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existing road layout and car park), removal of 
a water tank and electricity power lines above 
the cave… The museum as an instrument for 
the management of the cave, and the 
development of the Museological Project for 
conservation, research and diffusion of 
Altamira, have made it possible to affirm that 
the preventive measures for the preservation 
of Altamira are now much better than they 
were before 1993 (Figures 5 and 6) 
 
Conclusion or Continuation?  
We believe that we should preserve historic 
heritage to make use of it; that is, to know it 
and to see it, to enjoy it intellectually and 
culturally now and in the future. And a basic 
criteria applied to the conservation and use of 
Altamira is that it should be accessible to the 
greatest possible number of people, as long as 
the presence of this number of people is not in 
itself a factor of appreciable deterioration, and 
as long as this number is determined as a 
result of scientific studies on the conservation 
of the art. These are the studies currently 
being carried out which, when they conclude, 
will allow us to establish a new regime for 
public access, suitable for the preservation of 
Altamira, included in the list of World Heritage 
since 1985. 
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Introduction 
The archaeological research in northern 
Mexico has been a complex and slow process.  
One of the major reasons for this situation is 
the consistent and transcendental presence of 
the Mesoamerican cultures developed in this 
country.  Mesoamerica constituted a great 
part of the Mexican territory, from 
approximately the 28º parallel to the current 
territory of Central America.  With this 
interminable source of study, Mexican and 
international archaeologists lead their interest 
almost exclusively to the Mesoamerican 
cultures, developing important research on 
this marvelous and undeniable inheritance.  
Consequently, the advance reached on 
Mesoamerica’s knowledge has been 
substantial, mainly during the second half of 
the Twentieth century. 
 
While this was happening, beyond the 
northern limits of what once was the 
extended and belligerent Mexica Empire, the 
region called the “Gran Chichimeca” kept its 
secrets under the protection of its vast, rustic 
and remote territory.  In pre-Hispanic times, 
this distant and unknown region was much 
feared because it was deemed as a 
geographic space associated with death and 
with all types of lacks and calamities: 
 

“They called that region the Chichimecatlalli -or 
land of the Chichimecas- and also the Teotlapan 
Tlacochcalco Mictampla -or ‘spacious fields that 
are towards the north- place of the death’“ 
(Braniff et al. 2001) 

 
Although those distant and mysterious regions 
did not have the geographical and ecological 
advantages that prevailed in Mesoamerica, 
which were so important for the development 
of notable civilizations; it did not mean that 
splendor and cultural complexity were not 
reached in such remote region, as will be seen 
later in this article (Figure 1).  
 
 

 

Back to index



COALITION 
No. 12, July 2006 

 

 14 

 
Figure 1. Gran Mural rock art style distribution area. Red triangles represent some of most representative sites. 

 
The “distant” North and its enigmatic (and 
misunderstood) rock art 
As we have seen, for many years, this region 
of the country was perceived to be ordinary 
and archaeologically unproductive. These 
ideas generated an enormous delay in the 
discovery of the abundant and diverse pre-
Hispanic peoples that developed here.  
Nevertheless, in addition to this indifference, a 
cultural element was ignored even further: the 
rock art. This situation is truly paradoxical 
because that manifestation is one of the most 
abundant and distinctive of the region, and it 
was produced by societies with sedentary and 
agricultural traditions as well as by mobile 
hunter-gatherer peoples, who in a prodigy of 
ecological adaptation to a rigorous and strong 
environment, developed interesting cultural 
complexes. Another reason that generated 
this marked indifference towards the rock art 
consisted in the complexity that it surely 
represented at those times, undertaking such 
ambiguous and unproductive material.  
Whitley and Loendorf (1994) point out two 
important factors favoring this tendency, not 
only in Mexico but in the entire American 
continent. 
 

The first factor refers to the possibility that 
radiocarbon dating performed in the fifties 
might not be applicable to rock art; the 
second factor is related to the development of 
the New Archaeology that, with some 
exceptions, “failed to deliver the promise of 
fully integrating all aspects of the 
archaeological records into inclusive 
interpretations and explanations” (Whitley and 
Loendorf 1994).  With these difficulties 
prevailing, it was almost impossible to 
integrate rock art in a general interpretative 
panorama.  This was what discouraged the 
researchers of those earlier times. 
 
Although during the second half of the 
twentieth century there were studies and 
descriptions carried out in isolated rock art 
sites of Northern Mexico, it was not until the   
eighties that a real growing interest was 
registered by studying it with a systematic, 
more consistent approach.  To better 
understand this process it is necessary to 
indicate that in those years an important 
number of INAH research centers were 
established in the northern territory.  This 
brought along an increase in the number of 
researchers that were gradually in charge of 
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the region’s archaeology. The growing 
importance of the northern archaeology and 
the innovative advances in science and 
technology applicable to the study of rock art 
made possible that it started to be valued in 
its entire dimension. 
 
Given the extension and complexity of 
Northern Mexico by the confluence of diverse 
cultural developments, it is very difficult to 
carry out in this space, with accuracy and 
high definition, an analysis of the state that 
nowadays keeps the research of the rock art 
in this region (see Murray and Valencia 1996 
and Murray et al. 2003, for a detailed analysis 
of this process) but, in this occasion, I will 
focus on the case of the Peninsula of Baja 
California, a region that splendidly exemplifies 
the advance registered in the study of this 
cultural manifestation in Mexico.   
 
Peninsula of Baja California 
Doubtlessly, this region has been constituted 
in a very fertile terrain to develop diverse 
approximations of this recurrent expression.  
Located in Northwest Mexico, Baja California 
remained nearly unexplored until the end of 
the twentieth century. The historic 
indifference of the peninsula is paradoxical 
because for many years it was presented in 
inverse proportion compared to the 
importance and wealth of its archaeology, 
outstanding by its extraordinary rock art.   
 
This peninsula was almost totally inhabited by 
interesting hunter-gatherer societies that 
subsisted in an extensive range of ecological 
circumstances and social configurations.  
Nowadays, it is known that these groups lived 
in these lands at least since the end of the 
Pleistocene (Clovis phase - 11,000 BP) 
(Gutierrez and Hyland 2002). The almost 
insular condition of Baja California maintained 
these cultures relatively isolated from 
continental influences, allowing the 
development of exceptional cultural 
complexes. And, precisely, one of the most 
outstanding characteristics of the peninsular 
prehistory is that these peoples promoted –in 
some regions– the massive production of rock 
art from very remote ages. 
 
Antecedents 
The first references of peninsular rock art are 
found in the Jesuits’ records, who at the end 
of the 17th century showed certain interest for 
the cultural remains that they observed in 

some caves and rock shelters, including 
human burials and cave paintings (Barco 
1973).  The modern phase of research begun 
at the end of 19th century with the works of 
Leon Diguet (1895, 1899, 1973), Jorge 
Engerrand (1912) and Frederik Carel ten Kate 
(1883). These explorers coincided in their 
interest to deepen the knowledge of the 
prehistoric peoples that inhabited the 
peninsula, and their numerous expeditions 
brought them to discover and report rock art 
sites.  
 
After these pioneer reports, research was 
almost absent with sporadic records mainly 
carried out in the northern peninsula.  It was 
not until 1960 that the rock art began to be of 
interest to researchers, fans, and general 
public, mostly due to the publicized 
expeditions of Earle Stanley Gardner (1962, 
1967); the publications of Dr. Clement 
Meighan (1966, 1969), and the work of the 
writer and photographer Harry Crosby (1984).  
From this moment a numerous group of 
researchers of Great Murals was formed, who 
find in the Rock Art Papers magazine, founded 
by Ken Hedges in 1980, a forum for the 
publication of several articles, particularly of 
the Sierra de San Francisco (see Ritter 1991 
for a revision of these and other studies 
developed in the peninsula). 
 
The Peninsular Rock Art 
Baja California exhibits an assembly of 
spectacular landscapes, many of them 
enhanced by rock art. This can be found 
mainly in the mountains emerging all along the 
peninsula. One of the major values of this 
region is its own landscape, understood as the 
social widespread space in which the rock art 
of these ancient societies functioned.  In this 
way, the great quantity of prehistoric 
evidence that concentrates here, is the result 
of this intense movement added to the great 
antiquity of the occupation (Figure 2).   
 
Until now, we know that the variation of Baja 
California’s rock art is presented, in very 
general terms, on a northwest-southeast axis.  
It would seem that toward the extremes of 
the peninsula geometric, abstract motives 
tend to dominate, while in the central part 
naturalistic motives prevail. Some of the 
greater efforts have been focused on 
identifying stylistic groups and distribution 
areas. Nevertheless, the great majority have 
been defined by the observation of few rock 
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art sites, and due to phenomenon’s dimension 
it is difficult to arrive at appropriate 
conclusions, with the exception of some 
cases, such as the one that refers to the 
central region. 
 

 
 
Figure 2. Arroyo de Santa Marta. Path toward Cuesta Palmarito, 
one of the most representative Great Murals’ sites. The cave can 
be observed on the margin of the canyon. 
 

 
 
Figure 3. Cuesta Palmarito, Sierra de San Francisco. We can 
observe the great height at which the figures were painted, and 
their large size. 

 
The Central Mountain Ranges  
These mountains were the scenery of an 
extraordinary prehistoric event: the Great 
Mural phenomenon.  This term was coined by 
Harry Crosby in the seventies taking into 
consideration an outstanding characteristic of 
some of this imagery: its great size (Crosby 
1984). In fact, it is considered one of the 
largest scale cave painting traditions in the 

world. Many of the sites exhibit hundreds, and 
even thousands of figures, some of which 
were painted in extremely high parts of the 
rock shelters, which accentuates even more 
the monumentality of the style (Figure 3). This 
is mainly naturalistic and it is dominated by 
human and animal figures designed in red, 
black, white and yellow. The most exceptional 
characteristics of this tradition are: 1) the 
frequent monumental scale of the figures, 
which suggests a substantial investment of 
work, 2) the restricted distribution of the 
Great Mural in the peninsula, and 3) a strong 
separation of other painted and engraved 
traditions. Its exceptional nature has 
generated that this is the one of the best 
investigated rock art areas of Baja California. 
 
Several regional projects have been performed 
in this cultural area. In 1980, the National 
Institute of Anthropology and History began a 
Great Mural Research project that focused on 
the Sierra de San Francisco and vast adjacent 
sectors (García 1986; Gutiérrez 1991; 
Gutierrez and Garcia 1990; Gutiérrez and 
Hyland 2002). In 1989, a team from the 
University of Barcelona spent three seasons 
researching Great Mural sites in the Sierras of 
San Francisco and Guadalupe. These 
researchers also reported the first direct dates 
of Great Mural paintings (Castillo et al. 1994; 
Fullola et al. 1991, 1992). Additionally, 
between 1991 and 1993, Laura Esquivel 
developed the Sierra de Guadalupe project, 
whose primary objective was “to prepare a 
catalog of the archaeological sites in this 
region…” (Esquivel 1995) During the last 
three decades of the 20th century, E.W. Ritter 
developed diverse regional projects in central 
Baja California, in the area adjacent to Bahía 
Concepción (Ritter 1979; Ritter et al. 1979, 
1982), in the northern part of the Central 
Desert (Ritter et al. 1978, 1984) and in the 
areas surrounding Bahía de Los Angeles (Ritter 
1994a, 1995; Ritter et al. 1994). These 
studies constituted significant advances in 
knowledge regarding archaeology and rock art 
in this particular area. Nevertheless, it was 
evident that the process had barely begun, 
especially if we consider that the Sierra de 
San Francisco is only one of the four sierras 
where the Great Murals tradition is manifest. 
Therefore, in 2000, a new project was 
initiated, this time to be developed in the 
Sierra de Guadalupe, the immense mountain 
range that extends to the southeast of the 
Sierra de San Francisco. This project has 
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recorded 700 rock art sites (cave paintings, 
engravings and geoglyphs) and a large 
accumulation of data that, as it is analyzed, 
will contribute to better understanding the role 
of rock art played in the heart of these 
societies. (Gutierrez 2000, 2003) 
 

Style, Regional Variations and Social Identity 
One of the fundamental objectives of this 
project is to research on how variations in the 
Great Mural might be related to social identity. 
This requires an analysis of the dialect groups. 
According to the distribution of peninsular 
rock art styles proposed by Ritter (1991), their 
defining boundaries coincide roughly with the 
linguistic borders recorded at the moment of 
contact, mainly toward the south of the 30° 
parallel. The Great Mural's distribution area 
also coincides with the area in which the 
Cochimi Ignacieño dialect was spoken during 
the first half of the 18th century. Ritter 
(1994) had noted that the Great Mural's 
border with the Northern Abstract style is 
situated approximately at the San Borja 
Mission latitude and has suggested that: “the 
boundary between the Great Mural and 
Northern Abstract rock art zones reflects a 
cultural/dialectal division between 
protoCochimi/Comondú  peoples…” (Figures 4 
and 5) 

Toward the South, something similar occurs 
around Bahía Concepción on the boundaries 
between the Great Mural and Sierra de la 
Giganta styles and the borders between 
Ignacieño, a northern Cochimi dialect, and the 
Cadegomeño and Didiu, the most southern 
Cochimi dialects. If we want to successfully 
evaluate this likely correlation between style 
and cultural group, and support the social 
processes inferred in such a correlation, we 
need independent archaeological evidences. In 
the case of the Sierra de San Francisco, the 
archaeological evidence used to prove the 
correlation between the Great Mural 
distribution and the Ignacieño dialect group 
was the obsidian distribution of the Valle del 
Azufre source (Gutierrez and Hyland 2002).  

The distribution of this obsidian is “relatively” 
well defined by the northern border of the 
Great Mural and the previously described 
language and dialect changes. Nevertheless, 
until now, for the southern boundary of this 
tradition, there was scarce data to identify 
with certainty the relationship between the 
distribution of this volcanic glass and the 

dialect changes that existed at Ulege and 
Comondu latitudes where, as mentioned 
above, two additional variations of Cochimi 
were spoken. 
 

 
Figure 4. Montevideo, Sierra de San Borja. This site is located in 
the boundaries of the Great Mural and the Northern Abstract 
styles. The site’s panel is dominated by abstract figures, with only 
one anthropomorphous image of the Great Mural’s type. 
 

 
Figure 5. Campo Monte, Sierra de San Borja. One of the northern 
Great Mural sites. 

To prove this premise requires knowing 
whether the obsidian located in the Sierra de 
Guadalupe comes from the Valle del Azufre or 
if there were other alternate supply sources. 
Additionally, we must analyze in detail the 
variation on rock art located at the boundaries 
where Cochimi Ignacieño, Cadegomeño and 
Didiu were spoken in order to detect if there 
are changes and transition areas between 
different stylistic groups (Figures 6 and 7). 
This analysis is in process. 

Chronology 
Of course, one of the key questions in the 
context of the studies of this region concerns 
the age of the Great Murals. Precise absolute 
radiocarbon dating of these paintings is crucial 
in searching the how and why of the 
phenomenon and in understanding their 
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relationships with other diachronic factors 
such as prehistoric demographic and climatic 
changes. Until 2000, the question, “How old 
are the murals?” could not be answered with 
certainty because there were only six absolute 
dates, a very small number for a phenomenon 
that spans thousands of square kilometers 
(Fullola et al. 1994; Gutiérrez and Hyland 
2002).   

 

Figure 6. La Pinguica. This site is located in the boundaries of the 
Great Mural and the Sierra de la Giganta styles. The style 
observed here is radically different; however, few kilometers to 
the northwest, we registered Great Mural sites. 

 

Figure 7. La Cueva del Chavalito, Sierra de Guadalupe. This is one 
of the most southern Great Mural sites recorded at present. 

Therefore, between 2001 and 2002 paint 
samples for dating were collected from Great 
Mural sites in the four sierras where they are 
manifest; currently 60 dates have been 
obtained, among which the Cueva San 
Borjitas stands out because it dates to 7500 
years BP (Watchman et al. 2003). Results are 
surprising because they surpass the 
expectations for placing the starting point of 
this tradition in a very remote epoch.  At the 
moment, all the dates obtained are being 
analyzed. Nevertheless, the implications 
resulting from this chronology will not only 

modify interpretations and discrepancies with 
respect to the first dates obtained (Gutiérrez 
and Hyland 2002; Magar and Dávila 2004; 
Murray et al. 2003), but will also provide 
valuable information regarding the production 
process, the function of the rock art sites, the 
use of the images and the meaning behind 
their production and veneration for the ancient 
societies that generated them  (Watchman et 
al. in preparation) 
 
Protection of Rock Art Heritage 
Extraordinary preservation of the 
archaeological sites and rock art in the central 
region is to a great extent to this region's 
severe isolation until the beginning of the 
seventies, when the transpeninsular highway 
was completed. Besides the lacking of roads, 
its rustic terrain and extreme climate were 
elements that significantly contributed to 
preservation not only of archaeological and 
historical resources, but also the environment 
and sierra culture. However, once the above 
mentioned highway was completed, the 
dynamics of movement toward the sierras 
changed dramatically. The situation was 
considerably aggravated when the State 
Government began to open local roads to 
connect the highland communities with the 
highway. 

As a result of the Sierra de San Francisco’s 
rock art being inscribed on the World  Heritage 
List of UNESCO in 1993, the number of 
visitors increased notably and the National 
Institute of Anthropology and History, The 
Getty Conservation Institute, the Amigos de 
Sudcalifornia Association and the government 
of the State of Baja California Sur began work 
to design the Sierra de San Francisco 
Management Plan, which has been in 
operation since 1994 and is currently still in 
place (Gutiérrez et al. 1996) (Figure 8). In 
2005, the process began to design the Sierra 
de Guadalupe Management Plan, which will 
protect numerable archaeological sites of all 
types, including 700 that contain rock art.  

In terms of heritage administration, the Sierra 
de Guadalupe poses very serious problems 
and disadvantages with respect to the Sierra 
de San Francisco. It spans approximately 
6,400 square kilometres, which difficults 
surveillance and monitoring; numerous roads 
cross through it in all directions, making it 
very difficult to control access; many of these 
roads penetrate the very heart of the sierra, 
where density and conservation of rock art is 
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amazing and the beauty of the landscape is 
extraordinary; and finally, there is not any 
type of protection for natural resources, unlike 
the Sierra de San Francisco, which is totally 
within the Vizcaino Biosphere Reserve that 
provides additional protection.  

 
Figure 8. Cuesta Palmarito. A walkway was built in 2005 to 
diminish the visitor’s impact. This is the second most visited site 
at the Sierra de San Francisco.  
 

We are faced with all this in an extremely 
exposed rock art area. The primary problem is 
that new roads continue to be opened, 
consequently changing landscape and severely 
damaging the environment. The landscape 
where this ancestral rock art was done and 
was utilized, which was observed and lived by 
the indigenous people, who integrated it with 
their myths and beliefs and which remained 
unchanged for more than 8000 years, is now 
seriously threatened. Some landscapes that 
until two years ago were pristinely preserved, 
are currently changed by these roads and 
contaminated with garbage and waste. What 
had been preserved for thousands of years by 
the region's prehistoric inhabitants, is being 
rapidly destroyed by the advance of poorly 
understood “moderness”.   

Sadly, I must admit that this dynamic is 
difficult to stop. In 1980, the National 
Institute of Anthropology and History began a 
sensitivity campaign for the sierra 
communities, and insisted that a means to 
improve their precarious conditions of life 
could be established on the conservation of 
the rock art and its natural setting. 
Unfortunately, the efforts during all these 
years have been demolished in just a few 
months. There are currently very powerful 
political and commercial interests, completely 
uninvolved in the conservation of this 
extraordinary legacy. These interests are 
determining the region's future without 

analyzing the vulnerability of its natural and 
cultural resources. Therefore, based on 
generating false expectations, they have been 
able to influence negatively the peoples of the 
Sierra de San Francisco, who in the past were 
our most important allies with respect to 
protecting rock art. 

Despite this black panorama, beginning in 
October 2006, the Sierra de Guadalupe will 
have a Management Plan that will allow us to 
ensure—at least—the protection of its 
abundant rock art. Additionally, this year 
efforts will be made to consolidate the Sierra 
de San Francisco Management Plan, which as 
I mentioned previously, has been seriously 
destabilized in recent years.     

Although in forthcoming years we will face 
challenges that are more and more difficult to 
overcome, we will continue to insist on 
protection of this majestic heritage. The next 
step consists of initiating the process for the 
Sierra de Guadalupe rock art to be registered 
on the UNESCO World Heritage list. This will 
make possible to have a greater impact on the 
“development plans” of municipal, state and 
federal governments, and, if necessary, to rely 
on the international community support to 
ensure preservation of this cultural heritage. 
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The previous issue of COALITION featured an 
article by Robert G. Bednarik entitled “A global 
perspective of rock art protection” on which 
he chastens Portuguese archaeology in 
general and rock art researchers and managers 
in particular with some serious accusations. 
The paragraph in question is the following:  
 
“The most severe confrontations IFRAO has 
had with state heritage agencies were those in 
Portugal, first in the Côa valley (Bednarik 
1995), later in the Guadiana valley (Arcà et al. 
2001; Bednarik 2004), where these agencies 
were exposed as intellectually corrupt and 
incompetent. This has led to major remedial 
action in that country.” Robert G. Bednarik, 
“A global perspective of rock art protection”, 
COALITION, No.11 January 2006, p. 3.  
 
Bednarik is an Australian autodidact 
researcher that has devoted his efforts to the 
vast field of rock art, as one can see in the 
Australian Rock Art Research Association, Inc. 
webpage (http://mc2.vicnet.net.au/home/aura/ 
web/index.html). Nearly all the numerous 
articles in this site, covering a wide range of 
issues related to rock art research (from 
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