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Recent Rock Art Studies in the Maya Region and the Intermediate 
Area, 2010-14

Martin Künne and Suzanne Baker

Introduction

In the centre of the American continent, the Maya region 
and the Intermediate zone are two neighbouring culture 
areas that form a narrow land-bridge extending from the 
isthmus of Tehuantepec in Mexico to the Atrato river in 
NW Columbia (Figure 1). The two regions are separated 
in Honduras and El Salvador by the Uluan and Lempa 
rivers which mark the southern end of the Maya region 
as well as the northern limit of the Intermediate zone.  

Although in the scientific literature the Maya region is 
characterized as an inherent part of Mesoamerica and the 
Intermediate zone as part of NW South America, both 
culture areas can also be understood by their mutual 

relations. In the highlands of Comayagua (Honduras) and 
on the Pacific coast of El Salvador architectural remains, 
cemeteries and objects of trade indicate an area of mutual 
cultural contacts that extended from AD 700 onwards to 
the mountains of Matagalpa (Nicaragua) and the region of 
Guanacaste (Costa Rica). The Intermediate zone received 
from Mesoamerica obsidian (from 1000 BC), pendants 
of green stone (from AD 700) and religious concepts. On 
the other hand the production of ceramics (from 2800 
BC) and of metal objects (from AD 200) spread north 
from the southern region. In this context, rock art and its 
iconography represent a tradition shared by both zones, 
including polychrome paintings (Cueva Pintada de 
Azacualpa in Honduras), fine charcoal drawings (Cueva 
Naj Tunich in Guatemala), hieroglyphic inscriptions 

Figure 1.  Map of Central America with the Maya region, 
the Intermediate zone, and the sphere of direct cultural contacts between both culture areas. Major rock art sites 

mentioned in the article are indicated by a black square.

Copyrighted Material: no unauthorized reproduction in any medium



268

Martin Künne and Suzanne Baker

(Cueva Jolja’ in Chiapas / Mexico), handprints and 
stencils (Cueva Manitas in Yucatán / Mexico), complex 
artificial depressions (Farrallón de Sandillal in Costa 
Rica) or rock reliefs (Isla Zapatera in Nicaragua). These 
representations are located on steep cliff walls, dolines in 
karstic regions, caves and rock shelters, on the border of 
lakes, along rivers, near traditional roads or in cemeteries 
or settlements. In the northern and central Maya region 
numerous cases of underground rock art are known, 
while in the Pacific region and the Intermediate zone 
the majority of representations are found above ground. 
Cupules and modified stalagmites play a special role in 
the corpus of rock art as they may have had iconographic 
value as well as other functions.

Although the history of settlements in the Central American 
land bridge begins in the time of early hunter-gatherers 
(12,000-8000 BC), evidence of the first production of 
rock art is found in the Early Formative period (in the 
Maya region 1800-1200 BC, in the Intermediate zone 
4000-1000 BC) when different ecozones began to be 
settled for the first time, and permanent villages arose, 
and petroglyphs and rock paintings were produced. The 
distribution of rock art sites includes the bays and islands 
of the Pacific coast, the central plateaux with volcanoes 
and lakes, and the extensive lowlands and river basins 
of the Atlantic region. While the northern Maya region 
is characterized by karst lowlands and extensive cave 
systems, the mountains of the Pacific regions consist 
primarily of volcanic rocks.

The great variety of natural resources favoured the 
development of different strategies for marking the 
territory, settlement patterns and economic modes. The 
regional populations were hunter-gatherers, fishers, 
seasonal harvesters, and farmers. Intensive agriculture 
(maize, etc) was the predominant economy in the Maya 
region after 500 BC and in the Intermediate zone after 
AD 700, complemented by other economic modes 
(Lange 2001; Webster 2001).

Settlements in ancient Central America arose in alluvial 
regions, in areas of volcanoes, valleys and highlands 
with favourable climate, and adjacent to extensive lake 
systems or lakes and bays at the coast. The population 
in the Maya region also settled near subterranean water 
sources. Beginning in he Middle Formative period 
(ca. 1000 BC) in nearly all territories, extensive social 
units developed which united settlements that varied in 
complexity, were located at different altitudes, and had 
varying resources.

While in the Maya region urban agglomeration with early 
state hierarchies, monumental architecture and a writing 
system emerged after 250 BC, the Intermediate zone 
retained villages and distribution of goods following the 
Formative period pattern. In ancient Central America the 
transfer of natural resources, techniques of production, 

objects of trade and cultural traditions was accompanied 
by numerous migrations. From AD 600, groups 
speaking the Mangue and Nahua languages from central 
Mesoamerica reached the Pacific coast of the Maya 
region and the area of cultural contacts, including Pacific 
Nicaragua and the Guanacaste region of Costa Rica 
(Fowler 1989: 32-70). At the same time the settlement 
patterns and material culture of the Intermediate zone 
changed (Drolet 1984), where southern Central American 
groups  speaking Chibcha and Misumalpa languages had 
apparently been living for many centuries (Constenla 
1991: 9-12).

State of research

New trends in rock art research have mainly followed 
stylistic or post-stylistic approaches. Costa (2014) 
dealt with the relation of rock art to certain territories, 
economic modes, political structures, ethnic or language 
groups. Nevertheless, other researchers (Stone 2009) 
have tried to explain the formal and chronological 
aspects of the motifs on the basis of power structures of 
specific social groups, preferring a post-stylistic method.

In both cases the reconstruction of sacred landscapes is 
considered a key concept for a better understanding of 
ancient symbolisms.

In some rock art sites artifacts of considerable antiquity 
have been found: Cueva El Gigante (9480 BC) and 
Cueva Taluga (900 BC) in Honduras, the rock shelter 
of Cueva Espírito Santo (1000 BC) and the cave of 
Loltun in Yucatán, Mexico (200 BC); however, they 
have no direct association with rock art. There is 
a similar situation at many other sites where dated 
material comes from archaeological strata. Moreover 
we still cannot define regions with a specific rock art 
style based on sufficient iconographic analysis. Recent 
studies have concentrated on individual representations 
or panels whose characteristics allow stylistic links 
to other archaeological finds. In that way in the Maya 
region rock art of different periods can be distinguished 
as belonging to the Olmec style (1200-300 BC), the 
Classic (AD 250-900) and Postclassic (AD 900-1520) 
Maya styles, as well as the Mesoamerican Mixteca-
Puebla style (AD 1200-1520) and the style of the 
Codex Madrid (AD 1400-1600). Besides, rock art of 
the Colonial period (AD 1520-1821) has been found in 
Yucatán at Dzibichen, Kaua, Loltun, Tixcuytun, Actun 
Ham, in Campeche at Miramar, and in Quinatana Roo 
at Santa Cruz (ibid.). In spite of the continuity of ancient 
beliefs modern rock art (from 1821 onwards) has rarely 
been reported from Central America and seems to be 
limited to coloured markings (at the sacred site of Piedra 
Compadre, Guatemala) and Christian symbols (at Cueva 
Pacha, Honduras), produced in relation to traditional 
rites, in order to increase or ban pagan imagery (Künne 
et al. 2012: 302). 
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In some cases rock art representations are immediately 
associated with calendar dates and fragments of 
hieroglyphic texts. In the Maya region nine sites with 
palaeographic inscriptions are known (James Awe 
2011, pers. comm.), which provide dates for the caves 
of Jolja’ (AD 297), Naj Tunich (AD 692 and 771) and 
Las Pinturas (AD 600-900). At five additional sites, 
direct dating of pigments or binders has been achieved: 
the oldest dates are from red paintings at Casa de 
las Golondrinas (1400-1000 BC) and Diablo Rojo 
(1019+56 BC) in the central highlands of Guatemala. 
On the other hand the dated charcoal drawings at Naj 
Tunich (AD 892) and Actun Ik (AD 850) prove the 
production of rock art in the Classic (AD 600-800) and 
Epiclassic (AD 800-900) periods (Armitage et al. 2001; 
Bassie 2002: 18-22; Robinson et al. 2007; Rowe et al. 
2002; MacLeod and Stone 1995). 

At the majority of sites, questions about chronology, 
style and function of the rock art are difficult to answer 
because of cultural changes (in the case of the Pacific 
region) or the lack of archaeological stratigraphy (in 
the Atlantic region). Often there has been insufficient 
archaeological research, resulting in a lack of well-
defined archaeological phases or cultures. The most 
solid data stem from the Pacific region where deep soils 
offer sediments which make it possible to recognise 
stratigraphy. In northern Central America architectural 
details and archaeological deposits enable one to define 
the context of associated rock art. 

Systematic archaeological research has been carried out 
in urban centres with monumental architecture, and on 
the ancient road systems of the Maya region (Andrews 
and Robles Castellanos 2004), as well as in the volcanic 
areas (Dull et al. 2001) and lake regions (McCafferty and 
Dennett 2013) of the Intermediate zone. On the other 
hand few studies have been carried out on the mounds 
of the southern Atlantic lowlands (Gassiot and Palomar 
2001) and drainage systems of the Pacific region (Cooke 
2001). Rock art research in the Maya region (Belize, El 
Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico) is often carried 
out as part of major long-term projects that consider rock 
art a functional part of landscapes, settlement patterns 
or ritual forms of use of space. In the Intermediate zone 
(Costa Rica, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, and 
Panama) rock art research is carried out in more short-
term projects aimed at registration, documentation and 
conservation of sites reported previously (Vázquez 
Leiva 2010). Many studies are the product of academic 
theses, and treat rock art as an archaeological artifact in 
the same way as ceramics and stonework.

While these studies concentrate on the formal aspects and 
thematic classification of rock art, landscape archaeology 
deals with the topographic position and morphological 
structure of decorated sites (Tilley 2004) regarding rock 
art as intentional marks on the natural environment 

which make it possible to recognize concepts of use, 
ethnic groups and symbolic constructions of space.

Recent rock art studies

The continuity and intensity of Central American rock art 
research depend on the formulation of scientific issues and 
hypotheses, as well as politico-cultural interests and the 
limited funding of national archaeological institutions. 
In this respect, the international symposia organized 
each year by the Guatemalan Rock Art Research Group 
(Grupo Guatemalteco de Investigación de Arte Rupestre) 
at the University of San Carlos de Guatemala (USAC), 
for more than a decade, provide an excellent occasion for 
the exchange of data and experiences. 

This chapter serves a similar purpose. We will present 
sites that were recorded in the years 2010-2014 or which 
were studied again as part of long-term projects.  

Rock art and settlements

Only a few studies in the Maya region and the Intermediate 
zone have recorded rock art as an integral part of 
settlements. Often they exclusively report petroglyphs, 
while paintings have been applied to nearby geological 
formations. The engraved rocks are found on the 
outskirts or in the centre of urban agglomerations. They 
may be related to mounds (Igualtepeque), architecture 
(Tenampua), ancient roads or irrigation works (Guayabo 
de Turrialba).

Because of probable social and environmental impacts 
from the planned Nicaraguan Grand Canal, an important 
archaeological inventory and documentation within 
indigenous Rama and Kriol territory took place between 
November 2013 and June 2014 (Byers et al. 2014). 
Located in the South Atlantic Autonomous Region  
(RAAS) in a little-studied zone of the Caribbean coast 
of Nicaragua, the project area included portions of the 
coastal plain, numerous small bays, and river systems 
from the Bluefields lagoon south to the Kukra and 
Indio river basins, an area of over 4800 sq km (ibid.: 6). 
During only three months 63 sites were documented, 
including 55 archaeological sites (8 known and 47 
new) and 8 historic sites. Of the 55 archaeological sites, 
almost half – 24 – contained petroglyphs, indicating the 
great ubiquity of rock art in the region, with many sites 
located immediately adjacent to or very near rivers; these 
included 12 of 18 sites along the Kukra River (ibid.: 2014: 
27-44). Although the documentation of the petroglyphs 
was limited, the authors noted: ‘The iconography of 
the petroglyphs is very standardized: geometric motifs, 
groupings of dots, small anthropomorphic faces, 
high relief, abstract figures, and feline paw prints. It 
could be observed that areas with petroglyphs formed 
significant groupings; a clear example of this are the five 
sites located at different points on the slopes of Cerro 
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Silva at very short distances from one another, perhaps 
signifying the ritual or sacred nature of the site’ (ibid.:  
75, translation by Baker). Most of the petroglyphs were 
eroded and in generally poor condition, undoubtedly 
caused by the extreme weather conditions on the coast. 
Dating of the sites is uncertain, although surface ceramic 
materials from a range of archaeological sites date 
to the Jarquín Complex (AD 400-800) to the Kukra 
Point Complex (AD 800-1200). However, the depth of 
antiquity of settlement on the Atlantic Coast is far older.  
Seven recent radiocarbon dates from the Angie Site, a 
shell mound at Monkey Point, have provided a sequence 
from Cal. 6720-6560 BP (4770-4610 BC) to Cal. 5920-
5840 BP (3970-3890 BC), with a human burial found 
in a stratum associated with one of the earliest date 
(ibid.: 65-67). Clearly, both the climate and possible 
construction of the canal make it imperative to carry out 
further archaeological work and rock art recording in this 
archaeologically rich area.

One of the most extensive long-term recordings concerns 
rock art in the Reventazón river valley which links the 
central highlands of Costa Rica with the Atlantic coast. 
Older studies concentrated on a core zone along the 
middle river and the area where the reservoir of Angostura 
was later built (Fonseca and Acuña 1986; Kennedy 1970; 
Vázquez Leiva 2001: 71-89, 103, 127, 195-206, 326-32). 
The new analysis of data by Hurtado de Mendoza and 
Naranjo Masis (2014) also included settlements to the 
North and South. Altogether 157 sites were registered, 
of which only 38 have petroglyph boulders. Most 
engraved rocks were located in the complex settlement 
of Guayabo de Turrialba (36 rocks); in the smaller 
site of Playa Hermosa 18 petroglyph boulders were 
registered, and in Los Manzanos ten. The motifs consist 
of geometric figures (lines, spirals or circles) and, much 
less frequently, figurative representations (heads or faces 
and others). Hurtado de Mendoza and Naranjo Masis 
classify 7 prototypes based on their digital analysis of 
images, and suggest that they had different significance 
for their creators. They also believe in a development 
from simple to more complex designs. The more intricate 
representations seem to exist in the settlement centres 
and the simpler images in the borderlands. Fonseca 
and  Acuña (1986: 243) interpret spirals as indicators 
of waterworks, and Hurtado and Masis see petroglyphs 
associated with house platforms as indicators of social 
prestige (2014: 15). In contrast to Formative period sites, 
no petroglyphs have been reported from the Paleoindian 
and Archaic sites of the Reventazón river, Guardiria and 
Florencia (Vázquez Leiva 2001: 207-22).

On the other hand, highly complex geometric engravings 
exist in the frontier region between Costa Rica and 
Panama. They are different from the iconographies of 
any other archaeological finds in the Intermediate zone. 
Decorated monumental stone spheres on the lower 
Diquís river and its alluvial lowlands seem to be the 

only exception. They belong to the agricultural centres 
of Aguas Buenas (AD 200-700) and Chiriquí periods 
(AD 700-1520), and can be related to roads or settlement 
mounds (Quintanilla 2007: 62). Although in modern 
surveys only undecorated stone spheres were found, 
some with petroglyphs were reported previously (Drolet 
1984; D. Stone 1977: 99-136), and three decorated 
objects exist at the Las Bolas and La Victoria sites and in 
the National Museum of Costa Rica (Quintanilla 2007: 
114). A project on the region’s archaeological potential 
(Sanchez and Rojas 2002), carried out by the University 
of Costa Rica (UCR), has investigated the iconographic 
relation between petroglyph boulders, stone sculptures, 
and stelae or pillars, and has produced several theses 
(Galiano 2007).

In the Panama highlands of the same cultural area 
Palumbo (2009: 56-76; 2011) investigated the early 
centre of Barriles and stressed again the relationship 
between Formative societies and the production of 
public imagery. The core area of the settlement seems 
to have included at least 8 petroglyph boulders apart 
from monumental stonework and mortars (2009: 272). 
They present geometric elements and are interpreted 
as boundary markers of the most densely settled zones 
during the Bugaba phases (AD 300-900). Continuing 
the earlier studies of Quilter (2004) and Frost (2009) at 
the Rivas site, Sol Castillo (2013: 71-76) investigated 
the settlement patterns and ritual landscapes of the 
Upper Térraba Basin in the highlands of Costa Rica. 
During his survey 191 petroglyph stones and boulders 
were registered (ibid.: 71-76), of which 57 seem to be 
associated with ceramics of the Quebradas (1000 BC-
AD 200), 85 with materials of the Aguas Buenas  (AD 
200-700), and 116 with pottery of the Chiriquí (AD 700-
1520) periods. A single Quebradas period petroglyph 
boulder depicts a decapitation scene (ibid.: 87). Although 
Sol Castillo interprets the region’s rock art as symbols of 
rank and power, in the Upper Térraba Basin almost no 
petroglyphs are found in the architectural cores of central 
sites or in funerary zones (ibid.: 75). Probably the same 
design could have had different functions depending on 
its contexts.

While the settlements on the Reventazón river and the 
Chiriquí consist mainly of earth banks, tombs, roads and 
surface finds, at Tenampua in Honduras (Popenoe de 
Hatch 1936) and Igualtepeque in El Salvador (Longyear 
1944: 21; Jimenez 1959) terraced structures and stone 
walls exist.  Both sites are situated within the southwest 
border region of Mesoamerica, maintaining direct 
cultural contacts with the Intermediate Zone. In the case 
of Igualtepeque the neighbouring sources of obsidian 
(Ixtepeque) also suggest that the entire area had a key 
position in long-distance trade networks. Although the 
oldest ceramics of the region date to the Early Preclassic 
(1800-1200 BC), the principal phase of settlement at 
Igualtepeque seems to fall into the Late Classic (AD 600-
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800). The rock art site covers a small peninsula extending 
from the left bank of the Guija lake. Two mounds and 
several wall fragments exist in its central sections. 
However, the 220 decorated boulders are reported 
exclusively from the North-West and East shores. The 
petroglyphs show deeply engraved undulating lines, as 
well as faces, and saurian and bird figures. In spite of 
their considerable volume, most rocks bear engravings 
only on one side. Their function and chronology remain 
unresolved as the site’s most recent documentation by 
Stone (1998, [n.d.]) has not yet been published.

One of the rare associations between rock art and 
architectural compounds is reported from the Late 
Classic (AD 600-800) Busilhá site in the Usumacinta 
river region of Chiapas. Red hand prints and a painted 
face ascribed to the modern Lacandon Indians decorate 
the walls of an ancient building (Scherer and Golden 
2013).  

Rock art and cemeteries

In the historical literature and the popular traditions of 
Central America, petroglyphs are seen as indicators of 
cemeteries belonging to different periods, regions and 
cultures. However, only a few recent projects have been 
able to prove a relationship between tombs and rock art. 

Holmberg’s (2009) study of petroglyph sites, settlements 
and cemeteries at the volcano of Baru (Panama) is 
one of the few exceptions. As her documentation is 
embedded in a broader anthropological perspective, 
she perceives the iconographic, symbolic and social 
meanings of petroglyphs through their interrelations 
with environmental, archaeological and narrative 
contexts. Focusing ‘more heavily upon the landscape 
positioning of petroglyph boulders rather than upon their 
designs’ (ibid.: 205), the North American anthropologist 
suggests that the placement and construction of burials, 
the movement of grave slabs and cemetery columns, as 
well as the marking of landscapes by decorated rocks are 
all interlinked. During her excavations near the engraved 
boulders of the El Huacal cemetery, most diagnostic 
objects came from the AD 200-600 period. Among 
the finds were two small portable stones that have a 
curvilinear design very similar to the big ‘engraved’ 
open-air objects. An older report confirms deposits of 
small petroglyph stones in cists of the Chiriquí culture 
(AD 700-1520) at the site of Ta Lari in Costa Rica 
(Hurtado de Mendoza and Gómez Fallas 1984).

In the North Pacific region of Costa Rica Molina Muñoz 
(2010) has again registered the archaeological sites of 
Hacienda Guachipelín. Previously described by Habel 
(1878: 26) the zone was characterized by 300 burial 
mounds. According to Lothrop (1926: 423) Flint found 
numerous petroglyphs in the surrounding area. Muñoz 
registered engraved boulders at the sites of La Cascada, 

Potrero Coyol and La Española, which feature geometric 
and figurative motifs (2010: 130-33) The majority of 
the images, and the most sophisticated, are found at La 
Española, on the Colorado river. The first researcher at 
this site was Meighan (1995) who reported 5 panels with 
anthropomorphic, zoomorphic and geometric motifs, 
ascribed to the Bagaces period (AD 300-800) as they 
seem to occur also on bichrome ceramics. Unfortunately 
this site has now been vandalised.

Rock art and road networks

The archaeological zones of Central America were 
connected by an extensive network of roads, indicating 
cultural contacts and transfer of knowledge. Multi-
functional centres were surrounded by numerous smaller 
settlements. In many cases settlement patterns, adapted 
to natural features, are organised along main traffic 
routes such as rivers or highland basins.

In this context Costa (2014) has registered in East El 
Salvador 42 petroglyph sites, located on the border of 
the Lempa river, in the northern mountains, and on the 
slopes of the Conchagua volcano. While settlements in 
the region of the Lempa river extend from the Preclassic 
to the Postclassic periods (1800 BC-AD 1530), most 
petroglyphs of the northern mountain range and of 
Conchagua seem to belong to the Late Classic period (AD 
600-800). Costa distinguishes nine iconographic groups 
based on the stylistic and production characteristics of 
26 rock art sites (ibid.: 17). The Mexican and the Maya 
styles are represented by engravings and paintings which 
can be associated with Pipil and Nicarao as well as with 
Lenca populations of the Epiclassic and Postclassic 
periods. El Chumpe, a cave in the North of Eastern El 
Salvador, presents a variety of the Maya glyph Pop of 
considerable size (more than 1.5 m). Other groups such 
as concentric circles with an interior dot, geometric 
figures, zoomorphs (monkeys), big anthropomorphs, 
and faces are typical of petroglyphs in open-air sites, 
and seem to be related to pluri-ethnic groups. Costa’s 
zoomorphic group only occurs at the Conchagua volcano, 
and the geometric group is said to be limited to the gulf 
of Fonseca. According to Costa, the big paintings of 
anthropomorphs in several rock shelters of the northern 
mountains form a special group. In excavations at La 
Peña de la Sirica ceramics of the Uapala (500/ 400 BC-
AD 150) and Shila (AD 200-650) phases were found; 
however, the site’s rock paintings cannot be associated 
with the excavated material. At La Poza de los Fierros 
and at Peña del Diablo a late tradition of engraved 
crosses shows the influence of the Christian religion. On 
the other hand, Costa also refers to eight sites whose rock 
art cannot be related to any of these traditions.

Considering the fact that many rock art sites are situated 
outside settlement zones Stone (1995: 182; 2014) and 
Baker (2010: 241) have proposed that some rock art 
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sites could be stopping points or the destination of pre-
Columbian pilgrimages that combined ritual, economic 
and political objectives. In this context the stylistic 
ambiguity of certain images is considered a feature of 
multi-ethnic representations.

Concentrating on the decorated caves of northern 
Yucatán, Stone highlighted Colonial charcoal drawings. 
The figures of double-headed eagles, documented at 
the Miramar, Actun Hom, and Santa Cruz caves, are 
examples of how the indigenous creators adapted symbols 
of European power into their pictorial expressions. On 
the other hand, Stone interpreted circular head motifs 
as iconographic equivalents of Pre-Hispanic day signs 
in Maya writing, and motifs similar to turkeys and 
sun-like designs as reduced forms of ancient calendar 
symbols. Thus the rock art and pilgrimages of the Maya 
region indicate the continuity and resistance of ancient 
traditions in Colonial times (Stone 2009).

Baker (2010) has recorded rock art in the Intermediate 
zone, such as the petroglyphs of Ometepe island, located 
in Lake Nicarague (Lago Cocibolca) and situated in 
a transitional space of the Mexican language groups 
(Chorotega, Nicarao, Sutiava) of the Pacific region and 
groups of the Chibcha (Rama) and Misimalpa (Ulwa, 
Sumu) languages characteristic of South American 
lowland cultures. In her long-term project since 1995 
Baker has registered 116 sites that include over 2000 
petroglyph boulders. A detailed study of 43 sites with 
732 petroglyph boulders showed that the great majority 
were decorated with abstract curvilinear designs. She 
concluded that the motifs indicate manufacture by a 
population of southern  origin that settled the island before 
the immigration of Mesoamerican groups. A few sites 
(Corozal Viejo) present a higher percentage of figurative 
and rectilinear representations which, according to Baker 
(2010: 141), may show the influence of Mesoamerican 
settlement. Such unusual or rare imagery could also be 
explained ‘by visits from off-island pilgrims bringing 
thrown affective symbols’ (ibid.: 141).

Rock art and water resources

Apparently in Central America the extensive waterways 
were the traffic routes that were most used. Rivers 
connect different altitudes and ecological zones and offer 
favourable conditions for settlements. 

In Nicaragua two recent projects (Guido Martínez and 
Bosco Moroney 2009; Solano Martínez 2010) tried to 
relocate rock paintings that had been reported by Squier 
(1860 [1851-52]: 391-95) and were later observed 
near Laguna de Asososca before the 1931 and 1972 
earthquakes. At a height of 20-22 m above the water 
level Guido Martínez and Bosco Moroney were able 
to find five decorated sectors, situated in the North and 
West walls of the doline in places that are hard to reach. 

Their 31 red paintings show anthropomorphs, zoomorphs 
and highly stylized motifs (masks), as well as many 
unclassified paint patches. In addition there are also 14 
hand prints. While the motifs of sectors 2-4 consist of 
broad red lines and spaces, those of sectors 1 and 5 have 
finely-drawn outlines and detailed interior designs. On 
the walls of sector 4 two anthropomorphs occur – one 
with upraised arms, prominent legs and feet, and a barely 
distinguishable head; and a second with a large rotund 
body and head, prominent hands and fingers, and with 
a large round object on its head. This latter image may 
represent a jar that Indian women carried on their heads to 
obtain water (Guido Martínez and Bosco Moroney 2009: 
16). In sector 1 one figure might represent an ancient 
deity, while in sector 5 there are four large representations 
that combine human and bird features reminiscent of 
dancing human figures (petroglyphs) with ‘masks’ 
on El Muerto island. The most prominent motif is a 
convoluted feathered snake in sector 1 measuring 1.2 x 1 
m, situated at a height of 6.5 m above the ground (Figure 
2). It can be interpreted as a representation of the god 
Quetzalcoatl, worshipped in large parts of Mesoamerica 
as a creator and fertility deity. In sector 5 Guido Martinez 
and Bosco Moroney (2009: 30) compared another figure 
with human characteristics and a caiman snout to the 
anthropomorphic stone sculptures of Nicaragua lake 
that wear zoomorphic masks. Thus the human/caiman 

Figure 2. The Feathered Serpent of the Asososca Lagoon in 
Pacific Nicaragua. 

First reported by Squier (1860 [1851-52]: 391-95) its 
continued existence was uncertain until the recent  

documentation by Martínez and Bosco Moroney (2009). 
The clear reproduction results from the application of 

the plugin DStretch developed by Jon Harman. 
(Photo: Felix Lerma)
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complex perhaps represents a shamanic tradition of ritual 
transformation. Torquemada (1975 [1615 (3) 40]: 169) 
relates the importance of the caiman in ritual ceremonies 
in the 16th century, and Remesal (1932: 169) observed 
a ceremony on Easter Day of 1600 on an island in the 
Nicaragua lake (Lago Cocibolca). At this ceremony 
participants were dancing on the beach while an alligator 
or caiman was swimming. Finally a man emerged from 
the lake, apparently transformed from animal to man. 
Some of the Mexican-influenced motifs are also found 
on ceramics of the Managua Polícromo tradition (birds), 
Papagayo Polícromo and Vallejo Polícromo traditions 
(feathered serpents), produced in the Sapoá (AD 800-
1350) and Ometepe (AD 1350-1520) periods. They seem 
to be related to groups speaking Mangue and Nahuat 
who immigrated in several waves around AD 700 and 
AD 1250. In contrast the representation of an image 
similar to a caiman goes back to the Galo Policromo 
ceramic tradition (AD 500-800) produced by earlier 
populations. According to Squier, some of the Laguna de 
Asososca petroglyphs had already been destroyed by the 
earthquake of 1838 (Squier 1860 [1851-52]: 395 s.). In 
this context Solano Martínez (2010: 10-12) has argued 
for more detailed studies in the future.

In the Mexican state of Chiapas the interdisciplinary 
Metzabok project has registered 11 archaeological 
settlements (from Late Preclassic to Late Postclassic), 
caves and rock art around the lakes of Metzabok (Palka 
2005; Sánchez 2005: 61). This region is inhabited 
by Lacandon Indians who immigrated from Petén / 
Guatemala and from Yucatán / Mexico in the 18th and 
19th centuries. Rock art sites near the lake shore at 
Mensabak, Tsibaná and O’ton K’ak were mentioned by 
Soustelle (1966: 8), Pincemin (1999: 19, 83, 87), and 
recently by Lozada (2013a, b). Three cliffs bear 186 
paintings and engravings, the majority at the Mensabok 
site. The image of a mythical creature is interpreted by 
the Lacandon as ‘He who makes the black clouds of rain’  
associated with the deity Metsabok (Vargas 1998: 106). 
Palka (2005) dates this element to the Late Postclassic 
or the Early Colonial periods (AD 1200-1600) due 
to its stylistic characteristics (Figure 3). Another site, 
Tsibana, presents 56 paintings and petroglyphs forming 
a continuous panel that seems to date from the Late 
Preclassic (300 BC-AD 250) to the Early Colonial 
period. Two anthropomorphic figures, represented in 
profile, reflect the style of the Classic period (AD 250-
800). Lozada (2013a: 87) applied digital enhancement 
and was able to detect four glyph columns between 
these two figures. In addition in the same panel there are 
painted crosses, handprints and stencils, and a monkey-
like figure which has been painted over several times 
(Palka and Sánchez 2011). Three engraved serpents with 
open mouths are located below the water level and are 
visible only in the dry period (Lozada 2013a: 88, 92); the 
Lacandon believe that their presence avoids the drying-
up of the lake (ibid.: 91). In contrast to these two sites, 

the rock wall at O’ton K’ak is located in the South of the 
Metsabok lake. Its 22 images are 10 m above the current 
water level. They include painted engravings. Sánchez 
(2005: 67) reports that many elements of the site are 
oriented to the North; he refers to the Mesoamerican 
cosmovision in which the North is associated with 
serpents, clouds and rain. The present-day Lacandon 
believe that mythical creatures inhabit the three sites. If 
a Lacandon dies, his soul is believed to travel first to the 
Tsibaná cliff and later enters the rock at Mensabak to 
descend from there to the underground world (Lozada 
2013a: 101).

Rock art, mountains and volcanoes

In the Pacific region volcanos represent the most 
conspicuous features of the landscape. Their eruptions, 
quakes and smoke clouds seem to connect the upper world 
with the mythical underground world. In spite of their 
fertile environment, volcanoes are a permanent danger 
to settlements. That is why they played a prominent role 
in cosmology and iconography of many ancient cultures.

Since 1989 Ellen Hardy’s Orosi Volcano Archaeological 
Project (PAVO) has been working at the Pedregal site, 
located on the western slope of the Orosi volcano (Costa 
Rica) . Its petroglyphs represent one of the most important 
rock art sites of the entire Intermediate zone. At a height 
of around 500 m above sea level at least 465 engraved 
boulders are scattered among several artificial savannas. 
Of these, 215 decorated rocks are situated within an area 
of 1.5 sq. km. that offers a wide view of the Nicaragua lake. 
Most of them are associated with a natural depression, 
mounds and a cemetery in the northern part. Broad or 
fine lines characterize the petroglyphs. Natural cracks 
were expanded to form artificial elements, including 
also cupules. Most motifs present geometric figures, 
accompanied by zoomorphs and anthropomorphs. Some 
figurative elements (lizards, tapirs or serpents) follow 
South American lowland conventions, while others may 
be related to Classic (AD 150 -90) and Postclassic (AD 
900-1520) Mesoamerican iconography such as feathered 
snakes and  images reminiscent of the god Tlaloc (Figure 
4). The decorated boulders reveal relationships with the 
surrounding landscapes as well as to the iconography 
of ancient cultures. Most of the zoomorphic motifs 
seem to look towards the Nicaragua lake, while the 
anthropomorphic figures tend to face the volcano (Hardy 
2014, pers. comm.; Molina Muñoz 2014: 6).

Petrogyphs at the Momotombo volcano (1297 m) present 
a similar case of a relationship of rock art with the 
ancient cultural landscape of Pacific Central America. 
This volcano is located to the North of Managua lake 
(Lago Xolotlan). Connected to Nicaragua lake through 
the Tipitapa river and Laguna de Tisma, the Managua 
lake forms part of the largest water reservoir of 
Central America and the densest settlement area of the 
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Intermediate zone. On the southern border of Managua 
lake at Acahualinca, archaeological remains dating to 
4000 BC have been found (Bryan 1973: 146); however, 
we do not know whether the rock art was produced at 
that time. Navarro (2010: 28-124) registered 10 sites 
with a total of 53 engraved rocks, as well as 26 boulders 
with cupules. Six rock art sites are located in the wooded 
zone of the volcano, three on the island of Momotombito, 
and one on Santa Rosa island. Five sites have cupules as 
well as petroglyphs (geometric, anthropomorphic and 

zoomorphic figures), the rest only cupules. The majority 
of engraved rocks are found at El Jobo (13), Ojochal (22) 
and on Isla Rosa (28). Some figurative motifs show faces 
or heads, monkeys, birds and beings that may represent 
deities. The triangular faces at Ojochal recall those of 
the sculptures of seated women of the ceramic tradition 
of Mora Polícromo (AD 800-1200); monkeys appear on 
ceramics of the early tradition of Tola Tricromo (300 
BC-AD 500). At three rock art sites Navarro registered 
surface finds and structures (terraces, stone walls) that 

Figure 3.  Possible representation of the Mensabok rain deity at the cliff with the same name. 
The site is located on the northern shores of the Metzabok Lagoon (Chiapas). Although an 

inexperienced observer perceives mainly geometric pictographs, the Lacandon indians recognize eyes, a 
nose, fangs, and water drops falling from a semicircular element. 

(Photo:  Joshue Lozada, 2013: 86, photo 9)

Copyrighted Material: no unauthorized reproduction in any medium



275

Recent Rock Art Studies in the Maya region and the Intermediate Area, 2010-14

indicate settlements between AD 400-1520. Surprisingly 
the site with the most complex architectural elements 
(Isla Momotombito) has only cupule rocks, whereas the 
archaeological site with the greatest number of surface 
finds (Genizaro) has no rock art at all. The difference 
in distribution of architecture, cupules and petroglyphs 
seems to indicate distinct functions of these sites. The 
occurrence of obsidian artifacts reveals that this region 
was part of a widespread trade network. The production 
of rock art may have been dependent on the political 
centres of Nagrando (Nagarote) and Imabite (Puerto 
Momotombo), located on the Western border of the 
lake. Considering particularly Oviedo’s discussion of the 
customs and language of Nagrando province (Oviedo 
1851-55 [1534, 1547]: (3) 42: 35-115) and the evidence 
of artifacts and rock art found during the survey, as well 
as the lack of Spanish reference to petroglyphs, Navarro 
(2010: 137) believes that the sites on Isla Momotombito 
were primarily residential, while those on Isla Rosa were 
used for rituals. Too little information was obtained on 
Volcan Momotombo itself to make such generalizations, 
but the complexity of many motifs on Momotombo also 
indicates at least some ritual function.

Rock art in caves and rock shelters

A large part of the rock art of the Maya region and the 
Intermediate zone is located in caves and rock shelters 
(Brady and Prufer 2005: 155-411). Caves were an 
‘important feature of a sacred landscape, [and] played an 
essential role in myth and cosmovision’ (Strecker 2013: 
507). In areas without true caves, rock shelters may have 
played a similar role.

While in the Intermediate zone many open-air rock art 
sites exist, in the Maya zone there are numerous regions 
where rock art occurs only in cave systems. Similar to 
the Olmec site at Chalcatzingo (Morelos, Mexico) where 
rock engravings express concepts of fertility, water, 
and the growth of plants related to the legitimisation of 
power and rule (Grove 1968: 486-91), in current Maya 
beliefs mountains, caves, rain and fertility are related. 
Indigenous groups still deposit offerings on hills (Los 
Deseos) and in rock shelters (Martos López 2010). 
Caves also serve as water reservoirs (Balankanche, 
Yucatán) or spaces for prayers and ritual activities (Jolja’ 
cave, Chiapas). The speleothems found within these 

Figure 4.   Although ʻSouth Americanʼ iconographic conventions are predominant across the entire Intermediate zone, 
decorations of Mesoamerican character extend far southwards at the Pacific Pedregal site situated in the Northwest of 

Costa Rica. (Photo: Ellen Hardy)
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caves – both modified and unmodified – were often 
venerated and imbued with ritual importance (Awe et al. 
2005; Brady et al. 1997).  The Bribrí and Cabécar ethnic 
groups of the Intermediate zone used caves as burial 
grounds (San José de Cabécar) until the 19th century, 
and considered them a lodging place of their ancestors 
(Fila Costera) (González Chaves and González Vázquez 
1989: 44; D. Stone 1961: 11, 136).

In light of new research on Maya cave use, Matthias 
Strecker (2013) has recently taken a fresh look at a 
specific type of motif – hand images – that he recorded 
as part of his rock art research in the 1970s in caves 
near Oxkutzcab in the Puuc region of central Yucatán. 
He summarised their currently known distribution in the 
northern and central parts of the region, and noted that 
with a few exceptions these images are in dark cave areas 
that required torchlight. They are painted in black or red 
(sometimes brown or orange-red) and can be found as 
stencils or positive prints. Strecker then reported on hand 
images in four caves in the Oxkutzcab area. In particular 
he highlighted the variety of handprints found at Acum 
cave, ‘unmatched anywhere in the Maya area’ (Stone 
1995: 69), including 12 stencils forming animal heads.

Although there are no direct dates for handprints, 
Strecker (2013: 518-20) summarised regional research 
projects that discuss possible dating based on associated 
ceramics and design motifs, superimpositions, and the 
appearance of painted hands on buildings of known dates. 
Although some of them may date to the Early Classic 
(AD 250-600) or even the Late Preclassic (250 BC – AD 
250), evidence points to a preponderance of hand images 
having been produced during the Late Classic (AD 600-
800), ‘particularly the special negative hand images, 
while other negative images seem to have been made 
in the Early Classic’, and red positive handprints may 
have been made in a later phase than hand stencils, as 
indicated by the superimposed images…’ (ibid.: 2013: 
520).

Hand images have often been considered simply as a 
mark of presence of the creator; however, Strecker (ibid.: 
521-22) believes that such a simplistic interpretation 
does not go far enough, and instead he reviews research 
on Maya hand signs, including the importance of hand 
gestures in ritual (Ancona-Ha et al. 2000), the extensive 
use of hand figures in Maya hieroglyphs which could 
expand the interpretative possibilities of cave hand 
images (Boot 2003: 26; Palka 2005: 6), the possible 
relationship of the hand image with the healing deity 
Kabul (Benavides 2007), and the Maya concept of 
wilderness associated with caves (Stone and Bahn 1993) 
which could give meaning to some of the hand images 
representing open mouthed felines. Strecker (2013: 523) 
concludes that there is sufficient evidence to suggest that 
handprints and stencils fit into a ritual context relating 
their creators to the supernatural world. At least in some 

cases, particularly those with sophisticated negative 
stencils, ritual specialists belonging to the Maya elite 
may have produced these images.

Like Strecker’s research (ibid.), Martos López 
(2010) discusses the rock art of the Maya zone from 
a comparative perspective considering the symbolic 
importance of underground spaces, based on the data 
from 20 caves including 9 rock art sites in the Mexican 
states of Yucatán and Quintana Roo. His study may be 
seen as a sequel to the project by Rissolo who, in 1995-
2000, registered 16 caves with rock art in the region of 
Yalahau (Rissolo 2001). Four caves (Cueva Marquetas, 
Cueva de las Caritas, Cueva de El Danzante, Aktunkoot) 
are situated in the immediate surroundings of the ancient 
settlement of Xcaret, another site (Cenote de la Vida) is 
associated with Cobá, and the well-known Cueva Tancah 
also lies near a settlement. Two of the nine rock art 
sites are extensive geomorphological systems in which 
Rissolo and Martos López systematically recorded the 
visible vestiges of rock art.  

Cueva Aktunkoot (Martos López 2010: 113-40) 
possesses 18 chambers of which only two are decorated 
with petroglyphs picturing heads and other elements that 
Martos López interpreted as representations of a specific 
fish species (catfish). Excavations in this cave revealed 
that it was used in the Late Preclassic (250 BC – AD 250) 
and the Late Postclassic (AD 1250-1450) periods.

Cueva Chanchen (ibid.: 140-63) is a cave system with 
17 chambers and numerous archaeological remains 
(walls, stairs, ceramics) used continuously since the Late 
Preclassic period (250 BC-AD 250) and particularly 
intensively in the Epiclassic (AD 800-1000). Red and 
black rock paintings have been registered in 3 chambers 
and consist of geometric motifs and a zoomorphic figure, 
as well as handprints and a stencil.

Martos López’s comparative study interpreted 
architectural structures, rock art and surface finds as 
marking a cultural environment in a symbolic way. The 
author uses ethnohistoric sources from Colonial times 
which provide information about different ritual cave 
uses in the Maya region (ibid.: 2010: 185-89).

In the last decade researchers from the California State 
University, Los Angeles (Brady 2009), and the University 
of Bonn (Wölfel and Torres 2013-2015) have carried 
out field work in the western highlands of Guatemala. 
Brady et al. (2009) have restudied the cave system of 
Quen Santo near the archaeological site of Pueblo 
Viejo, located in the West of Huehuetenango department 
in an area of the Chuj linguistic group, continuing 
Seler’s pioneering research. Seler (1901: 160-72) 
described three different caves located under the central 
architectural structures of Pueblo Viejo, accessible by a 
stone stairway. In Cave 1 he recorded monumental and 
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smaller stone sculptures and numerous ceramic vessels; 
in Cave 2 a stone altar and two large incense burners. 
However, ritual activities were concentrated in Cave 3 
whose western tunnel was divided by walls into chambers 
containing architectural structures and stone sculptures. 
Surface findings of ceramics belong to the Late Classic 
(AD 600-800). Navarrete and Martínez (1977: 64) also 
reported fragments of Tohil Plumbate Ware dated to the 
Early Postclassic period (AD 900-1250).

Brady et al. (2009) were able to find six other caves in the 
same area directly associated with the three previously 
known caves. Seler’s caves 2 and 3 were remapped and 
their features recorded again. Brady et al. found two 
engraved head representations on the altar in Cave 2 and 
seven petroglyphs in the entrance area of Cave 3.

Brady stresses the special importance of Quen Santo due 
to its ritually used and marked cave system related to 
a settlement of the highland Mayas. He interprets the 
architectural remains in Cave 3 as a burial structure 
of the local elite and speculates that the founder of the 
dynasty of Pueblo Viejo was buried in this place. Caves 
2 and 3 are still visited by Maya pilgrims of different 
language groups from the highlands (Chuj, Jalkatek and 
Kanjobal).

The rock shelter of Gruta de Espírito Santo in El Salvador 
is known for its paintings and preceramic archaeological 
finds. Several research projects have dealt with this site 
in the last few decades (Haberland 1991; Coladan and 
Amaroli 2003: 145-49; Perrot-Minnot 2007). While 
Haberland assumes that the rock shelter’s initial use is 
associated with artifacts from preceramic layers, Perrot-

Minnot argues that most of the documented archaeological 
materials as well as the outstanding polychrome 
pictographs and their style indicate a Late Classic 
(AD 600-800) manufacture. Another project (Lerma 
2014), carried out in the years 2006-2013, recorded and 
classified these representations systematically. Due to 
the application of digital enhancement (DStretch) 171 
motifs have been recognized forming 6 iconographic 
complexes. Ten other motifs have been located in the 
nearby Cueva del Toro (ibid.: 147). The paintings present 
anthropomorphic, zoomorphic, anthropo-zoomorphic 
and geometric representations as well as hand prints and 
stencils. They were executed in different hues of red, 
orange, ochre, brown, yellow, white, black and green. 
While Haberland (1972) interprets a majority of the site’s 
images as hunting scenes, Lerma considers the shelter a 
space for ritual and social gatherings of groups speaking 
Lenca and Matagalpa languages. Dynamic scenes could 
express ritual dances like those still practised in the 
neighbouring communities (‘guancascos’) (Figure 5).

In northern Nicaragua, Cueva la Conga, situated in 
the Jinotega department, was originally recorded in 
2006 (Baker et al. 2006). Baker and Armitage (2013) 
have recently carried out important radiocarbon and 
chemical analyses on samples of its paint. Cueva la 
Conga is the first karst cave with pictographs and 
modified speleothems found in Nicaragua, and is the 
southernmost such cave found outside of the Maya zone. 
The cave consists of a principal chamber (20 x 15 m) 
and a long tunnel (35 m). The walls of both structures 
contain 14 panels with motifs painted in ochre colours 
and charcoal drawings. These include dots, circles, 
rayed circles, mat-like designs and upside-down 

Figure 5.  Paintings in Espirito Santo rock shelter, El Savador. 
(Drawing: Felix Lerma, 2014: 106)
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figures representing anthopomorphs and biomorphs, 
possibly bats. The organization of the cave and its motif 
distribution point to the probable occurrence of both 
public and private rituals. Producers of the art, perhaps 
ritual specialists, created the most elaborate pictographs 
on a large wall of the main chamber of the cave, which 
has ambient light. The deeper parts of the cave in the 
dark zone were marked at intervals by simpler individual 
motifs, including several anthropomorphic figures and 
handprints, and contained a tiny chamber with a carved 
speleothem image that could only be viewed by one or 
at most two people kneeling, perhaps as participants in 
private rituals (ibid.: 309-29). 

Five radiocarbon samples taken from charcoal images or 
from charcoal found mixed in ochre paints at Cueva la 
Conga have produced the first dates for pictographs and, 
indeed, the first radiocarbon dates for northern Nicaragua. 
These range from cal. AD 680-905 to cal. AD 1440-1520, 
with probably the greatest intensity of painting occurring 
in the earlier period (ibid.: 320, 322). Charcoal samples 
taken from the pictographs were identified as coming from 
three different trees – most from Hymenaea courbaril 
(Guapinol or the Jatobá tree), as well as pine (Pinus sp.) 
and Pithecellobium arboreum (Quebracho). Hymenaea 
courbaril produces an aromatic resin called copal, known 
to have been used in rituals in Mesoamerica and probably 
Central America. It was employed as an incense offering 
to the gods and used in divination and perhaps for inducing 
shamanic trance. Baker and Armitage note that at ‘the very 
least the presence of Hymenaea courbaril indicates access 
to copal and suggests its possible use in rituals at Cueva la 
Conga’ (ibid.: 320). 

Since 2014 researchers of the ‘Fundación Cultural Ulua-
Matagalpa’ have been working in largely unexplored 
northern Nicaragua. An initial archaeological 
reconnaissance revealed the existence of a further 
decorated cave in the frontier region between the 
departments of Jinotega and Matagalpa. Cueva Los 
Ladrones is a small cave site with 33 rock paintings. 
They include 2 red handprints, 7 brown stencils, 1 
anthropomorph and 2 zoomorphs, as well as irregular 
traces. A single image consists of 2 hand stencils placed 
on top of each other. All hand images are surrounded 
by white circles; one stencil has been painted over by 
white lines. The main panel has been placed on the 
surface of an oval depression of the cave’s back wall. 
Its representations include a bird-like creature and an 
animal with several legs and an erect tail. In fact, many 
motifs were executed on natural cavities or on surfaces 
that were smoothed before starting the paintings. The 
red handprints were also made on a white painted 
background. This process recalls the iconographic 
treatment  of polychrome ceramics grounded in cream 
which were in use from AD 700. No ceramics but part 
of a metate and projectile points were found in the cave 
(Cruz and Navarro 2014, pers. comm.).

Rock art on cliff walls and in dolines

The site of Farallón de Sandillal lies in the Northwest of 
Costa Rica. Its petroglyphs constitute the only example 
of rock art declared a National Monument in this country. 
They mark a slightly convex face of an ignimbrite rock 
on the border of the Cabuya river. The motifs include 
crosses, rectangles, concentric circles, spirals and wavy 
lines, as well as small heads, anthropomorphic figures and 
lizard-like beings. The decorated sector is 7 m high and 
28 m long and is complemented by two large petroglyph 
boulders. Although the site has been visited several times 
(Guerrero and Solis 1997: 12), the engravings have only 
recently been recorded more systematically (Rojas 
Rojas 2010: 45-66 d). Most of the diagnostic motifs 
correspond to the decoration on polychrome ceramics of 
the Tempisque (500 BC-AD 500) and Bagaces (AD 500-
800) periods, such as wavy lines, opposing spirals, and 
large crosses organized into rectangular ‘mat motifs’. As 
single motifs the latter occur as body paint on female 
clay sculptures of the Galo Policromo tradition (AD 500-
800). Even the form of the sculptures’ heads and their 
hair styles seem to be represented among the petroglyphs 
at Farallón de Sandillal. An individual female figure has 
interlaced arms and presents a vagina with a possible 
birth scene. In general the location and iconography 
of the site seem to be related to ancient concepts of 
water, fertility and birth. The selection of the panels is 
apparently related to a temporary water flow that has left 
dark vertical lines on the rock face (Figure 6a-c).

The steep rock walls of the Yal Ib’ach site are part of 
a doline in the Nenton municipality in the West of the 
Guatemala highlands. A subproject of the Archaeological 
Chaculá Project (PARCHA), supported by the University 
of Bonn / Germany, recorded three painted areas. 
The motifs of the first panel consist of dark red spots, 
irregular marks and an anthropomorphic figure that seem 
to be of recent origin. The motifs of the second panel also 
seem to have been created recently, imitating stylistic 
conventions of the eastern highlands (the Chiquimula 
site). Two lateral panels, however, appear to contain 
ancient depictions. They present dots and several heads, 
two of which may correspond to the Mexican god Tlaloc, 
represented here in front and side view. Panel 1 of a third 
group of paintings has been created on the ceiling of an 
overhanging broad vertical crest. Its principal motifs 
are two bichrome snakes consisting of numerous red 
geometric segments and black separating lines. Both 
motifs are associated with several geometric elements. 
Another panel is also dominated by a segmented serpent 
with a wide-open mouth. This representation recalls the 
mythical serpents with antlers of Cueva de Azacualpa in 
the Pacific region of Honduras. It is accompanied by a 
badly weathered anthropomorphic figure. The rock art 
panels of Yal Ib’ach are located near a natural hill with 
the construction of a ball court and Postclassic (AD 900-
1520) ceramics (Wölfel 2015, pers. comm.).
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Figure 6a-b-c  Petroglyphs at the Sandillal site in NW Costa Rica. 
(Photos: Martin Künne, drawing: Maria Fernanda Rojas Rojas, 2010: 47, Figure 20) 

Conclusions and challenges for future investigations

Modern rock art research in Central America is part of 
a large range of archaeological knowledge and tasks. 
Due to a relatively peaceful political situation, modest 
economic growth and increasing national tourism, the 
interest in rock art sites has grown in the last years. 
Other indicators of this trend are efforts towards the 
conservation of rock art sites (Ruta Lenca in Honduras), 
organizing international rock art congresses (Grupo 
Guatemalteco de Arte Rupestre / Universidad San 
Carlos), academic programmes (ENAH / Universidad 
Nacional Autónoma de México, Universidad de Costa 
Rica, Universidad del Valle) or workshops on rock art 

(Universidad Tecnológica de El Salvador). The fact that 
the monumental stone spheres of the Diquís river (sites of 
Finca-6, Batambal, El Silencio and Grijalba-2) in Costa 
Rica were declared World Heritage sites by UNESCO 
(in 2014) shows that archaeological subjects which 
had not been considered in detail in previous research 
are now being taken into account. On the other hand, 
the growth of towns and cities, deforestation, extensive 
animal farming and economic mega-projects threaten the 
preservation of rock art, and consequently their recording 
is an urgent task. The ecological balance and the ancient 
cultural landscapes are endangered by the construction of 
an interoceanic waterway crossing the Nicaragua lake, as 
well as that of numerous reservoirs in the region between 
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Chiapas and Panama. Although these projects have to 
be accompanied by studies of social and environmental 
impacts, activities to record and rescue archaeological 
and rock art sites are not always carried out adequately. 
One example is the construction of the reservoir of  Barro 
Blanco on the Tabasará river in Panama which threatens 
to flood ritually-used petroglyph boulders. On the other 
hand, the outstanding recording of archaeological sites 
in the region of the reservoir of Angostura (Costa Rica) 
shows that such constructions may even be beneficial to 
archaeological research (Vázquez Leiva 2001).

While many rock art projects in the Maya zone include 
archaeology as well as the study of ethnohistoric sources, 
those in the Intermediate zone concentrate on the 
archaeological context. In that respect the presence or 
absence of monumental architecture and the percentage 
of indigenous groups in the national population play a 
role. In all the national universities of Central America 
academic degrees can be obtained through rock art studies; 
however, this kind of research remains outside mainstream 
archaeology. On the other hand, future rock art studies 
should form part of interdisciplinary research projects, 
making use of archaeometric methods in order to produce 
systematic and reliable data clusters. In comparison to 
other continents, in the Maya region and the Intermediate 
zone only a few AMS dates are available which assist the 
chronological framework, and, as the majority of rock art 
manifestations are petroglyphs, new methods should be 
developed that make it possible to date their production 
in an indirect way. Furthermore, comparative iconological 
studies are needed for an interpretation of the symbolic 
nature of the representations, based on an analysis of the 
complete corpus of figures. Decorated ceramics are of 
particular importance in this context, due to their extensive 
distribution, chronological correlation and good state of 
preservation.

Like ceramics, rock art may have served very different 
purposes. Since the early Formative period, monumental 
iconographic representations had a social function that 
may have increased over time. The production of specific 
images and their periodic reproduction could have served 
the maintenance of cosmic order (Batres et al. 2000; 
Martos López 2010: 173-96), the renewal of agricultural 
cycles (Bassie 2002: 42), or the reinforcement of group 
cohesion and : 165the upkeep of interaction with other 
ethnic groups (Lerma 2014).

Although rock art is known from different ecological 
regions in Central America, it does not occur in all 
archaeological territories, and most of the images are 
not specific to any natural environment. Instead, a 
number of ritual landscapes apparently existed in which 
different environments connected, as we have seen in 
the case of caves (underground surfaces) and settlements 
or ritual centres above ground. Recent ethnographic 
sources suggest that special features of the natural 

environment were considered of symbolic significance 
(Lozada 2013a: 100-10). In this way rock art represents 
not only an enclosed part of landscape patterns, but 
also an independent and complex system of culturally 
constructed communication.

In addition, pictographs and petroglyphs may express 
transcultural messages reflected in iconographies shared 
by the Maya region and the Intermediate zone. They 
prove interaction of both zones over centuries, as we 
also see in the decoration of archaeological artefacts 
which could have originated from migration, trade, ritual 
encounters of different territorial groups or supra-regional 
pilgrimage. Apparently certain images associated with 
mythical concepts (bird-man, serpent-lizard, biomorph 
with snout, monkey, spiral-circle-line-complex, hand 
image) were known all over Central America, and have 
been repeated again and again in varied form. The 
concept of ‘water-cave-mountain’, related to mythical 
ancestors, exemplifies the use of images to legitimize 
political power. The analysis of Colonial representations 
indicates the continuity of indigenous traditions after the 
Spanish conquest.

Since the symbolic contexts of pre-Hispanic cultures 
have been lost to a large extent, the significance of ancient 
rock art motifs can be reconstructed only partially. 
However, some of these motifs seem to be repeated in 
recent ethnographic expressions in textiles, woodwork or 
sand-drawings that are frequently explained in popular 
narratives. The traditional interpretation of ancient 
images can be recorded in many places and should be 
integrated into campaigns to preserve rock art sites as 
part of the cultural heritage.

Finally we wish to pay tribute to Dr. Andrea Stone 
(1949-2014) who in the last two decades worked at the 
Department of Art History of the University of Wisconsin 
Milwaukee and had considerable influence on Maya and 
Central American rock art research through her studies 
and publications. She shared with her teacher Linda 
Schele an interest in many subjects, but her research 
concentrated on Classic Maya iconography (Stone and 
Zender 2011). Her publications on Naj Tunich cave in 
Guatemala (1995) and Lake Guija in El Salvador (1998, 
[n.d.]) are landmarks in the rock art studies of these 
regions. Completing her analytical efforts, many of her 
late manuscripts deal with the changes and continuity 
of old iconographies in the early Colonial period (2009, 
2014). We are also indebted to her work as editor and 
author of other scientific publications characterized by 
a clear diction and a profound comparative analytical 
approach. She showed exceptional scientific agility, 
great communicational skills and was always willing to 
share her considerable knowledge with colleagues and 
students. Her death is a sad loss for the international 
community of researchers (Strecker, Guernsey and 
Stewart 2014: 2).
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