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Editorial

2001 war ein positives Jahr, wir konnten gute
Spendeneingänge verzeichnen und in die Zu-
kunft investieren. Unter anderem konnten wir
einige Projekte beginnen und für weitere Projek-
te, wie unsere Academy weitere Bausteine sam-
meln. Das Schulungsmaterial muss neu erstellt
werden, denn bisher gibt es keine gleichartige
Institution, um Informationen zu sammeln. Da
dies mit großem Aufwand verbunden ist, wird
der Beginn der Academy auf ein weiteres Jahr
verschoben. Aber wer mehr wissen will, kann
unsere Broschüre anfordern.

Mit unserer finanziellen Hilfe errichten Mitarbei-
ter in Samaipata/Bolivien eine ethnographische
Museumsabteilung. 

Ebenfalls mit unserer Hilfe werden einige Exper-
ten, Geologen und Hoch- und Tiefbauspeziali-
sten, nach Israel reisen, um dort eine Felswand
mit Petroglyphen vor dem Einsturz zu schützen.
Israel wird in den nächsten zwei Jahren unser
Schwerpunktgebiet sein, denn hier sind noch
viele Regionen unerforscht und die wenigen
bekannten sind vom Zerfall bedroht. Stonewatch
hat den offiziellen Auftrag bekommen, den
Bestand und den Zustand der einzelnen Plätze zu
dokumentieren und notfalls nötige Schritte zu
unternehmen, um den Erhalt zu sichern.

Wieder hat sich das Aussehen des Magazins ver-
ändert. Diesmal bringen wir einen großen Artikel
über einen unserer Lieblingsplätze, dem Timna-
Tal in Israel, der gleichzeitig auch als separates
Heft und auch in Farbe auf CD zu beziehen ist.
Natürlich wird auch das gesamte Magazin im
Internet für Leser bereitstehen, die sich die Datei
herunterladen und in Farbe ausdrucken können.

Nochmals möchte ich darauf hinweisen, dass bei
uns einige Bücher herausgegeben wurden, die
sich mit Felsbildern etc. befassen. Besonders
lesenswert und auch als Nachschlagewerk ist das
Buch von LaVan Martineau zu verwenden. Es
sollte in keiner Bibliothek fehlen.

Unser CD-Felsbildlexikon ist günstiger gewor-
den. Durch größere Nachfrage wird mehr produ-
ziert und somit ist auch der Preis gefallen. Der
neue Preis beträgt 25,-Euro.

Editorial

2001 was quite a positive year.  We were happy
to receive a good amount of contributions to our
foundation and its future.  We are now able to
start new projects and promote already existing
ones, e.g., collecting further "bricks" of our Aca-
demy.  The training course materials have to be
made up anew as there is no comparable instituti-
on that would collect information.  As it requires
a larger expenditure of time and money, the start
of the Academy will be postponed for another
year.  Readers interested in further details are
invited to order our brochure.
 
Financial assistance was granted to several scien-
tific undertakings.  Specialists in Samaipata are
installing a new Museum Division of Ethnogra-
phy.  

Other experts, including geologists and civil
engineers, will travel to Israel in order to secure a
cliff with rockwritings from collapsing.  Israel
anyway will be one main field during the next
two years because many regions are unimplored
but already in danger of decay.  StoneWatch was
officially engaged to demonstrate by documenta-
tion the existence and condition of interesting
finding places and undertake professional steps
of conservation.

The magazine's image has changed again.  This
edition presents, among others, a comprehensive
article on our favorite research site, Israel's
Timna Valley.  The essay is also available as spe-
cial print and in color on CD.  Needless to say
that the magazine's contents shows up in the
internet for on-line readers interested in loading
down and printing out a colored paper copy.

We would like to draw the reader's attention once
more to the fact that several books dealing with
rock writing have been published.  Recommen-
dable to everybody and serving as an introducto-
ry essay into the matter as well as a reference
encyclopedia is LaVan Martineau's book on the
subject.  It should not be missing in any library.

Our CD Petrographical Dictionary was reduced
in price.  Due to increased demand, the circulati-
on is now higher and, consequently, the costs are
lower.  The actual price is 25 Euro per copy.



It becomes increasingly accepted that much of the glo-
bal rock art is the product of small, shamanic forager
groups, especially in areas such as Siberia, Africa and
the Americas. There are, however, rock art regions
where a shamanic context has not yet been investiga-
ted thoroughly. One of these areas is the Atacama
Desert in South America; an area littered with all sorts
of rock art images, many
still waiting to be interpre-
ted.

This essay attempts to es-
tablish that it is highly pro-
bable that at least a part of
the rich rock art repertoire
of the Atacama Desert may
be of shamanic origin. Se-
veral aspects of the shama-
nic world like entoptic ima-
gery, Spirit Helpers, orien-
tation of the imagery, attri-
butes and specific shama-
nic attitudes, will be dis-
cussed and compared with
a selection of Atacameñan
rock art images featuring
idiosyncratic imagery.

Interpretation of rock art is
not an easy task. This can
be perfectly illustrated by
an interesting set of rock
paintings at Alero El Pes-
cador, Caspana, Chile (Fi-
gure 1. A; for location of
the major sites mentioned
in the text see Figure 2). 

A human figure, hovering
over a strange bird with
humanoid legs and another
faceless human figure, is
fishing while standing/sit-
ting in a small double-boat
suggestive of the typical
reed rafts still sailing Lago Titicaca today. Lago Titica-
ca is an enormous lake situated far inland at an extre-
me altitude just north of the well-known Tiwanaku
complex, Bolivia. But also coastal peoples once used
(and some still do) reed rafts for fishing.

In general, fishing scenes are relatively scarce in rock
art, and extremely rare in deserts. Paintings of fishing
scenes from leather rafts occasionally are depicted in

the coastal river-gorge of El Médano, Taltal, Chile
(Gallardo 1997: 38). It is therefore most peculiar to
find a fishing scene painted on a rock shelter above a
shallow river in a desert at a height of 3200 m above
sea level, some 200 km inland. The scene becomes
even more enigmatic when one realises that today
nowhere in the Atacama really navigable waters occur
(however, in prehistoric times some of the salars - like
nearby Turi - may have been navigable lakes). Also
fishing from a raft in a shallow desert river seems rat-
her odd.

However, the specific character of the Andean land-
scape and the uneven distribution of resources may
offer one explanation. The northern Chilean topogra-
phy notably is characterised by three much differing

ecological altitude zones
(coastal zone, desert,
mountains) traversed by
east-west running river-
gorges. Each zone had its
own specific resources and
as a result, extensive trade-
caravans of pack-llamas
criss-crossed the area
(Muñoz & Briones 1996),
connecting the several
zones, often trading presti-
gious and exotic goods.
This trade-economy, based
on the domestication of
camelids, is frequently de-
picted in Atacameñan rock
art. Consequently also exo-
tic imagery, often far re-
moved from the original
habitats, occasionally ap-
peared in local rock art.
This could explain a fis-
hing scene in the middle of
the desert. It could consti-
tute an idiosyncratic docu-
mentation of earlier con-
tacts between distant areas.

And yet, this explanation
seems not to be entirely
satisfactorily. The Pesca-
dor scene is too different
from "standard" Ataca-
meñan rock art imagery
and thus may have a hid-
den layer of meaning. Not
only the location is most

unusual; also the whole configuration and especially
the bird-shaped head of the fisherman are an anomaly.
This could point to a certain degree of idiosyncrasy of
the artist, but it could equally mean that the imagery is
the result of a shamanic experience. Perhaps the fisher
is a shaman transformed into a bird. Indeed, world-
wide shamans are associated with bird imagery, for
instance in the rock art of Utah, U.S.A. (Slifer 2000:
18). But especially the fishing scene could also graphi-
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A SURVEY INTO SHAMAN-RELATED
ROCK ART

OF THE ATACAMA DESERT, CHILE

by MAARTEN VAN HOEK

Figure 1.
A) Painting from Alero El Pescador, Caspana, Chile.
B) Detail of fishing scene, Tsoelike River, South Africa
(Modified after Ouzman 1995, Fig. 10). C) Detail of
paintings near Caspana, Chile (A and C: Modified
after Fernando Maldonado. In: Rock art in the Andes
of Capricorn. Museo Chileno de Arte Precolombino,
Santiago de Chile, 1999, pages 79 and 85).



cally document a specific metaphor analogous to rock
paintings of the southern African San people (Figure
1.B) where fishers are said to depict shamans acqui-
ring supernatural power (Ouzman 1995: 9). Summari-
sing, the Pescador fishing-scene could be the result of
long-distance contacts, but a shamanic origin cannot
be ruled out completely.
In this essay I shall discuss several aspects of Ataca-
meñan rock art, focusing at images from two petro-
glyph sites, Rosario and Tarapacá 47 in order to find
out whether Atacameñan rock art may be shaman-rela-
ted. But first it will prove useful to briefly explore the
general shamanic world.

THE WORLD OF THE SHAMAN
All human cultures develop certain patterns of beha-
ving, designed to guard against the unexpected, and
better to control man's relationships to the universe in
which one lives. This special area of patterns, insepa-
rable from the total cultural matrix, is called religion.
Importantly, all religious systems involve the concept
of supernatural power, a force that exists invisibly
throughout the universe. It may be possessed by natu-
ral features (such as rocks, pools and mountain peaks)
and artefacts (such as weapons, boats and tools), but
also by humans. Rigorous performance of necessary
rituals combined with quality craftsmanship often
increases this power.

From this flows that certain persons may collect more
power and skills than others and thus the appearance
of religious practitioners, persons more skilled or
trained in making contact with the supernatural, may
be explained. Two general groups of religious specia-
lists, shamans and priests, may be distinguished (alt-
hough there are numerous societies where religious
specialists share characteristics of both groups). For
our purposes however, a shaman can be defined as a
man or woman who serves a group as a part-time,
individually operating religious practitioner.

Shamanic groups must have had a stratified concept of
their universe in which upper, middle and lower
realms can be distinguished. The upper and lower ter-
ritories then comprise supernatural realms, whereas
the middle realm constitutes the ordinary world. Of
course these realms are normally separated and there-
fore invisible and inaccessible for ordinary people, but
certain persons with special skills and powers, like
shamans in trance, are able to "travel" between these
realms. The arts, but also much of the monumental
architecture produced by (individuals of) a culture,
often served to unite these planes, but also may depict
or mirror (elements of) the supernatural world, often
in an adapted, idiosyncratic way.

Trance is the major means of the shaman to access the
supernatural realms. Important is that during trance
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Figure 2.   Maps of the study area, showing the locations of the major rock art sites mentioned in the text.



specific mental imagery appears. In general, three sta-
ges in the development of mental imagery may be dis-
tinguished (Dowson 1992). The first stage is characte-
rised by (often moving or shimmering) abstract or
geometric shapes such as dots and all sorts of lines
(either single or nested) like serpentines, zigzags, cir-
cles, spirals and U-shapes. These images, "created
within the eye" are called phosphenes or entoptic
images. Because all humans universally share the
same nervous system, entoptic imagery is surprisingly
similar cross-culturally. Entoptic imagery resembles
the many non-iconic patterns in rock art so much that
much of the "abstract" rock art (but certainly not all)
may have been derived from (shamanic) trance experi-
ences. Importantly, the shaman-artist and the contem-
porary observers/users may have considered some
"non-conic" figures as depictions of real things or
beings. What we perceive as "abstract" art today, like a
zigzag, may originally have been intended to depict
something real, a snake perhaps.

During the second stage, which is characterised by
making sense of the raw and chaotic imagery experi-
enced in trance, the personal and cultural background
of the trancer and his/her knowledge of and experien-
ces with the natural environment start to select, influ-
ence and shape the hallucinations into more easily
understood forms. After all, the shaman had to com-
municate with and to convince ordinary people. Thus
certain phosphenes were ignored and others were cul-
tivated, depending on the cultural and environmental
matrix of the trancer. During the third, more culturally
controlled stage, persons in trance create their own
hallucinations, which are experienced by them as
other realities. It is from this stage that an enormous
variation of imagery originates.

THE SNAKE AS SPIRIT HELPER
Also Atacameñan rock art might, at least partially,
have been derived from shamanic (trance-)experien-
ces.  However, it must be
kept in mind again that
much of Atacameñan rock
art also strongly relates to
the economy based on
caravans of camelids. And,
importantly, most rock art
sites, also Rosario and
Tarapacá 47, are situated
on (the convergence of)
major trade routes (Mu-
ñoz & Briones 1996) and
therefore much of the art,
in which depictions of
camelids are predominant
(Figure 3), derives from
the rituals of the carava-
neers. 

Two Chilean rock art
sites, Rosario and Tara-
pacá 47, will serve as
examples with which I

would like to demonstrate that apart from "caravan-
art" also shaman-related art possibly developed in the
Atacama.

Most petroglyphs at Rosario depict humans and ani-
mals. Only few non-iconic figures occur. I selected a
specific boulder from Rosario to establish a possible
shamanic origin of Atacameñan rock art. Its steeply
sloping, north (sun!) facing surface shows a inte-
resting variety of zoomorphic and anthropomorphic
imagery (Figure 4).

Tarapacá 47 comprises an area with small boulders
featuring lightly pecked petroglyphs that mainly
depict non-iconic forms such as circles, solar forms,
spirals, zigzags and iconic figures. It seems to be justi-
fied to consider the non-iconic motifs (Figure 8) to
possibly represent images of phosphenes, derived
from the first stage of trance. I would like to focus the
attention onto zigzag imagery.

Especially zigzags are phosphenes that are readily
selected cross-culturally, because, universally, they
can easily be linked with natural features like meande-
ring rivers, water (the Egyptian zigzag-hieroglyph
stands for water!), lightning or snakes. In the Zuni
mythology of SW U.S.A. for instance, the zigzag pat-
tern is often associated with rain-bringing thunder-
storms, characterised by heavy lightning. The thunder-
bolt is symbolised by the Zuni in the form of a zigzag
or a snake, their rain-animal. I therefore wish to
emphasise again that what is for us a distinctly
abstract depiction, like serpentine grooves or zigzags,
actually may represent real things.

This seems to be confirmed by zigzag imagery on the
Puberty Rock, east of Los Angeles, U.S.A., which is
ethnographically identified as rattlesnake, the male-
gendered Spirit Helper during girls' puberty initiation
(Whitley 1998: 12). Spirit Helpers are animals, like
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Figure 3. Petroglyphs of camelids with humans, zigzags and a solar symbol at Tara-
pacá 47, Chile.



the snake or the bird, especially selected by shamans
from their natural environment or from their hallucina-
tory world to assist in several rituals, like making rain
or curing diseases, but also to serve as a metaphorical
bridge to the supernatural realm. They helped a sha-
man to transform more easily into and out of a super-
natural form.

Many American Indian rock art scenes seem to depict
such a successful transformation, like the man-bird
images in the Owl Canyon, Arizona (Slifer 2000: 160)
and the enigmatic petroglyphs from Dinwoody,
Wyoming, where we possibly find humans transfor-
med into buffaloes (Figure 5.B). An engraving from
McCoy Spring, Colorado (Figure 5.D), shows a ser-
pentine emerging from a crack in the rock and trans-
forming into a human. Whitley (1998: 17) argues that
this engraving may be interpreted as a rattlesnake-sha-
man transmogrifying into or out of a snake. A similar
example from Moab, Utah (Figure 6.A), that possibly
started off as a horned snake, features four small limbs
and a stinger (a human scorpion?).

A petroglyphic stone from Sobrayo, Valle de Azapa,
just south of Rosario, features a similar "snake" with a
possible stinger (Figure 6.B). Interestingly, on the
other side of the Sobraya stone is a human figure
(Figure 9.F), which might be the depiction of a sha-
man. This human figure will be discussed later.

Obviously, there exists a strong intimacy between sha-
mans, rainmaking and snakes in arid areas.  Ethno-

graphic evidence relates how the Hopi shamans in the
U.S.A. performed the well-known Snake Dance,
intended to bring rain to a growing crop. At the end of
the ceremony, snakes were held in the mouth of the
dancers. This practice seems to be mirrored in a large
painting of a shaman (?) from Utah, U.S.A., which
features a snake in a large open mouth (Slifer 2000:
19). Another painting from San Rafael Swell, Utah,
features a real snake hovering over a large human
figure (Figure 5.E), interpreted as a shaman with a
Spirit Helper "praying" for rain (Diethelm & Diethelm
1995). Another painting features a partially curled-up
snake with two extremities and "horns" and is associa-
ted with an enigmatic figure holding a drum (?), pro-
bably a shaman. At Sego Canyon, Utah, there is a
large panel featuring a number of alien-looking
anthropomorphs (shamans?). Several anthropomorphs
are associated with realistic snakes, some of which are
"horned". One of the anthropomorphs is even associa-
ted with three snakes, two "biting" the shoulders
(Figure 5.F). But the "alien" is also noteworthy for its
strange appendages on its bizarre-looking head from
which two sets of three smaller lines emanate, each set
pointing to two rows of circles connected by thin
lines. Are these delicate lines emerging from the
appendages the power lines (evoked by the biting sna-
kes?) that reach for these clouds to cause the rain to
fall onto the land? Are the circles rain-clouds and are
the thin lines from the circles rain-showers, perhaps?
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Figure 4. A petroglyphic boulder at Rosario, Chile, selected for this survey to demonstrate a possible shamanic
origin for Atacameñan rock art.  (see Figure 7 for sketch)



The concern for
water is also a
basic tenet in the
Atacama, which is
no surprise as it is
the driest desert in
the world.
We have seen that
snakes often oc-
cur in a shamani-
stic rain-making
context, and that
could as well be
the reason for the
presence of "sna-
kes" at Rosario
(but also at Aza-
pa, Ofragía, Ari-
quilda, Tarapacá,
Toro Muerto (Pe
ru), and elsew-
here in the Ataca-
ma). Near the
west edge of the
Rosario boulder,
is a small snake-
like groove (Figu-
re 7. E), but much
more prominent is
the large "snake"
on the east half
(F). Moreover, a
figure (G) near the
west edge seems
to combine human
aspects and zoo-
morphic (snake-
like?) characteri-
stics; a shaman in
process of trans-
formation? This
seems also a plau-
sible interpretati-
on for the strange
figure (H) on the
east half of the
rock; a dancing
(?) figure with a
"snake" on its
head? Also near
Ofragía, there has
been reported a
petroglyph of a
human figure with
a snake-form abo-
ve its head; also
interpreted as a
water - symbol
(Muñoz & Brio-
nes 1996: 72).
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Figure 5. A) Grotesque anthropomorph, The Split Boy, featuring two torsos and six arms,
two of which are reaching for a human figure (?) on the left-hand head. B) Three possible
transformed buffalo-shamans, one superimposed by a grid-human. A and B: Dinwoody,
Wyoming, U.S.A. (Modified after Doak Heyser 1996: WWW. Rupestre. net/rockart/SW USA).
C) Manitoba, Canada. (Modified after Lanteigne 1990). D) McCoy Spring, Colorado,
U.S.A. (Modified after Whitley 1998). E) San Rafael Swell, Utah, U.S.A. (Modified after
Diethelm & Diethelm 1995). F) Sego Canyon, Utah, U.S.A. (Modified after Heyser 1996).
G) Little Petroglyph Canyon, California, U.S.A. (Modified after Whitley 1998). A, B, D and
G are petroglyphs; the others are paintings.



It is a fact that, cross-culturally, also dancing is fre-
quently associated with shamanism and rain-rituals.
Strikingly, on the Rosario boulder, just west of and

possibly associated with "snake" (F), are some people
(I) that seem to be dancing. Similar "dancing" figures
are reported elsewhere in the Atacama, like at nearby
San Lorenzo, Valle de Azapa, but also at Tarapacá
(Figure 7.2). Further north, at Toro Muerto, Peru,

dancing figures (Figure 7.1) are
associated with zigzags (snakes?).

The snake, like many other ani-
mals (Espinosa 1996), clearly is of
ambivalent character; it may be
regarded as benevolent (it "brings"
rain) or as malevolent (it is dange-
rous). Consequently, not every
association of snakes with humans
in rock art will depict a shamanic
rainmaking scene. For instance, it
is possible that a human being
reacts alarmed when it is confron-
ted with a snake. This shock is
what is possibly depicted in rock
art scenes at Vitlycke, Sweden;
Monte Bego, France, and, inte-
restingly, also at Tarapacá 47,
where we not only find several
instances of (entoptic?) zigzags or
possibly stylised snakes (Figures 3
and 8), but also a fine petroglyph
of a human figure superimposed
upon a zigzag (Figure 9.B). The
whole configuration however, is

so lively that it seems to be justified to interpret the
scene as a human that reacts alarmed when it encoun-
ters a snake and tries to trample it. But equally it may

be a rain-shaman with its Spirit Helper. This seems to
be confirmed by the fact that the human figure has a
"horned" head, a feature often pointing to shamanic
practices. Moreover, the "snake" seems to have an
upturned head.
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Figure 6. A) Possible transmogrifying snake-shaman from Moab, Utah,
U.S.A. (Modified after Heyser 1996). B) Snake petroglyph from Sobraya,
Chile.

Figure 7. The selected Rosario boulder (letters refer to the text). Insets: 1) Petroglyph scene of dancing shamans
(?) associated with zigzags (snakes?) from Toro Muerto, Peru (Modified after Disselhoff & Linné, 1981: Fig.
60). 2) Petroglyph of dancing figures at Tarapacá, Chile.



UPSIDE-DOWN IMAGERY
It looks as if the Tarapacá snake has been depicted
upside-down and, although it is uncertain whether this
has been done on purpose, this specific attitude may in
general be related to the shamanic world. A more ob-
vious example is found further south, at Chiuchiu in
the heart of the Atacama. Three small anthropomor-
phs, engraved on a vertical north face of boulder 24,
possibly represent the Andean staff-god (Van Hoek
2001a: 51). Interestingly, one "god" is closely associa-
ted with snakes. One of the most remarkable aspects
of these snakes is that all the animals are clearly de-
picted upside-down, their heads slightly raised, loo-
king upwards, so it seems. This specific position cer-
tainly was premeditated, as only inverted imagery exe-
cuted on vertical or strongly sloping surfaces satis-
factorily excludes chance. Inverted imagery may re-
main inexplicable, as is the case with some upside-
down birdmen petroglyphs that I observed on the ver-
tical outcrop-face at locus 18, Mata Ngarau, Easter
Island. I have also no informed explanation for the
specific upside-down position of the Chiuchiu and
Tarapacá snakes, but I would like to draw the attention
to some possibly important analogies, one of which
may universally link inverted imagery to shamanistic
beliefs.
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Figure 8. Selection of non-iconic petroglyphs from
Tarapacá 47, Chile, possibly derived from the first
stage of hallucinatory imagery.

Figure 9. Chilean petroglyphs of anthropomorphs with head appendages. A, B, C, D and G) Tarapacá (G: a
"musical fox", modified after Espinosa 1996: Fig. 6). E) Rosario. F) Sobrayo. H) Chiuchiu.



Although relatively rare, instances of inverted imagery
occur all over the world. Fine examples are reported
from Africa, where we find examples of inverted catt-
le, giraffe and rhinoceros. It is highly unlikely howe-
ver, that inverted animal imagery relates to the traditi-
on to carry home dead game, hanging upside-down
from a pole, as this is not practicable for animals like
giraffe or rhinoceros. Neither does this practice ex-
plain (vertically) inverted imagery of humans.

A plausible explanation is that inverted animals actual-
ly represent real dead animals and that the imagery
simply relates to hunting practices, but this hardly
explains inverted imagery of humans. Elsewhere,
instances of inverted imagery are also associated with
death, even when it concerns human figures. By
depicting an inverted image, one possibly intended to
depict the opposite of life, namely death.

But it is more likely that in many cases there is a hid-
den reason for inverted imagery. The answer may
come from South Africa. At several places we find
Bushmen paintings of humans and animals that have
intentionally been depicted upside-down. It is then
argued (Ouzman 1997: 237) that an upside-down ani-
mal or human in San rock art is regarded to be "dead";
a common metaphor for shamans having entered the
spirit world, and thus, in San rock art, inverted image-
ry seems to be firmly related to shamanistic beliefs.
This theory more satisfactorily explains the reversed
position of human figures. It now is conceivable that
elsewhere upside-down imagery also relates to shama-
nistic experiences.

Indeed, also in Atacameñan rock art rare instances of
inversion occur. The most interesting examples are
found at Rosario where at least four bird petroglyphs
disobey the vertical axis (Van Hoek 2002). On the

selected boulder there is a large
bird (Figure 7.K) that is clearly
depicted upside-down. Because
of its size, the curved beak and
the typical splayed feathers, I
suggest that this engraving
depicts a large bird of prey; the
big proportions strongly suggest
the mighty condor. It is closely
associated with a phallic anthro-
pomorph (L) with a feathered
(solar?) head-dress and raised
arms. It definitely is in a position
that suggests a very special rela-
tion to the bird. But what is that
relation?

In Andean mythology it is often
argued that by depicting the
condor, one attempted to acquire 
its ability and power to fly and
thus to dominate the landscape

and (especially) the high, inaccessible mountains,
dwelling places of gods and (ancestral) spirits. This
may explain the occasional depiction of condor-men
in Atacameñan rock art, for instance at Alero Zurita
(Figure 10), 50 km north of Chiuchiu, and possibly
also at Ofragía. The meaning of the bird imagery at
Rosario however, may altogether be different, as the
condor does not belong to the natural habitat of the
lower course of the river Lluta and, moreover, is
depicted upside-down!

However, there may be an explanation for the pre-
sence of condor-petroglyphs in this coastal area. Their
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Figure 10. Painting of a condor-man from Alero Zuri-
ta, Chile (Modified after Fernando Maldonado. In:
Rock art in the Andes of Capricorn. Museo Chileno de
Arte Precolombino, Santiago de Chile, 1999, page
35).

Figure 11. Petroglyphs of lizards surrounding a frog at
Tarapacá 47, Chile.



iconography may relate to a sometimes disastrous
impact on the west coast of South America caused by
periodical changes of the Pacific currents. Normally,
the Humboldt Current runs north along the coast and
turns west near the equator. This cold sea current is so
extremely rich in nutrients that it harbours an enor-
mous quantity of fish and other sea creatures. The
abundance of sea-life also explains a strange paradox
on land. In places, the barren desert coasts of Chile
and Peru are teeming with birds and marine mammals
that flock together in large colonies, solely feeding on
the richness of the sea.

For some still unknown reason however, this cold sea
current is periodically replaced by a warm current
from the west; a phenomenon known as El Niño.

During severe El Niños these
warmer but "empty" waters
push aside the nutritious
Humboldt Current, often cau-
sing an enormous mortality.
As a consequence certain
parts of the coast are literally
littered with carcasses. These
dead and dying animals natu-
rally attract all sorts of preda-
tors and scavengers and, sig-
nificantly, it is also during
such disasters that condors
descend from the high moun-
tains to feast upon the dead
animals. For the indigenous
societies however, the emer-
gence of many of these enor-
mous birds will have been
regarded as a bad omen, an-
nouncing death and disaster in
the Atacama.

How can such a disaster be
appeased? The answer is by
addressing and propitiating
the deities or ancestral spirits
of their culture. This requires
a careful and balanced appro-
ach by specialised people like
priests or shamans. It now
seems to be conceivable that
the inverted imagery of large
birds of prey at Rosario
graphically symbolises this
contact with the supernatural.

Significantly, a human figure (a shaman?) is directly
associated with the finest bird-petroglyph. The inversi-
on of the condor may be a metaphor, documenting the
possibly drug induced passage (see below) of a sha-
man into the supernatural realm. Possibly the sacred
bird served as the Spirit Helper for the shaman (like
the frog at Tarapacá), and the imagery may have been
intentionally inverted to immediately address a power-
ful god or the ancestral spirits with a special message
or prayer, possibly to turn away disasters. Moreover,
El Niños often bring torrential and destructive rains,
which proves that, also in a desert, water can be a
serious threat. But in deserts water is definitely a
necessity.

THE HUNT FOR WATER
Universally, there are many rock art scenes that firmly
relate to water or rain-shamanism or at least express a
deep concern for water resources. Many involve the
participation of a special water-animal, a Spirit Helper
like the snake.

But the essence of the Spirit Helper of the rain-shaman
may be hidden in the common gaze. In California for
instance, many engravings of humans hunting bighorn
sheep occur. But "... drawings of 'hunters and sheep'
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Figure 12. A) Detail from the Newspaper Rock, Utah
(Modiefied after James Q. Jacobs 1997: WWW.
Rupestre.net/rockart/Jacobs). B) Possible shaman's
mask from Mugur-Sargol, Siberia, with antlers and a
human figure on its head (Modified after Ksica & Ksi-
cová 1994). C) Shaman from Bossekop, Norway.
(Modified after Evers 1999). D) Detail of feline-
anthropomorph (transformed shaman?) from La Tuni-
ta, Argentina (Modified after Carlos Aschero, In: Rock
art in the Andes of Capricorn. Museo Chileno de Arte
Precolombino, Santiago de Chile, 1999).



have nothing to do with 'hunting magic' but instead are
graphic metaphors for creating rain", and "...'to kill a
bighorn' was a verbal and graphic metaphor for a rain-
shaman's altered state of consciousness" (Whitley
1998: 23; for Siberian parallels see Francfort 1998).

Hunting scenes are rare in Atacameñan petroglyph art
(though more common as earlier pictographs - Muñoz
& Briones 1996: 65). However, a surprisingly fine
example is found at the selected Rosario boulder. A
kneeling human aims a bow-and-arrow at a group of
four camelids (Figure 7.A). Does this scene represent
a metaphor as well? Importantly, the archer has a
"horned" head and might be a shaman engaged in a
rain-creating ritual.

In Atacameñan rock art, especially
frogs, snakes and lizards are regarded
as rain-animals (Espinosa 1996). The
choice of the frog as a Spirit Helper for
a water-shaman is no surprise, as this
amphibian is venerated almost world-
wide for its ability to foretell rain
(Espinosa 1996) and its sensitivity to
earthquakes. Although depictions of
frogs are relatively scarce in Ataca-
meñan rock art, instances occur at Ari-
quilda and Chiuchiu. At Tarapacá 47, a
frog has been engraved inside a human
figure (Figure 9.C), which may be a
document of the idiosyncratic beliefs of
a specialised water-shaman. A panel
nearby even features a possible frog
carved upon the back of a frog (Van
Hoek: 2001b). Interestingly, another
panel at Tarapacá 47 shows lizards and
anthropomorphic lizards surrounding a
clear depiction of a frog or toad (Figure
11). In general, lizards in rock art are
often hard to distinguish from humans
and some may represent shamans in
transformation. The Tarapacá "lizards"
may therefore represent shamans in dif-
ferent stages of transformation surroun-
ding an amphibian, the Spirit Helper.

SHAMANIC ATTRIBUTES 
The paraphernalia by which shamans are recognisable
are diverse and manifold in normal life, but hard to
identify in rock art. In Siberia representations of
masks (Figure 12.B) are considered as attributes of a
shaman (Francfort 1998: 213), but Siberian shamans
have also been depicted while beating a drum (Ksica
& Ksicová 1994: 152; Autio 1998). In Northern Ame-
rica, the drum also seems to be depicted, for instance
in paintings from Manitoba (Figure 5.C) and Utah.
Also in Atacameñan mythology drum playing animals
occur (Espinosa 1996: 149).

In Scandinavian rock art, human figures are said to
represent shamans because they hold an animal-hea-
ded staff (Figure 12.C; compare with a human from

Rosario, Figure 9.E), or, in other panels, a boomerang
(Evers 1999: 91). In Southern African rock art, fly-
whisks, karosses, bags and other items of hide possi-
bly functioned as a medium by which shamans beco-
me transformed (Ouzman 1995: 10; 1997: 99-100).
Petroglyphs depicting fringed skin bags also have
been reported in shamanic context on rock art panels
from Sheep Canyon, California. It is even conceivable
that some of the alleged "abstract" rock art motifs are
in fact iconic depictions of the many much differing
and often "secret" attributes of a shaman. Therefore,
also some fringed "abstract" engravings from Tarapacá
47 could possibly represent the skin bags of a shaman
(Figure 13).

SHAMANIC ATTITUDES
Sometimes shamans are said to be identifiable by spe-
cific attitudes. These positions, occasionally recorded
in ethnographic accounts, are especially evident in
southern African rock art (Ouzman 1995). Besides
being inverted, San shamans are said to have been
depicted with one raised leg; dancing; with arms
behind their back; bent forward, often with bleeding
nose; with fragmented or elongated bodies or with
other bodily deformations (see however Lanteigne
1990: 54); or with a hand raised to the nose as an indi-
cation of a nasal bleeding.

If such attitudes indeed may reveal a shaman, it is
impossible that all the positions mentioned above will
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Figure 13. Petroglyphs of "abstract" figures (possible
skin-bags of shamans?) at Tarapacá 47, Chile.



occur exclusively in San rock art. In this respect it is
interesting to notice that certain engravings from Tara-
pacá 47 also seem to involve shamanic attitudes, like
dancing (Figure 7.2). Most interesting however, is a
steeply sloping, east facing boulder featuring six small
zoomorphic figures comprising one possible bird and
at least three mammals (Figure 14). The two biggest
mammals clearly have been laterally depicted and
seem to represent felines (puma or jaguar) in a strange
crouched position. Similar figures occur elsewhere at
Tarapacá. Interestingly, they have a curled-up tail,
which adds to the impression that animals are depic-
ted. When you ignore the tail however, they also might
represent humans that are steeply  bending forward
and, most impor-
tantly, having an
arm/leg raised to
the head, touching
the nose so it
seems. Especially
the forward ben-
ding position and
the arm/leg raised
to the head also
seem to indicate
that these Tarapacá
"felines" could be
shamans in trance,
being transformed
into their feline
form. Their raised
arms could point
to a nasal blee-
ding. Another rock
art panel at Tara-
pacá shows a pe-
troglyph of a hu-
man figure (Figure
9.A) depicted with
one arm raised to
the "horned" head.
This attitude also
might indicate a
nasal bleeding.

Unfortunately there is no local ethnographic record to
ascertain nasal haemorrhages at Tarapacá, but it is
generally accepted that shamanic transformation into a
feline is a major feature of the Andean mythology.
This seems to have been illustrated at many instances,
not only in Andean rock art (Figure 12.D), but also in
the monumental art of the Andes. For instance, an
impressive sculptured sequence of a shaman transfor-
ming into a feline is found at Chavín de Huantar, Peru
(Stone-Miller 1995: 39).

Nasal haemorrhages are aggravated by the frequent
inhaling of hallucinatory products through the nose
with small tubes or pipes. The use of such tubes and
pipes has been confirmed by archaeological evidence
from Chile (Berenguer 1997: 23; Gallardo 1997: 36),
and also in other parts of the American Indian world
nasal bleedings have been reported in shamanic con-

texts. Therefore, the Tarapacá "animals" (Figure 14)
could possibly represent shamans bleeding through the
nose, 

Just possibly, the inhaling of drugs through pipes is
depicted in Atacameñan rock art as well. Below the
"hunting scene" at Rosario are three human figures
(Figures 7.B, C and D) that are remarkable to have at
least one arm raised to an extension from the face.
Similar configurations occur elsewhere, for instance
on a large block of stone from Sobraya, Valle de
Azapa, just south of Rosario. It features a "horned"
and possibly dancing figure, perhaps with three raised
arms, two touching a line from the face (Figure 9. F).

Such  anthropo-
morphic  f igures
cou ld  be  in te r-
preted as people
playing  some
sor t  o f  mus ica l
ins t rument ,  a
f lu te  perhaps .

Indeed, ethnogra-
phically attested
petroglyphs of
flute-players have
been reported in
American Indian
rock art, especially
in the Anasazi cul-
ture. For instance,
at Sand Island,
Utah, fine exam-
ples of flute play-
ers (Figure 15.3)
are found, inclu-
ding a flute-play-
ing bighorn sheep
(Slifer 2000: 120).

But also Ataca-
meñan rock art
has its flute play-
ers, for instance at

Ariquilda. At several sites moreover, depictions of
upstanding foxes (similar to the Lluta geoglyph) are
found, playing the flute, for instance at Tarapacá 47
(Figure 9.G). Musical foxes however, have ears and
distinct tails (Espinosa 1996: 139); features that are
absent at the three Rosario humans. Only human D
(Figure 15.2), touching a trumpet rather than a flute,
seems to have a "tail", too short however, to identify
him as a fox. Moreover, human D at Rosario and the
Sobraya figure are depicted phallic (compare with the
enormous deformed "penis" at the Utah Flute Player),
a feature not noted at "musical foxes", but more likely
related to shamanism, as some hallucinogens simulta-
neously are aphrodisiacs, often resulting in priapism
(Whitley 1998: 19).

Therefore, the Rosario and Sobraya figures probably
are not musical foxes. They could be shamans inhaling
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Figure 14. Petroglyphs of a bird and "felines" (transforming shamans?)
at Tarapacá 47, Chile.



hallucinatory stuff through a tube (but they equally
could be shamans playing the flute!), in comparison
with an elaborate rock art panel from Puerto Rico
where a large group of figures seems to be engaged
inhaling hallucinatory drugs through a kind of pipe
(Santos, Costas & Hidalgo 1996: 106). It may be
significant that the body and lower extremities of the
biggest figures from Puerto Rico are bird-shaped
(Figure 15.1). Are the larger (=more important?) figu-
res shamans in transformation? Those large figures are
moreover exclusively adorned with head-appendages,
which also could identify such figures as shamans.

SOUL RAYS OR SOLAR RAYS?
Indeed, the shamanic character of some Atacameñan
rock art is possibly confirmed by the appendages on
the heads of many of the human figures (for instances
see Figure 9). This brings me to the final part of this
essay; the appendages of all sorts frequently recorded
on the heads of anthropomorphic figures. Are they
indications of shamanism or not?

In many cases appendages are easily recognisable, for
instance as antlers or horns (Figures 5B, 12.A and B).
Antlers and horns are universally recognised as sym-
bols of power, re-growth and rebirth among shamani-
stic peoples (Francfort 1998: 315). Sometimes an
arrangement of appendages seems to create a solar
effect (Figure 5.H). But more than often it is not clear
what the appendages represent. An extra problem is
that human figures in rock art show an enormous
variation (number, length, curvature, position) of such
often simple radiating lines. But whatever their mea-

ning, they all point to the importance of the head,
often the only part of the human body that has been
accentuated in rock art.

The idea that especially the head is the place where
supernatural power enters or leaves the body of ani-
mals or humans is widespread. For instance, the con-
cept is found in Hawai'i, where the human body is said
to have three important centres, called piko. One of
these is the piko po'o, a specific spot on the head
(actually a fontanel of the human skull) through which
the personal spirits interact with the supernatural
world. Petroglyphs of isolated human faces or masks

from Siberia (Ksica & Ksicová 1994: 156-157) often
feature antlers and horns. But in between the readily
recognisable horns and antlers have been carved
simple lines, solar (?) symbols and even a small
human figure (Figure 12.B). A similar scene, possibly
depicting a shamanic experience, is found at the Split
Boy panel from Dinwoody, Wyoming, U.S.A., possi-
bly depicting a terrifying shamanic experience (Figure
5.A).
Also in southern African San imagery, there are many
ethnographic accounts of the n//ao spot, the place
located at the nape of the head of a San shaman, where
for instance sickness removed from an ill person lea-
ves the shaman's body (Ouzman 1997: 246), or where
the spirit leaves during an out-of-body travel. It is the-
refore not strange that San people believe that lines
emerging from the heads of anthropomorphic rock art
indicate the spirit leaving an out-of-body travel. This
belief results from a corporal sensation experienced in
the head at the height of trance experience (Dowson
1992: 74).
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Figure 15. 1) Drug inhaling bird-man (transformed shaman?) from Puerto Rico (Modified after Santos, Costas
& Hidalgo 1996). 2) Petroglyph of a possibly drug inhaling or flute playing human (enlarged from Figure 7.D),
Rosario, Chile. 3) Flute-player petroglyph from Sand Island, Utah, U.S.A. (Modified after Slifer 2000).



But also in the American Indian world this concept
emerges. For instance, painted images of the "Horned
Frog" from Manitoba, Canada, feature zigzag lines
emanating from the forehead that, according to
Lanteigne (1990: 51), are suggestive of supernatural
power. Also in Manitoba there is a painting of a Mide
shaman carrying a drum (Figure 5.C). Again, it has
been suggested that the extension of one of the "ears"
(horns?) is an indication of supernatural powers (Lan-
teigne 1990: 49), confirming a general relation of
head-appendages with shamanism.

Further south, in California, so called "patterned-body
anthropomorphs" from Little Petroglyph Canyon are
said to depict shamans transformed into supernatural
power forms (Whitley 1998). Importantly, many of
these shamans have circular heads from which often
grooves radiate, giving the impression of solar rays.
Another figure features a head with a concentric-cir-
cles-dot design. It is said to wear a radiating quail top-
knot feather head-dress, the special ritual headgear of
the rain-shaman (Figure 5.G). Whitley (1998: Fig. 2.8)
argues that the circle and the spiral are conventionali-
sations for the whirlwind, "which concentrated super-
natural power, just as the shaman did through his ritu-
als".

Also in Atacameñan rock art humans with circles for
heads occur. The circle-headed figure at Caspana
(Figure 1.A) also has a line above its head and another
nearby panel features a row of sitting humans with cir-
cular faces and "horns" (Figure 1.C). Also at Tarapacá
there are instances of human figures with circular
heads featuring appendages (Figure 9.D). They all
might be shamans.

CONCLUSIONS
Importantly, Whitley (1998) once remarked that "A
rock art image not always is what it looks like at first
sight". Therefore, any single rock art motif, like a zig-
zag, or a complex rock art scene, like a hunting scene,
may have two or even more possible identifications
and hence multiple, sometimes opposite, interpreta-
tions. Thus, when interpreting rock art one must allow
for meaningful metaphors to lie hidden in the common
gaze. Therefore, I would like to suggest that, in gene-
ral, the concept of "essence over appearance" becomes
a basic premise in every interpretative study about
rock art.

The concept of "essence over appearance" specifically
is part of the Andean worldview (Stone-Miller 1995:
16). Most prehistoric Andean indigenous societies
were characterised by complex cultural structures in
which social and economic organisations were intrica-
tely absorbed by a most complicated set of religious
beliefs and practices. In this complex Andean world-
view the concept of travelling, at both profane and spi-
ritual level, is paramount. At a secular level we have
seen that, because of the environmental extremes of
the landscape, extensive networks of long distance
trade-caravans originated.

On the spiritual level however, all ancient Andeans
believed in a highly dynamic and cyclical universe of
actual and potential transformations from one plane of
existence to another (Stone-Miller 1995). Although, in
the whole of the American Indian world, every indivi-
dual was regarded to be able to contact the spirit
world, especially shamans and priests were recognised
as expert mediators between the several planes of exi-
stence. They had to maintain the harmony and equili-
brium of the universe. For that reason, also Andean
shamans, constantly transforming from human to ani-
mal to supernatural form [and vice versa], metaphori-
cally travelled up and down these planes of existence.
Such travels and transformations were often graphical-
ly recorded.

At both mundane and spiritual level this dynamic
Andean world-view deeply affected all aesthetic
expressions. Important in the scope of this essay is
that Andean art, also the rock art at open-air sites,
often served to unite planes, characterise change or
documented transformation (Stone-Miller 1995: 16).
However, it is the ubiquitous camelid that dominates
the imagery in Atacameñan rock art. But camelids in
rock art seem not to be related with shamanism, nor
document change or transformation; neither can they
be regarded as signposts guiding the caravans (Muñoz
& Briones 1996: 78). They probably have more to do
with ritually propitiating safe travelling (Muñoz &
Briones 1996: 69; Berenguer 1999: 39).

Dowson (1992: 77) explained a similar situation for
southern African rock art as follows: The more com-
monly depicted animals graphically document the
source of power for the majority of the people in an
area. The animals that are not commonly illustrated,
document idiosyncratic tendencies of certain medicine
people (shamans).

A comparable situation may exist in Atacameñan rock
art. The more commonly occurring images, like came-
lids, may point to a collectively understood repository
of Andean beliefs and practices concerning the majori-
ty, whereas especially anomalies and idiosyncrasies in
rock art imagery possibly point to a shamanic context.
Two aspects seem to dominate the significance of
idiosyncratic imagery.

1). Idiosyncratic art often constitutes a geographical
anomaly in that sense that it often occurs at places
where one would not expect them. Fine examples are
the Caspana fishing scene in the middle of the Ataca-
ma, which I compared with shamanic imagery from
South Africa, and the Condors at Rosario near the
coast. Moreover, the Rosario condors are inverted, and
this seems to represent another geographical anomaly,
as it is not known whether other condors reported in
Atacameñan rock art (Muñoz & Briones 1996: 64)
also involve inverted imagery. The Rosario examples
just may be unique.

However, one has to be cautious. Misinterpretation
may arise when analogies (even those that are based
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on ethnographic evidence from other cultures) are
taken for granted too easily. This has been clearly
demonstrated by Autio for the horned anthropomorphs
in Finnish rock art (1998). Finnish horned figures
were commonly supposed to represent shamans in
analogy with documented instances from Siberia, but
the Finnish figures proved to depict dignities and/or
mythical beings from the mythology of the Nordic
Saami people. Likewise, radiant-head humans in Ata-
cameñan rock art may depict solar deities (Van Hoek
2001a) or other mythical figures instead of shamans.

2). Discussing aspects of southern African rock art,
Ouzman (1997: 238) argues that idiosyncratic imagery
often serves to focus the attention onto the rock art
scene, its creator and the chosen site. Surprisingly,
Espinosa comes to a similar conclusion for Ataca-
meñan rock art when he discusses the four idiosyncra-
tic combinations of "musical foxes" and frogs at boul-
der 69, Ariquilda, which he considers to be unique in
the north of Chile (1996: 150, 153). This Ariquilda
panel also involves a rare instance of inversion.
Importantly, Espinosa (1996) further argues that ima-
gery of inversion often marks important turning points
in history, or disasters, and that the execution of inver-
ted imagery serves to re-establish the equilibrium of
the universe. This idea seems to be perfectly illustra-
ted by the potent Rosario birds.

It is now highly unlikely that ordinary people were
allowed to execute such powerful imagery. It is more
probable that it was an exclusive privilege for sha-
mans or priests, often artists in themselves, to create
such potent images at sacred places. Therefore the
Rosario birds or the Tarapacá frogs and felines indeed
may constitute a reaction to a serious crisis (like an El
Niño or drought) that was ritually and graphically
appeased by a specialised shaman or priest, but under-
stood by the general (contemporary) audience.

In this paper, I have argued that in Atacameñan rock
art especially idiosyncratic depictions like inverted
imagery, therianthropes (humans [partially] transfor-
med into an animal form; see Figures 1.A, 5A, B and
D, 10, 12.D and 15.1); humans possibly inhaling drugs
and figures with possible nosebleeds, possibly all are
shaman-related. But also the more common art of the
Atacama like "horned" and phallic humans; dancing
people; depictions of rain-animals such as frogs and
snakes and even non-iconic images may relate to sha-
manic practices. It may therefore be concluded that in
general shamanism could well have been an important
stimulus to create rock art in the Atacama.

Maarten van Hoek
Scandinavian Society for Prehistoric Art 
m.van.hoek@durendael.nl
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Trophy Carriers, Calendar Stone,
Snake Goddess

The Petroglyphic World
of Chagüitillo

Text and Fotos Hartmut Lettow

Among Nicaragua's wide variety of petroglyphs the
picture panorama of Chagüitillo, it seems to me,
means something special.  The small village of Cha-
güitillo is located about 100 kilometers north of Mana-
gua at the bottom of a small rock assembly.  Inhabi-
tants report that the settlement was once surrounded
by a lake.  The lake's borders are no more recognizab-
le but still two narrow brooks coming out of the
mountains are flowing by near the houses.  During my
excursion in the dry period of the year 2001 the
brooks were still filled with some water.  Exactly on
the spot where the water forces its way through the
rock several distinct petroglyphs are visible on the
cliff and also on the boulders near the main water stre-
am.

In the course of a preliminary inspection of the two
finding places (called Salto de Mico and Cueva de la
Sirena by the inhabitants) a large number of animal,
head and body figures was quite peculiar.  As a rule,
Petroglyphs in Nicaragua are characterized by a large
amount of versatile symbols as spirals, circles and
similar geometrical shapes.  It is not surprising, there-
fore, that the island of Ometepe is also known as "Isla
de los espirales y circulos".  Here now in Chagüitillo
we find an entirely different situation.  Only on one of
the boulders four spirals are engraved, and as far as
various circles are concerned the author could find
only three of them.

Interesting is the statistical distribution af altogether
141 individual pictograms*.  They are divided into 53
animals, 35 human faces or heads**, and 9 bodies
which in most cases are to be accepted as human figu-
res.  This means that 97 (!) out of 141 pictograms are
undoubtedly zoomorphic or anthropomorphic.  Espe-
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Figure 1, Head and stag (?)   - Cueva de la Sirena



cially the heads and some bodies render the finding
places a great significance. The reasons for this will be
given in the following.

One category of heads is drawn up more detailled than
the normal version consisting only of circles, lines,
and dots.  Furthermore, these heads often wear decora-
tions.  The decoration consists probably of feathers
and sometimes of wooden ear pegs.  

The side faces (profiles) of Salto des Mico are really
striking.  A face in profile is much more impressive
than a front face.  I feel induced to attribute them to
other than normal beings.  Either the moment of ori-
gin is very different, or the different physiognomies
represent different meanings.  If so, the peculiar ela-
boration of the noses on relatively small cranes and
the open mouths must mean something special, too.
In some cases, something seems to come out of the
mouth.  Do they smoke, do they sing or do they
indeed want to say something to us?

In contrary to Europe, e.g. in Scandinavian or Alpine
rock writing, objects like devices or arms (axes,
spears, etc.) are very rarely documented in Nicaragua.
The Central American Man stands before our eyes
normally with empty hands.  It is rather strange, the-
refore, that two of the three body figures of Chatüitil-
lo carry heads in their hands!  We are dealing here
with two co-called trophy carriers.  Other petroglyphs
of this kind, according to literature on Nicaragua, are
unknown.  May I ask the public to discuss this pro-
blem with me?  Besides an exchange of information, I
am specially interested in this motive and its meaning.

If we have a closer look to the pictures we find that
the left head is bigger then the other.  The heads in the
hands are very different from the heads of the carrying
persons.  Also, in one case, the head shape of one of
them is repeated on one side without the body.  Sepa-
rate heads carried by people have a simple structure
but appear rather often in Chatüitillo.  With some of
the ancient nations, cut-off heads of killed and captu-
red enemies have often been exibited as trophies at
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Figure 2,  Animals / stags   - Cueva de la Sirena

Figure 3, Profile heads    - Salto de Mico



ritual and divine services.  Maybe the Chatüitillo
depiction is a rare representation of war conflicts.  It
would be an exception as Nicaragua's old rock writing
is characterized by a peaceful ambiente.  There is little
chance of interpreting quarrels, fighting, or violence.
And it is uncertain that the heads should depict those
of huntable game.

In connection with the two petroglyphic sites the topo-
logical surrounding has also some significance.  It has
to be mentioned that the rocks form a type of natural
amphitheater.  Many stones offer a comfortable facili-
ty to sit down and have a rest.  In the center water
power has eroded a small basin.   And the enlargement
of the canyon into a valley consists of cliffs with
engravings of high density.  Opposite of the trophy
stones mentioned above the most famous rock writing
of Chatüitillo, the so-called "Calendario Nahualt", was
found.  According to the statement of the Cacique Don
Moisés Palacios the stone has been recognized as a
precolumbian calendar stone for many genera-
tions.***  Unfortunately, a reliable instruction how to
read the calendar cannot be obtained.  What is visible
to an inspector's eye are seven concentric circles divi-
ded by a cross exactly into an arrangement of 4 by 7
segments.  A multitude of animals appears on either
side.  Most likely, the animals represent apes.

There is another remarkable animal engraving about 1
kilometer up the river.  It is a site bearing an individu-
al depiction of a phantastically beautiful and very
decorative snake emblem.  Orlando Lazos was the
man who led me to this heraldic stone.  He is the 

author of a small booklet entitled "Sébaco Pueblo
Indigena" where he describes the legend of the snake
goddess Cihua-Coatl.  Lazos is convinced that the
snake carving is nothing else than a picture of this
goddess.  To me, it seems to be an interesting hint for
interpretation.  Probably all the petroglyphs are
mythological illustrations.  And it may well be that
they have been used by the old chieftains (Caciques)
for explanatory and introductory purposes when tel-
ling the people about gods, myths, and rites.
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Figure 5, Trophy carriers   - Salto de Mico

Figure 4, Trophy carriers   - Salto de Mico



There is another fascinating version of possible inter-
pretation.  Namely, a reverse chronology is also of
some likelihood - the pictures themselves may have
served as origin of several legends and as foothold of
storytellers.  At least there is a vital tradition of refer-
ring to the engravings still nowadays.

The finding site of Chatüitillo is an important place,
almost a place of worshipping.  New campaigns of
research will surely result in more precise details.  The
author was made familiar with a multitude of artefacts
from illegal excavations, and only scientific archeolo-
gy will bring out the truth about the history of the
settlement.  Materials for comparison purposes exist in
form of stone sculptures of the nearby Sébaco.  Com-
parative ethnological research may help to start new
interpretations.  In addition to the dealing with pro-
blems which rock writing brings about we want to
stress the importance of discussing our activities in
favor of the security and conservation of the cultural
reports of mankind.****

* It was impossible to break down to every detail all
of the picture compositions.
** Some of the face depictions could not clearly be
assigned to human beings or animals.
*** Orlando Lazos, author of the book "Sébaco Pueblo
Indigena" explained the drawing to me  in this sense.
**** All engravings were, unfortunately, coated with
paint for the sake of greater distinctness which was not
always done adaquately. Some inhabitants must have
hoped to make the pictures more attractive for more
visitors to come.
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Figure 6, The "Calendario Nahuatl"  - Salto de Mico

Figure 7, Snake / Cihua-Coatl
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Figure 9b, sketch. Face & head shapes   - Salto de Mico

Figure 8,  Trophy carriers

Figure 9a, sketch. Face&head shapes   - Cueva de la
Sirena
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The Cuban Petroglyphs

Text and fotos by Wolfgang Rahm

The Cuban cave inscriptions are in a way something
very special because only few publications have been
made so far, and, on the other hand, the so-called all-
inclusive tourist has not much chance of ever encoun-
tering them.  

Almost all of them are still in an excellent condition
and, fortunately, unaffected of the unpleasant scribb-
lings of unprofessional visitors.

One of the most frequently visited and des-cribed
cavern is probably Cueva de Ambrosio on the penin-
sular of Hiacacos or, with its more modern name,
Varadero. 

It is situated up to 9 meters above sea level and acces-
sible through an entrance tunnel of 20 meters length
which already reveals some drawings. Tunnel and
cavern together present some 50 pictures or compositi-
ons. 

The origin of these depictions have to be assigned to
three groups of authors, i.e. aborigenes, Spanish inva-
dors, and slaves imported into the country in later
times and not seldom shipwrecked on the shoresite.
The cavern's cealing, quite often not higher than 1.5
m, is decorated with numerous symbols of concentric
circles and zigzag lines (fig.1). 

fig.1

fig.2
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Combined circles and other geometrical figures remin-
ding of molecule symbols (figure 2) are the most im-
pressive depictions.

The drawing of a cross on the left-hand side of figure
3 is identical with several others found on the islands
of the Caribbean Sea. Figure 4 shows a so-called sand-
glass body consisting of two triangulars pointing at

each other, one down and one up. The body has arms
held in a way as if dancing. No. 5 is another dancing
figure made of two arrowheads.

A depiction of another cavern called Cueva de Mura-
les fig. 6 presents a plant with blossom in a rather poor
red color. The cavern has altogether more than 50 pic-
tures mostly in red paint.

Quite an expansive chiselling which obviously nobo-
dy detected so far can be seen in the Cueva Bellamar
fig. 7. These and other revealings in Cuba will be
published in the CD Map of the World in autumn this
year.

fig.4 fig.5

fig.6

fig.7
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New Engravings at and on the
El Fuerte de Samaipata

Text and fotos by Wolfgang Rahm

On his way to El Fuerte a passing-by pedestrian will
barely take notice of a cliff surface on his side. His
attention is more captured by the unevenness of the
ground, and he is aware that falling down may cause
harmful injury. About 1 kilometer before reaching the

parking range of El Fuerte, just in front of the last road
bend uphill an interesting scratching is to be seen on
the rock wall right-hand. According to its shape, it can
be a ladder symbol which is very familiar in Latin
America. However, in this case, there is a remarkable
accuracy which means a peculiar significance or pur-
pose. The small squares are arranged in two parallel
lines with cross bars making up two ladders of 15
intervals each. On top of these is one more rectangular
twice as large as the others attributing to the whole
figure a heading motive. So the squares add up to a
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sum of 31 which, from our point of view, may well
refer to a calendar. On the left side there is another
engraving in the shape of a tower or enclosure. The
height of the ladder is 26 centimeters.

On the (fort of) El Fuerte, beneath a small stone wall
in its first third, a weakly pecked line with a biforcati-
on can be recognized. The lines run more or less paral-
lel to the wall rims and have served as object of all
sorts of speculative interpretation so far. 

It can be denied that the tiny depressions represent star
positions. Much more realistic is an assumption that
they are attempts to drill holes into the mountain in
order to tap water veins. The holes mark spots where
water was likely to come out. This was a customary
every-day necessity with the Incas, a fact that is pro-
ved, e.g., by the existence of the famous picture scrat-
chings of Peru.

On an altar stone within the boundaries of
Tiwanaku crowned by a 4 centimeter high
brim without an outlet for liquids there are
similarly pecked line which, if a straight-
away opinion is allowed, may represent
little streams of water.
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Harkakom /  Israel
Text: Josef Otto, Fotos: Shmulik Taggar

fig.1
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Many rumours are associated with this mountain
amidst a desert range with nothing more than hund-
reds of peckings in a handful of caverns, but many tra-
ces of activities of the Israeli army.

It is said to be the true Mountain of Moses.  It was
here where he has received the Ten Commandments, it
was here where the Children of Israel have been wors-
hipping the Golden Calf.  Here and not down in Egypt
near St. Catherine's Monastery is the authentic place.

The theory is set up by many authors, and as many as
them or even a few more claim the contrary to be true,
but proving the truth is impossible for the ones and the
others.  Figure 1 shows an ibex or capricorn, besides a
little animal with round rump and tail and, very
important, a panel containing the Ten Commandments.

The capricorn is 16 centimeters wide, the little animal
has a length of 14 centimeters including the tail.  Jud-
ging from the patina covering, the capricorn must be
the most recent of the engravings, followed by the litt-
le animal and then the Commandment panel.  Around
the panel appear further engravings showing quite evi-
dently the Children of Israel on their way from Egypt
into the Holy Land as it is declared at least by the
defenders of this theory.

fig. 2 Detail of fig.1

 fig.3   foto by E. Anati

fig.4
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Other meanings are opponing, asking why the Com-
mandment panel is drawn so unimportantly small
(figure 2). It was, in contradiction to this, manufactu-
red to demonstrate the Lord's words to the Children of
Israel after Moses' return from the summit.

Even a desert-beaten and completely exhausted person
running away from the Egyptian enemy would have
drawn the panel larger because of its immense im-
portance, where minor significant figures of the same
patina-aging degree are made much larger. On the
other hand, all these symbols are customary and
appear frequently in this desert region. Inspecting the
so-called Commandment panel the visitor may assume
to see a cattle pasture (figure 3) installed by the
Bedouins for their goats and sheep in those times and
still today. Figure 4 presents an almost circular boul-
der of 1.60 meter in diameter. Many of these type of
figures are larger than the panel. Figure 5 shows capri-
corns, human beings, and dogs. Figures 5 and 6 con-
tain camels with riders and figure 5 additionally a
bowman.

Undoubtedly all the engravings of the region depict a
certain life-pattern of local Bedouin tribes, of their
customs and rites of moving and trading, their
merchant routes and goods. Footprints of passing-by
caravans are present as well as simple Bedouin tribe
emblems or totems, the so-called Wasems, and traces
of many people who had come to see the Mountain of
Moses.

A CD describing the concerning region together with
the newest findings and scientific interpretations will
be edited by StoneWatch by autumn of this year.

fig.5

fig.6

fig.7
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