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The discovery of the Siega Verde and Côa Valley sites revolutioni-
sed the way people thought about Palaeolithic art.
Whilst the cave paintings of Altamira and those discovered along 
the French-Cantabrian coast provided an insight into the symbolic 
world of our early ancestors, the open-air art engravings of the 
Douro Valley defied the usual interpretations of these art forms, 
dispelling the notion that they were only for the initiated that ser-
ved as intermediaries between human groups and the world of 
spirituality and symbolism. The discovery of open-art blurred the 
boundary between darkness  and highlighted its public nature. It 
became clear that this art could be observed by all members of 
the group. Moreover, a further element contributes to their inter-
pretation, the landscape, where the motifs may have been used as 
territorial markers. 
The exhibition ‘Côa Valley and Siega Verde: Limitless Art’, which we 
invite you to visit, offers a vision of Palaeolithic art, the peoples 
that created it, their lifestyles and the landscapes they explored, 
and in particular the lands of the Douro Valley, home to the most 
important ensembles of open-air art.
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THE DISCOVERY OF PALAEOLITHIC 
ART
The first Upper Palaeolithic images to be discovered were 
those represented on small stone, bone or antler suppor-
ts. Since they appeared within archaeological sedimen-
ts, there was no doubt about their chronology. However, 
when images of the same type were found in the Alta-
mira cave in 1880, a great controversy arose as to their 
age. The discovery of caves not accessed since the late 
Palaeolithic and of decorated walls covered with Upper 
Palaeolithic sediments put an end to this debate. Another 
controversy arose 100 years later, when the same types 
of images were discovered in the open air, a controversy 
only surpassed by the discovery of panels with engravin-
gs buried since the Palaeolithic. Today, it has been pro-
ven that our Upper Palaeolithic ancestors produced the 
same types of images in the open air as they did inside 
caves. Most of the former are found in the Douro Basin, 
and especially in the Côa Valley and in Siega Verde.

THE CÔA VALLEY AND SIEGA VERDE
The rock art of the Côa Valley and Siega Verde is justifia-
bly included on the list of UNESCO World Heritage Sites. In 
fact, it is here that most of the open-air Palaeolithic art 
known today is found. This type of art was probably far 
more common than cave art, although it has only been 
conserved in areas with suitable geological conditions. 
The sites on the Spanish-Portuguese border are there-
fore unique testimonies of a facet of human creativity 
that for the most part has irretrievably disappeared. The 
majority of the images at these sites were engraved, but 
some were also painted.

THE UPPER PALAEOLITHIC IN THE 
DOURO VALLEY
The figures identified on the nearly 800 decorated panels 
distributed across these sites indicate that they were 
produced between 30,000 and 12,000 years ago. But the 
creation of rock art in the same places, or in their surrou-
ndings, has continued practically to this day, as a visit to 
this exhibition will also reveal.

WHO CREATED THESE ART FORMS?
The Palaeolithic art of the Côa Valley and Siega Verde was 
produced by people like us during the Ice Age, which ended 
12,000 years ago. Based on some findings in the Côa Valley, 
we know that these types of images have been produced in 
the region from at least 30,000 years. These populations, 
which originated in Africa, entered south-eastern Europe 
about 46,000 years ago and mixed with the Neanderthal 
populations that lived here, spreading across the continent 
and reaching this region at least 34,500 years ago.

LIFESTYLES
These nomadic hunter-gatherers lived in groups of up to 20 
people. Each of these groups join others at regular intervals 
in larger camps. They lived from hunting, fishing and ga-
thering fruits and vegetables. These groups camped in the 
open air, in rocky shelters or at the entrance of caves. They 
were part of broad socioeconomic networks, which explains 
both the great uniformity of their artistic and technological 
productions and the presence of tools made from lithic raw 
materials sourced hundreds of kilometres away from the 
places where they were found.

PALAEOLITHIC ART
The earliest images produced by humans date back at least 
65,000 years, as evidenced by the dating of some examples 
of hands, abstract figures and pigment patches found in a 
number of Spanish and French caves. These images were 
produced by Neanderthals. About 40,000 years ago, the first 
figurative images began to be produced, mainly of animals, 
but also some of humans. The animals represented are ba-
sically large herbivores, especially horses and large Palaeo-
lithic bovids: aurochs or bison. The ibex and the red deer are 
also of great importance. In addition, some human figures 
and a vast abstract repertoire have been identified.
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