abrunhosa

Guided tours:
Established after the hydroelectric project was abandoned, the
Côa Valley Archaeological Park has created a tour programme
for three of the most emblematic rock art sites. The tours,
carried out in all-terrain vehicles with an expert guide,
depart from the Côa Museum (Ribeira de Piscosand Canada
do Inferno) and from the visitor centre at Castelo Melhor
(Penascosa).
Photo: A. Jerónimo

Fariseu: Panel No. 1
In 1999, the excavation of Fariseu allowed its rock art
to be dated to 20,000 to 11,000 BC. The stratigraphic
correlation between the engravings and the layers
of earth covering them allows us to infer a minimum
chronology of around 16,000 BC. This panel is attributed
to the oldest phase of Paleolithic art in the Côa Valley.
Photo: M. Almeida
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Siega Verde is located in the western part of
the province of Salamanca, on the banks of the
River Águeda as it passes through the towns of
Serranillo (Villar de la Yegua), Martillán (Villar
de Argañán) and Castillejo de Martín Viejo.
It was the first large ensemble of open-air
Paleolithic art to be identified.
For a stretch of just over 1 km on the left bank of the
River Águeda, around La Unión Bridge, the engravings
are found on the schist rocks, grouped into 90 panels.
A total of 645 engravings have been identified, of
which 446 represent herbivores, another 165 show
figurative and schematic motifs, while the remaining
34 have been classified as unidentified.
The first engraving was identified in 1988 as part of
the work carried out for Martillán
the Regional Archaeological
Inventory. In 1998, the Junta de Castilla y León
conferred the highest degree of protection on the
complex: Asset of Cultural Interest. Due to the
importance of this rock art site and the association of
these engravings with the neighbouring Portuguese
site, it was declared a World Heritage Site by
UNESCO in 2010 as an extension of the Côa Valley.
The site has a Visitor Centre that provides information
on the characteristics of the archaeological zone and
manages tours of the engravings.
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Siega Verde:
La Unión or Siega Verde Bridge
rises over the only ford on River
Águeda in the last 60 km of its course,
which is lined by rugged terrain. The
engravings are located along a 1 km
stretch on the left bank (to the right in
the photo), suggesting that this natural
passage was used by both people and
animals starting in the Paleolithic
period
Photo: P. Guimarães / Junta de Castilla y León.
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Panel 25 (detailed shot):
Siega Verde upstream from the bridge:
The engravings are located on the rocks on the left bank (to the right
in the photo). In the grove in the background, the first discovery was
made: a chip carving of a horse.
Photo: P. Guimarães / Junta de Castilla y León.

Panel 15:
It consists of 10 figures and seven incised symbols. Two
representations stand out, an auroch and a horse, made by chip
carving. The horse consists of a cervicodorsal line that extends to
the tail. The details of the head include a double mane, ears and
an eye. The auroch, situated above the aforementioned horse, looks
in the opposite direction. It has a complete body with heavier
proportions. The highlights include the elongated head with details
like the back of the neck, with chip carving, and the horn at the
front. Both figures are among the representations from the oldest
phase at the site (around 20,000 to 18,000 BC).
Photo: P. Guimarães / Junta de Castilla y León

Panel 21:(Around 17,000-14,500 BC)
This panel, on which around 20 figures have been
identified, is located on a typical contour formed by
river erosion, which shapes the concave surfaces
on which the engravings were made. In the photo,
three chip carvings stand out: on the upper left side
is a horse, and inside the figure are cut marks that
can be interpreted as details of its hide.
Partially superimposed on the aforementioned
figure is the cervicodorsal line of the large auroch,
slightly more than 1 m wide, with large horns
that rest on the relief of the rock. Above these
silhouettes, the figure of another complete horse
can be identified on the upper right side.
Photo: P. Guimarães / Junta de Castilla y León.

On this panel, remains of up to 17 different figures, mostly
horses, have been identified. On the lower left side, the head was
deformed by the construction of the bridge pillar in the early
20th century. This was indirect evidence of its antiquity, initially
serving to confirm the prehistoric authenticity of the engravings.
Photo: P. Guimarães / Junta de Castilla y León.

Panel 89:
On a long outcrop perpendicular to the riverbed, the size and arrangement
of the three figures stands out, defining a ‘scene’ of almost two metres long.
It appears to show three racing horses, although the figure on the left has
different characteristics from the others. The engravings were made using
chip carving, and it is believed that they were not created by a single artist,
although they were made during the same period.
Photo: P. Guimarães / Junta de Castilla y León.

Visitor Centre

Panel 12:

Built in the late ’90s by the architect P. Lucas,
the building is camouflaged on the hillside amid
rocky outcrops similar to those chosen for the
engravings of Paleolithic motifs. Inside, it has
spaces for exhibition, audiovisual presentations
and educational workshops suitable for all types
of groups, as well as some exhibition resources
that explain the site’s history, the characteristics
of the artistic complex and the ways of life of the
human groups who created it. Tours to visit the
engravings depart from this Centre.

The rock has been affected by erosive agents,
but several incised figures are concentrated in
the centre. Among them is a representation of
a deer whose head and antlers are displayed
on the smooth surface of the panel. As in the
more modern figures, the details stand out: the
antlers show the tines in perspective, achieving a
considerable size.

Photo: P. Guimarães / Junta de Castilla y León.

Panel 63: : Horse with ‘M’-shaped ventral cut:
This schist outcrop contains two distinct panels. In
the one shown, two symbols and two horses have
been identified. The one in the photo is the most
comprehensive and was created with the chipcarving technique. Positioned facing the water, it
has legs with details that express ‘animation or
movement’. Due to these details, these figures are
dated to around 17,000-14,500 BC.
Photo: P. Guimarães / Junta de Castilla y León.

Interpretive photography: ARECO / Junta de Castilla y León.
From Alcolea y Balbín, 2006.
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The Upper Paleolithic
(between 38,000 and
10,000 BC), the last great
stage of the Pleistocene,
is characterised on the
Iberian Peninsula by
two singular events: the
appearance of modern
man (Homo sapiens) and
the end of the Last Glacial
Period, giving way to the
epoch in which we find
ourselves (Holocene).
It was precisely this harsh
climate that led us to believe
that the inland areas of the
Iberian Peninsula were not
occupied by modern man during
that period, and at the same

time, the Neanderthals (Homo
neanderthalensis) that had
dominated the previous stages
disappeared. In peripheral
areas – the Cantabrian coast,
the Portuguese Atlantic area
and the Mediterranean coastline
– the mild climate created a
more favourable environment in
which our first ancestors lived,
as evidenced by the habitats
in caves that contain the bestknown examples of cave art.
Now there is evidence that the
Douro Basin was also occupied
during this final stage of the
Paleolithic.
The Upper Paleolithic is
divided into two major stages,
differentiated by the Last Glacial

Maximum, which took place
between 24,000 and 22,000 BC.
In the western part of the basin,
the earliest dates of the Cardina
(Salto do Boi) and Olga Grande
4 sites (31,500-24,500 BC)
confirm that the territory was
occupied with open-air camps,
even during the coldest phase.
Similar evidence is found on the
opposite side of the Douro Valley,
at two sites in the Sierra de
Atapuerca. The dates of Valle de
las Orquídeas, an open-air site,
and those inside Cueva Mayor, at
the base of the backfilled areas
at El Portalón (27,900 and
24,500 BC, respectively) confirm
a similar time of occupation, but
in different ecosystems.
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Mazouco
Freixo de Espada-à-Cinta,
Bragança
It was the first open-air location where engraved
figures attributed to the Paleolithic period were
identified. It is characterised by representations
of horses and deer and the absence of aurochs.
Foto: M. Almeida

Cerro de San
Isidro
Domingo garcía, Segovia
The Cerro de San Isidro presents
outcrops of slate that in many cases
display Paleolithic engravings as well
as other more modern ones. Among
the former, the outline of a large,
chip carving of a horse stands out –
discovered in 1980, it happens to be
the first find of its kind in the interior
of the Iberian Peninsula – along with
other similar figures identified in more
recent investigations. Along with them,
a set of small, incised figures with
simple or multiple fine engravings
can be discerned, mainly representing
horses, deer and goats. In addition
to this spot, other nearby places
with identical graphical expressions
have been recognised, constituting,
like Siega Verde and Côa, a great
Paleolithic ensemble of open-air art.
Foto: L. Municio /
Servicio Territorial de Cultura de Segovia /
Junta de Castilla y León
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Pousadouro
(Bragança)
Aside from the large concentrations of rock art in
the Côa Valley and Siega Verde, other places, such as
Pousadouro, are characterised by their limited thematic
variety.
Foto: M. Almeida

After the period marked by the
harshest climate, the occupation
of some of these sites continued,
as evidenced by the dating of
Cardina Salto do Boi (18,700 BC)
and, again, El Portalón de Cueva
Mayor (15,000 BC). New open-air
settlements are also identified,
such as Fariseu (17,000 BC),
which existed for a long time, until
10,800 BC, or Quinta da Barca Sul
(13,000-9,600 BC).
Similar evidence is also found
at the eastern end of the basin.
The Alejandre and Vergara rock
shelters (13,300–12,000 BC)
are located in places of passage
between the Douro Valley and the
Ebro Valley, whereas that of La
Peña de Estebanvela (15,500 to
9,250 BC) extends into the basin
while maintaining its peripheral
position

Cueva de
La Griega
(Pedraza, Segovia)
Karstic formation that opens in the
foothills of the Guadarrama Mountain
Range. On the walls and ceilings of
galleries and rooms, between 16,000
and 9,250 BC, a complete array of
fauna was engraved: horses and a
much smaller number of deer, aurochs,
fish, a possible feline and a wild boar.
Also, some anthropomorphic figures
and reticulated, oval and triangular
symbols can be identified.
Later, at the beginning of the Metal
Ages, other schematic-style figures
were added. They were joined in
Roman times by Latin inscriptions that
speak of the persistence of the site’s
cultic character through the ages.
Foto: L. Municio /
Servicio Territorial de Cultura de Segovia /
Junta de Castilla y León

4
Terraço do Medal
Sabor
Slab MD.32, made of schist, reconstructed with several fragments. Its current
measurements are 35 x 17.7 x 2.2 cm. It is one of the hundreds of slabs discovered at this
Paleolithic site. Among various cuts, the engraved figure of a horse stands out. The body
contours consist of soft, curved lines, and the details on the head stand out..
Foto: A. Ferreira Borges.

These groups of hunters, like their contemporaries
from the Cantabrian area, left an important
artistic legacy both inside the caves (Cueva Mayor
or La Griega) and, above all, in the open air, as
demonstrated by the ensembles in the Côa Valley,
Sabor Valley and Águeda Valley, as well as others
isolated in the Douro (Foz Tua, Mazouco, Fraga
do Gato). Other sites are found in the inner basin:
Fuente de la Salud in Salamanca and Domingo
García in Segovia.
In some of these settlements, excellent examples
of movable art attributed to the most recent period
have been recovered, as confirmed by the examples
from Fariseu, Quinta da Barca Sul and Estebanvela.
Other examples (Foz do Medal, Villalba and Cueva de
la Uña) have yet to be directly dated.

Fariseu
Vale do Côa

La Peña Estebanvela,
Ayllón, Segovia
A small shelter in the Ayllón Mountain
Range, on the southeastern side of the
basin, occupied seasonally and recurrently
between 15,500 and 9,250 BC. During
the months with the most favourable
weather, these peoples used this space to
remove the flesh of hunted prey, mainly
young ungulates, and consume it. Remains
of a rich laminar industry of scrapers and
burins, bone needles and various pebbles
decorated with engravings of zoomorphic
and geometric linear motifs have been
identified. The decorated pebbles are
found exclusively on the higher levels, from
approximately 11,500 to 11,000 BC.

It was here that in 1999, a Paleolithic human settlement was
connected to the open-air engravings for the first time. The
archaeological excavation carried out beside a decorated panel
revealed the existence of old camps with the remains of bonfires,
sheltered by the rock. And on the surface of it, other engravings
were found covered by layers of alluvial deposits.
In 2005, a new excavation made it possible to date the human
occupation of the site to between 16,400 and 10,000 BC, and
revealed that the two pieces of movable art found in the 1999
survey were part of a series of 85 engraved and four painted
pieces.
Foto: J. Paulo Ruas

Fotografía: J. M. Cofreces Ibáñez / Museo de Segovia /
Junta de Castilla y León

Barranco Hondo
Villalba, Soria
In the Alto Duero region, at the foot of the Perdices Mountain
Range, an intentionally cut slate slab was found in a ravine; on it,
a total of 37 figures of goats, horses and deer were engraved on
both sides. The settlements of the nearby town of Deza, in the Ebro
Basin, are known to be from the same stage and have been dated to
around 13,500-12,000 BC, confirming that this interior territory was
occupied by hunting groups.
Foto: A. Plaza / Museo Numantino / Junta de Castilla y León
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Sampaio
Bragança
Some rock art sites with few figures (Redor do Porco, Fraga Escrevida, Ribeira da
Sardinha and Sampaio) are characterised
by the fact that they only contain representations of aurochs.
Foto: M. Almeida

The unique characteristic of this prehistoric
art from the Douro Valley, so similar to
the cave art discovered in the early 20th
century (Altamira, Lascaux...), is the fact
that it was done mainly in the open air, with
figures engraved in rocks using a variety of
techniques: chip carving, incision, abrasion,
or a combination of them. Otherwise, it
follows similar aesthetic canons to the cave
art, and it can be grouped into four large
blocks:
• The oldest, characterised by
representations of poorly proportioned
animal contours, with almost no
anatomical details and with markedly
curved bellies
• A second one, very similar to the above,
but with less marked bellies and backs
and with more details, especially around
the head.
• The third, more classic and canonical,
with well-proportioned figures,
perspective, a profusion of anatomical
details, etc.
• And a final stage marked by small,
naturalistic, incised figures filled with
lines that coexist with geometric figures.

Foz do Tua
Mirandela, Bragança
In this rock shelter, the engraved figures of two
deer can be discerned. The one on the right is
superimposed on the head of a horse which, in turn,
is superimposed on the even older head of an auroch.
Foto: A. Santos

6
Arroyo de las Almas
La Fregeneda, Salamanca
Las Almas Brook is a tributary of the River
Águeda on the border with Portugal that preserves
a set of incised Paleolithic engravings representing
deer, horses, goats and symbols.
Foto: M. Reis / Fundación Côa Parque

Fuente de
la salud
Salamanca
It is, along with Las Almas
Brook, the last great discovery
of Paleolithic art in the interior
of the Iberian Peninsula.
In the vicinity of the city
of Salamanca, on the slate
outcrops of the River Tormes,
several medium-sized chip
carvings of figures similar to
those of Siega Verde and Côa
have been identified; among
them is a horse with two
heads, very similar to one at
Fariseu, a graphical technique
used to represent the animal’s
movement.
Foto: J.Bécares y O. Rivero /
Universidad de Salamanca

Learn more
The information provided is based on the research of several teams and individuals, as reflected in various publications, and especially:

About the Côa Valley:

About Siega Verde:

Vale do Côa. Arte Rupestre e Pré-História. A.F. de Carvalho, J. Zilhao y T. Aubry.
Ministério da Cultura. Parque Arqueológico do Vale do Côa. Lisboa 1996.
No tempo sem tempo: a arte dos caçadores paleolíticos do Vale do Côa.
Baptista, A.M. Instº Portugues de Arqueologia, Vila Nova de Foz Côa. 1999.
O paradigma perdido: o Vale do Côa e a arte paleolítica de ar livre em Portugal.
Batista A. M. Porto : Edições Afrontamento : Parque Arqueológico do Vale do Côa,
2009.

Arte Paleolítico al aire libre: El yacimiento rupestre de Siega Verde,
Salamanca. J. J. Alcolea y R. de Balbín. Arqueología en Castilla y León.
Memorias, 16. Junta de Castilla y León. Salamanca, 2006.
Siega Verde. Arte rupestre al aire libre. Guía del yacimiento. Junta de Castilla y
León. J. J. Fernández y M. Burón (Eds.). Salamanca, 2011.
Conoce Siega Verde. Arte Paleolítico al aire libre. C. Vázquez y J. Angulo; Centro de
Estudios Mirobrigenses. Excmo. Ayuntamiento de Ciudad Rodrigo, Salamanca, 2019.

https://www.arte-coa.pt/
https://www.turismoenportugal.org/parquearqueologico-do-vale-do-coa

www.siegaverde.es
https://www.turismocastillayleon.com/es/arte-culturapatrimonio/yacimientos-arqueologicos/siega-verde

Visitas al Valle del Côa: +351 279 768 260
museugeral@arte-coa.pt

Reservas de Siega Verde: +34 923 480 198
visitas@siegaverde.es
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